
BELGIUM UNDER THE GERMAN
OCCUPATION.

A PERSONAL NARRATIVE 1

Chapter LXXXI. A visit to the Front.
I HAD seen one side, and a hideous side, of the war, but that was the

side behind the scenes ; and I was always regretting, or reminding
myself that one day I should regret, that I had not seen that other side, of
martial glory and splendour and heroism, of which we had only the
echoes in the distant thud and boom of the cannonading there from the
trenches so far to the south of us — the sound that could be heard always
when by day one was away from the noises of the city or when by night
they were stilled. I had often reproached Lancken with inhospitality in
not taking Villalobar and me to see his great spectacle, and finally one
afternoon he asked me if I was really in earnest, and when I said that of
course I was, he forthwith arranged the excursion for the next day, July
20, and we drove away in the afternoon — Lancken, Villalobar, Count
Harrach, and I — in Lancken's big grey automobile. We took the
familiar road to Hal, and, driving rapidly by Enghien and Ath, we came
to Tournai by tea-time. There, after inspecting the cathedral with its
famous five towers, a noble specimen of mediaeval architecture dating
from the eleventh century, we went to a small pâtisserie for tea. Madame
la patronne, a bright, talkative little woman, was full of curiosity as to
who we were and what business we were on, and when Von der Lancken
said :

"Nous venons de visiter votre belle cathédrale" ; the woman replied :

"Oui et, puisque vous avez détruit la belle cathédrale de Reims, j'espère
que vous épargnerez la nôtre."

The Baron turned as red as the lining of the white collar of his bluish-grey
cape — and we sought the motor.

The road to Lille was a descent into Avernus, with destruction and
desolation more and more apparent as we passed on. One could almost mark
the frontier between Belgium and France by the changed aspect of the
population and the scene ; instead of the bustling, gossiping groups we
saw only sad women and bedraggled children and old and hobbling men,
but not a strong man or a man in middle years — all were off to the
front. It was a depressing sight, and I felt a sorrow settle over me that
was not lifted during all our stay ; it is not lifted yet, nor ever will be. I
cannot forget those tragic faces, that expression of humiliation, the
degradation of living under a conqueror. We entered Lille toward
evening with an aeroplane flying high above us amid the bursting
shrapnel with which the Germans were trying to bring it down, and from
that moment on we were not once beyond the sound of guns.

Lille is an industrial centre, very much like any one of a dozen small
cities in the Middle West. In times of peace it is dingy enough, but then,
with life prostrate, empty of men and of all who could get away and
swarming with foreign soldiers, it was beyond words haggard, forlorn,
and disreputable ; everywhere there was dirt, the disgusting dirt of war,
that seemed to sift into every crevice, every crack and cranny, and to



cover everything. The Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, who
commanded that district, had invited us to dine with him that night.
Villalobar had scented the function from afar and we had taken dinner-
jackets, absurd as it seemed to do so with a visit to the trenches in
prospect, and I dressed that evening in my room overlooking the
courtyard of the Hôtel de l'Europe, the typical caravanserai of the French
provinces, with the sound of booming guns in my ears.

An old servitor in long dark grey coat with two rows of brass buttons, his
bald head shining, his form bowed in an habitual servile stoop, descended the
steps to meet us when at twilight we entered through the great gate between
bearded sentinels and drove up to the château which the Prince occupied
outside the town. The long salon into which we were shown was furnished in
the execrable taste of some new rich manufacturer and ornamented with a
portrait-bust of the proprietor, which, as a last touch of taste and to lend an air
of artistic verisimilitude, the resemblance so much desired in portraiture, wore
a pince-nez on its marble nose.

The officers who composed the suite of the Crown Prince came one
after another into the salon, pausing in the doorway to click their heels
and to bow formally, and one after the other were presented ; and
presently we all fell back and there entered a slender, tall, rather weary
man in a grey tunic and dark blue trousers with very wide red stripes,
strapped under his military boots. And every one bowed before the
Crown Prince. He entered with a vague and rather sad, wan smile on
his lips, and Von der Lancken presented Villalobar and me. He spoke
to us in French with an accent more refined, I think, than the accent of
the Prussians when they speak French. He seemed sincere and cordial
in manner, with nothing of exaggeration in his bearing ; a thin, grey
man — weary, as I have said — with a lean, smooth-shaven grey face
and a little brush of grey moustache. He seemed to be about fifty years
of age, though I believe he is not so old.

We stood about uttering the customary banalities until the wide glass
doors between the salon and the dining-room swung open and we went
in to dine. Villalobar was seated on the right of the Crown Prince, I on
his left. I had on my left the Count A—, a tall, well-set-up, reddish man
with a pleasant manner and a good deal of intelligence, and we chatted
pleasantly throughout the simple dinner that was served. There were but
five courses, indicated on the menu by their German names — a pastry,
a bit of salmon, a roast chicken, a salad, great mounds of ice-cream, and
white and red wines. The old servitor handed about cigars and cigarettes
at the table, and when we had gone into the salon continued to band
them around, bearing the while a candle, from the wavering yellow
flame of which we lighted them. The footmen served no coffee, but,
instead, large goblets of beer, and these they continued to serve
throughout the evening, while the old servitor passed gravely around and
around with his tall lighted candle.

The Crown Prince withdrew with Lancken into a corner near the
window and they talked in low tones for a long time, while I chatted
with the affable Count about all sorts of things — trying to avoid the
war, for the notes on the Lusitania were being exchanged in that
moment. But by the irresistible attraction of the subject with which the
very atmosphere throbbed, the conversation inevitably veered round to it, as
the needle, oscillating an instant, turns unerringly to the magnetic pole. And
the Count introduced the topic by saying :



"Si vous autres en Amérique n'aviez pas fourni les munitions aux Alliés, la
guerre aurait été finie il y a longtemps."

I decided to end it there and then. I looked at him and said : "Ne le prenez
pas sur ce ton, je vous prie !" He laughed, and we did not discuss munitions
of war, nor war at all.

The Crown Prince finished his chat with Lancken after a while, and, seating
himself, signed to us all that we might be seated, and beckoned to me to
draw up my chair. Villalobar and I then sat on either side of him, and he
sent my Count out to see what the news of the day was. His Royal Highness
was very amiable. He addressed me in English, with an apology, saying he
could not speak the language very well, that he had been out of practice for a
long time ; but as a matter of fact he spoke it remarkably well, though
presently he drifted into French. He told us about his many voyages,
especially about his visit to America ; and said that he hoped after the war
was over to make another visit to America, for he was deeply interested in
many of our institutions. He said that it was good of us to have come down to
visit his command and that he had tried to arrange a comprehensive itinerary
for us, that naturally it was difficult to see everything in the course of one day,
but he trusted that we should not find it uninteresting.

As he sat there he smoked a light cigar and took an occasional sip from the
goblet of beer the old servitor had placed on a little table before him, and then
at nine o'clock — it was ten o'clock their time — he rose and said that
inasmuch as we should have to rise early in the morning he would allow us to
depart and get some rest. Then, amid universal bowing and clicking of
spurred heels, he withdrew.

At the dinner-table there were, besides His Royal Highness, the Count on
my left, and Villalobar, Lancken, Harrach, and I, and four other officers —
one of them a red-faced, heavy German who said nothing during the entire
meal. Next to him and across from Villalobar was a well-set-up chap with a
head somewhat like that of Louis-Philippe ; he spoke in a heavy voice, and
when he was not talking German he seemed to prefer English, which he spoke
with an English accent — indeed, he may have belonged to that class of
younger Germans who, as the French put it, singent les Anglais. There was
another young officer of the same type, wearing a monocle and English
puttees, also speaking English with a pronounced English accent. The
first of these two, a Captain, had been detailed by the Crown Prince to
conduct us on our visit of inspection on the following day. As we were
about to leave he explained to me that we must be ready and awaiting
him at the hotel at 6.40 — that would be twenty minutes to six Belgian
time.

Villalobar, knowing that I had neglected to cultivate the habit of early
rising — perhaps the easiest device known to man for acquiring cheaply a
reputation for virtue — laughed and said :

"That's too early for you."

"We chose this hour", our Captain explained earnestly, "because
naturally we do not wish to expose you more than is necessary. We are
going in the trenches opposite the English, and at that hour things are
more quiet than at any other time of the day ; it is the hour when the
English breakfast, and they don't like to be disturbed at their meals."

Villalobar gave me an amused glance. And then we drove away through
the darkness of the park — bearded Bavarian sentinels saluting, and a spy



in civilian dress emerging from the bushes under the trees, snatching off
his hat, and standing stiffly at attention as we rode by and through the
great gates.

We went to the hotel, asked to be called at 5.30-4.30 our time — and at
once retired. When I reached my room and opened the window I could
hear the booming of the heavy guns, and when I got to bed I discovered
that there were two town clocks in Lille within striking distance of each
other, and between the ugly booming of the guns and the striking of the
docks it was not easy to get to sleep.

I was awakened by a terrible cannonade, in the midst of which I heard
German voices calling to each other across the courtyard which my room
overlooked. It was dawn, and, looking out of my window, I saw an
aeroplane soaring high overhead and all about it the exploding shrapnel. I
could hear the roar of the motor, the whistle and shriek of the shells, and
presently to this noise there was added the drumming of mitrailleuses. It
was weird, there in the silent dawn, in that French provincial hotel. From
every window frowzy, sleepy, yellow German heads were thrust out. Two
German soldiers were on the roof, one of whom I identified as Fritz, Von
der Lancken's orderly ; he had crawled out of his window in the mansard
to see this battle in the air. The aviator was flying toward us and was
soon directly over the courtyard, and to the horrid racket of the shells and
the mitrailleuses there was now added the rattle of the falling pieces of
shrapnel on the pavement of the courtyard. It was nearly four o'clock —
useless to try to sleep — and so I shaved, looking out of my window the
while at the black puffs of smoke from the exploding shells. Down in the
courtyard, where in time of peace one might have gone back in
imagination half a century and pictured a diligence, a little French boy
was darting in and out from the cover of a doorway to pick up pieces of
the shrapnel, while a covey of birds at each fresh hail of -metal flitted
uneasily from one tree to another, trying to find a hiding-place.

I was hardly dressed when the waiter brought me my tea — he called it
tea — and a few biscuits. The little French woman who seemed to conduct the
hotel had warned me the night before, with a long face and an apologetic
gesture :

" Nous ne sommes pas très riches, monsieur ! "

At 6.30 their time, 5.30 ours, we were all in the courtyard below waiting for
our Captain ; the battle in the sky had ended, but the booming of the guns in
the distance still came to our cars.

Captain von X— came promptly in a huge grey car, with a
black, white, and red target on the lantern in front and the arms of the
Crown Prince on the side. He was accompanied by the officer with the
monocle and by another officer, and we raced off through the city at a
frightful speed to a park somewhere beyond the citadel. Sentinels tried to
halt us, but the officer with the monocle, who had mounted to the seat
beside our chauffeur, shouted some terrible German words at them and
smoke them into an immobile attitude of attention. At several places the
road was barred by wooden, stone, or wire barricades, but these our
monocled Captain did not respect ; he ordered the soldiers to remove
them, and sometimes even did not wait for them to be thrust aside, but had
the car driven high on the sidewalks around them, and thus we were
whirled, to the screaming of our siren, out of town. We paused once by a
door in a château where a sentinel — a Saxon from his green cap with
the horse's tail twisted about it — stood at salute, while a young



Saxon officer, an aide of the General commanding the corps whose
trenches we were to visit, came out and joined us, and we went
screeching out on to the road to Armentières. The long highway was
cumbered with all the engines of war — guns, caissons, battalions of
infantry, squadrons of cavalry ; and always wagon-trains lumbering on
heavily toward the insatiable front, stirring up for ever clouds of dust,
which settled subtly everywhere and made everything obnoxious to the
touch, to the sight, to all the senses. But at the importunate and
imperative screech of the siren on the grey car, with the target of the staff
and the arms of the Crown Prince, they all hastily turned aside, and we
passed, whirling on through the dusty villages, whose every door was
chalked in German and from whose every window showed the frowzy,
yellow, out-thrust heads of the German soldiers quartered there, with the
women slaving for them, and toothless old men with trembling chins
sitting on the doorsteps in the sun vacantly staring at the changing scenes
of that onward progress toward the front.

Beyond, there were heavy woods and the terrible devastation of war,
ruins, and the wreckage left in the train of the battle with the retreating
British in the autumn ; back among the trees now and then some ruined
old château, its windows staring vacantly, its white façade riddlled by
shell and ball, inexpressibly sad and desolate. There was not anywhere a
single inhabited house, all had been deserted long since. At last we
stopped in the edge of a wood, and there, with the sweet morning air
blowing over us — already under the artillery-fire that goes on
continually and, as it were, for ever between the Germans and the British
across the trenches — we heard the screaming of the shells overhead.
That shriek of shrapnel is a horrid sound ; I had often read descriptions
of it. There are many comparisons — "lost souls moaning in the wind",
"the wail of damned spirits", etc., and it is indeed some one of the many
noises of hell, no doubt ; but nothing brings the sound more vividly to
my mind than the instinctive gesture which the Captain with the head
like Louis-Philippe's made to his brother-officer with the monocle when,
as a shell went, over us, he placed his clenched fists together and then
rent them apart as though giant hands were ripping asunder some heavy
piece of cloth.

The Captain produced an engineer's drawing of the trenches which
we were about to visit, and, while we stood there in the edge of that cool
wood, began to explain ; we would enter the rear trenches here, pass on to the
second line here, then enter the first line here. But I was not watching the
well-drawn plan of the trenches — what can be more stupid than a plan of
anything, especially when you are to see the thing itself ? — but a wagon-
train that went rumbling by, the drivers staring at us with that strange
expression which dwells in soldiers' eyes.

We left the motors behind and went out from the cover of the woods and
walked along the road, stretching dusty yellow before us in the sun, toward
a little village where was the entrance to the rear trenches. On either side
lay the neglected fields, over-grown with grass and weeds and beautiful
with poppies, bleuets, and buttercups, and great masses of an exquisite
lavender — some flower that I did not know. And in their wonderful
colours under that serene sky those fields breathed peace, even with the
shells overhead and the trenches lying just beyond.

We walked on in the hot sun for a quarter of a mile. On each side
soldiers were digging new trenches to be used in case of a retreat, or, as
one officer explained, as if he considered retreat unlikely, to keep the



soldiers busy ; there were barbed-wire entanglements in the woods, some
of them cunningly concealed, and a kind of chevaux de frise called, to
Villalobar's amusement, Spanish cavalry. And always those flowers in the
fields and the perfume of them and the sweet morning sunlight, and always
overhead that noise of the shrapnel that seemed to darken the sky. There
was a lane — a quiet, peaceful, country lane — that turned away to the left
into the woods that lay across the field ; at the entrance to the lane there
was a sentinel, a pretty boy, he could not have been more than seventeen.
He came to attention, his blue eyes fixed in a kind of terror on those
officers ; his eyes never left them. He stood very erect and constantly tried
to stand more erect, ever more respectfully and attentively and correctly,
by jerking his head back again and again — in an agony of fear, an
obsequious, exaggerated respect. All the soldiers did that, boys and old
men — all in terror, all obsequious, the old fawning and cringing even more
than the young. And the young officers strutted carelessly by, striking their
puttees with their cravaches, indifferently acknowledging their salutes.

Just ahead was the little village of Wez-Macquart, and across the road a
barricade of sand-bags and stones and wood piled as high as my head.
And there was a hut with a low door, and from it at our approach there
emerged a little man in grey uniform, grey hair, grey eyes and pince-nez
— a mild-mannered little man, introduced as a Captain, who commanded
the company stationed at that post — and it was his trenches we were to
visit. His little hut had a roof of corrugated iron, with sod on top of it ;
inside, a table with a telephone, some books, some papers, a cot, a wash-
stand, a picture on the wall, a little stove for cold days. And there and
thus he lived.

Near by was another hut, with earth thrown over it ; and the little
grey Captain drew back a curtain at its entrance, revealing soldiers
curled up in frowzy bunks, sleeping heavily after their night in the
trenches. The air inside was not pleasant.

The road had now become the main street of the village, and the
barricade thrown across it, the Captain explained, was necessary,
because the road was in the direct line of fire from the English trenches,
To reach the German trenches we had to cross the road, edging close up
to the barricade, to the houses on the other side. The houses were all
empty and silent ; all the houses in that poor little town were empty and
silent. Not a window was left in one of them, not a door ; the walls were
riddled and split by bullets and shrapnel, the bricks chipped and
peppered. On the floors inside were heaps of wreckage, all the filthy
debris, the soiled intimacies of a deserted human habitation, sordid relies
of sordid lives tragically interrupted, left behind by fleeing refugees
before advancing armies in the autumn. The Germans had knocked rude
holes in the party walls, so that one could pass directly from one house
to another and be sheltered from the fire. And so we passed on through
one silent house after another of that deserted village, through gardens
overgrown with weeds, littered with rubbish, here and there the
souvenirs of some former occupant, happy, maybe, in his quiet home —
a portrait hanging crookedly on the wall, having escaped miraculously
all those shells ; a little lace curtain blowing out of a window in that
sweet morning breeze. It was the abomination of desolation spoken of by
the prophet, depressing in the extreme.

There was not a living being in sight, and then suddenly we came upon a
soldier sitting in the kitchen of a house, at a common table. His head was
bound up in a white surgical bandage as big as a turban, and he wore an



old, faded, threadbare, black frock-coat that made him ridiculous. He
had been wounded and was convalescing. He was breakfasting on a piece of
black bread upon which with a pocket-knife he was spreading some kind of
grease from a tin, and he had a tin cup of coffee. At our approach he sprang to
his feet, came to attention, and stood there. Our officers spoke to him with the
condescending, sugary kindness that wardens and gaolers display toward
inmates of prisons when visiting and inspecting committees are about.
Myriad flies were crawling over his tin of paste and his piece of black
bread . . .

In the rear of a house, close by an old wall, in an entrance cunningly
concealed, we descended steps cut in the earth to a narrow trench six feet
deep, scarcely a yard wide, like those trenches dug for water-pipes in city
streets, and were lost in the labyrinth of the German trenches. I was in
advance with the monocled Captain ; the others came on in single file
behind, clattering on the wooden gratings that made a floor for the
trenches. And aIways overhead those shells, those bullets ; the English
were not all at breakfast, surely !

The trench was cut directly through a graveyard ; on either side I could
have laid my hand on a grave where still reposed those ugly, too enduring
artificial flowers in which French cemeteries abound. And there in the
centre, high over our heads, was reared a great Golgotha, a monstrous
crucifix, the white body of the Christ on its wooden cross, spotted again
and again by black holes where bullets had pierced it. The arms of the
cross were splintered, but there the Christ hung pitiably in that hail of
balls, a great black hole in the white side, with an aspect terribly human —
and no one commented on the dramatic picture and all its fearful,
poignant, ironic implications. We walked on in silence ...

Soldiers here and there flattened themselves against the wall of the
trench to let us pass, or blotted themselves out of sight in little recesses
and niches. They looked more like working men than soldiers ; they wore
only trousers, boots, and undershirts. We came from time to time to little
dug-outs where men were standing idly about ; and in a place as wide as a
cistern some men were sawing wood, making grating for the trenches. The
soldiers were silent and very sober. They never smiled ; they simply
stared at us without interest or curiosity, dull or, maybe, benumbed —
though perhaps only properly disciplined. In one of the dug-outs there
was a bench and a bunk where men were sleeping, and there was a little
pup chained within — a cowering, whining, pitiful thing which, when I
stooped to pat it, shivered all over in its fawning affection. The soldiers
had tried to find little comforts, little distractions, little ameliorations —
prints cut from illustrated journals or portraits of the Kaiser or of
Hindenburg or other German worthies. Some of the trenches were named,
like streets, after Paris or other cities ; one, in clumsy humour, was "Rue
des Barbares".

And so we threaded the trenches, piercing deeper into the hopeless
labyrinth. There were more and more soldiers as we progressed, though
the trenches were not full of them, as I had imagined them. But the
Captain showed us a rusty iron gong on which the alarm was beaten in
case of attack, so that the concealed reserves could come forward to the
defence. I could not understand how he could find his way through this
maze, but presently he told me that we were in the second line of
trenches. We were now seeing more men, more guns, more alarm-gongs,
boxes of hand-grenades. Two black wires ran along the trench for
electric lights ; some of the trenches in water-bearing ground were made



with gabions, and here and there reinforcements of concrete, and there
were structures like Esquimaux huts, also made of concrete — depots
for ammunition.

There was a curious effect of silence in those trenches ; the infernal
noise of the shells overhead seemed, somehow, remote ; we got used to
it. I neglected after a while even to duck my head every time a shell or a
ball had gone over.

There was, too, a sense of order and of cleardiness, except —
loathsome detail — everywhere, over all, there were crawling flies,
millions of them, moving about sluggishly, deliberately, along the edges
and the walls of the trenches. On the gratings little green toads were
hopping ; one, in a strange respect for life, had to be careful not to step on
them.

That was all — that and a bunch of poppies and vines overhanging the
edges of the trenches where the sand-bags were piled. No one was firing
from our trenches ; we saw no killed, no wounded even. Those men
seemed to have nothing to do with that hail of balls that flew always
over our heads, the shells, highest of all, describing great parabolas in
the air, which they seemed to darken almost palpably, like a cloud. That
was imagination, of course ; the sun was blazing in a brazen sky.

The bullets whistled or sang — that buzzing sound which nails make
when boys throw them sharply through the air ; and the English rifles
kept up a fusillade like fire-crackers, the racket of an old-fashioned
Fourth of July at home. The sunshine added to the similitude, even if it
did make it all garish and unreal, as if it were not really happening after
all. But the eyes of the soldiers that looked on death always and awaited
it — they were real.

We had been in the trenches for an hour when we came to a little steel
cupola, with a soldier inside, sitting on a stool, his eyes pressed to a
narrow slit like a bar of brilliant light. He had a telephone at his elbow,
and his gun. There were periscopes here and there, some of them rude
contrivances improvised of boxes and bits of broken mirrors ... The
Captain motioned to the soldier to come down, and asked me to enter the
cupola. I went in, took the soldier's place on the stool, peered through
the narrow slit, and there, across the field filled with daisies and
cornflowers and, just midway, a great flaming bunch of poppies — there,
two hundred yards away, stretched a low white wall of sand-bags.

"There are the English", said the Captain. "We are now in the first
trenches."

I could see nothing but the low line of sand-bags, hear nothing but the
shrieking of the shells and the whistling, the humming, the buzzing of
the bullets — and the red mass of the poppies blooming between.

... And those were the English, only two hundred yards away — the
men whose tongue I spoke, whose thoughts I thought, whose traditions,
ideals, hopes, I shared, as though they were mine own people. I peered a
long time, feeling strange, lonely, home-sick, in the trench where I did
not belong ...

When we were out of the trenches and had passed again through the
deserted village of Wez-Macquart, through its riddled, empty houses
and gardens grown high with weeds and flowers that had sprung up that



year with no gardeners to tend them, and had bidden the little Captain
good-bye at the door of his hut, we were glad of the shelter of peaceful
woods, whose lovely nooks, untroubled by firing, gave no sign of war
until we came to a clearing, where under sheds German soldiers were at work
making barbed wire.

There was, indeed, a very busy little manufacturing plant in full
operation ; some of the men were making gratings for the trenches, and
others were inspecting and classifying obus that had fallen in their lines,
photographing them, ticketing and labelling them, making statistics in
the slow, methodical German way.

"To show where they were manufactured", as one of them explained.

I could see new campaigns in the Press, and when a sous-officier drew out
some ammunition which he declared indignantly to be American, Von der
Lancken hastily exclaimed :

"Put that away; you fool ; don't show it now !"

Then we must inspect a swimming-pool, hidden away in the woods,
with spring-boards standing out over the water and a high board fence
around it. Farther on through the fields and woods there was an old
farmhouse, long since abandoned by its inhabitants, and occupied as
headquarters by a German battalion. The soldiers were cultivating a little
vegetable garden in the courtyard and peacefully raising chickens ; in
the kitchen with its great stove there was a desk at which a soldier was
sitting at a telephone, and there was a piano.

Thus through the woods we gained the motor, and so — past those ruined
châteaux, those white façades criblées by balls, past those fields where the
flowers were blowing in the sunshine — we came again to the dusty
suburbs of Lille, and must stop to visit a factory to see soldiers making
nails. A nail is a nail, and I had seen nails, and once having grasped the
principle, as Thoreau said, I could see no reason for indefinitely
multiplying the instances, but we visited the nail factory.

When we reached our hotel and stopped there to wait for another car
to join us, a funeral procession was passing ; a man was carrying a
crucifix at its head and a priest in robes was reading his prayers ; then, a
poor open hearse, a cheap wooden coffin, a shabby black pall, and
behind it a woman in mourning leading a blind boy dressed in obvious
new blacks, in whose uplifted pallid face there was the rapt expression
and the placid smile peculiar to the blind, at long intervals blinking his
sightless eyes in the glaring sun. Then the friends and mourners —
hobbling old men, bent old women, and young wives and girls and little
children, but not one man of middle age, not one for whom war has any use.

The pathos of all that hopeless poverty, of those squalid obscure lives,
ending futilely in that last and shabbiest scene of all, touched me with its
poignant sadness, as the waste, the destruction, and desolation had filled me
with its despair. The monstrous folly of it all, and then the moral indignity
heaped upon these innocent, inoffensive people, sinking under their dumb
sorrow, conquered, broken, passed under the yoke . . .

A little boy was plucking at my sleeve :

"Un sou, monsieur !" he begged. "Pour manger, s'il vous plaît !"



It was one of those moments in which the ghastly spectacle of this our
common life, suddenly revealed stark and hideous by some such
commonplace and insignificant scene, becomes intolerable, and in an
overwhelming depression I found myself exclaiming to one of the German
officers :

" Mon Dieu ! que la vie est abominable et triste ! "

And he replied, with a laugh and ready wit :

" Mais les funérailles sont toujours gaies ! "

Brand WITHLOCK

London ; William HEINEMANN ; 1919.

Footnotes.

It would be interesting compare with what Paul MAX (cousin of the
bourgmestre Adolphe MAX ) told about the same day in his Journal de
guerre (Notes d’un Bruxellois pendant l’Occupation 1914-1918) :

http://www.museedelavilledebruxelles.be/fileadmin/u
ser_upload/publications/Fichier_PDF/Fonte/Journal_de
%20guerre_de_Paul_Max_bdef.pdf


