


In December 1944, as this novel opens,
Frangois Ricq, a graduate of the School
of Oriental Languages in Paris, is dropped
into northern Laos with a radio operator.
Together with a missionary and a lum-
berman, longtime French residents of
Laos, they are to create an anti-Japanese
resistancegroup and establish arms depots
in the mountains near the Chinese bor-
der. The Bronze Drums is primarily the
story of Ricq and his involvement with
Laos, where he stays until long after the
war, posing successfully as an ethnolo-
gist while actually trying to keep the
neutralist factions in power in the face
of the menace of the Pathet Lao in the
north and the American-supported right-
ists in the south. Ricq — and others like
him — were ultimately defeated because
they forgot that Laos, despite its charm,
was not the center of the earth and that
the real battle was being fought out else-
where. More than this, however, the
novel is the story of Laos —and South-
east Asia. What interesis Lartéguy is the
inherent tragedy of a country which was
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Introduction

RONZE drums are to be found in Laos, Butma and Tonkin,

wherever there are still tribes descended from the original
inhabitants of Sonth-East Asia, such as the Mois or the Khas, the
Karens or the Kachins. They are huge cauldrons which, on being
struck, produce a noise like thunder. The flat surface of these
drums is ornamented in the centre with 2 star, the circumference
with copulating frogs.

According to one legend, General Ma Yuan, who lived in the
first century of the Christian era, under the Han dynasty, had
been made responsible for the defence of the southern marches of
China. But since he had been given no soldiers, he had had the
idea of installing bronze drums in all the cascades near the places
where the credulous mounuinfolk lived. The water falling on to
these drums made the metal resound so loudly that the mountain-
folk thought they were hearing the ionumerable armies of the
Son of Heaven. They remained for many long years in their high-
lands without daring to descend into the valleys.

Anyone who has lived in Laos finds in this legend the key to the
incomprehensible incidents that have occurred there recently,
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THE BRONZE DRUMS

Twenty centuries after General Ma Yuan, the Chinese and
Vietnamese Communists installed bronze drums in every cascade
in Laos, this time to decoy the Whites, those brave and pullible
barbarians. They convinced the French, then the Americans, that
they were going to conquer this country. From north to south
they engineered several minor incidents, skirmishes that resulted
in 2 handful of casualties. They seized villages which no one ever
dreamt of defending. With a great song and dance they created a
pro-Communist movement, the Pathet Lao, which owed its
existence solely to their suppott. Each time a couple of Laotian
soldiers turned tail, the world press announced there was a
Vietminh regiment or Chinese division on their heels.

Obsessed by the roll of the drums, the Whites came to
the rescue of Laos to fight against an army which did not
exist. They exhausted themselves in their attempts o find it
Having thus diverted their atiention, the Communists, working
secretly underground and sapping all resistance, were able to
infiltrate South-Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma, Indonesia, Malaya,
Singapore . . .

This book aims at recording the history of this gigantic and
dextrous deception by which so many men and so many countries
allowed themselves to be caught. But it is above all a novel,
whose imaginary characters live in the Never-never land of Laos,
a country sufficiently legendary to be known as the Kingdom of
the Million Elephants and White Umbzclla.

For the last ten years Laos has lived under the sign of a rather
special tripartism. She has three capitals—Iuang-Prabang in the
north, Vientiane in the centre, and Savannakhet in the scuth—
and three political factions whose leaders are three princes of
royal blood, cousins of one another and also cousins of the king.

Each of these princes relies on an army and on foreign support,
and for most of the dme they act as mere standard-beaters or
figureheads.

An American journalist called Johannes Milestone realized, a
week after his arrival, that he would never be able to explain the
complexity of the situation to his readers and so decided to allot
a colour to each of the princes. The Blue Prince was Sisang, the
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Introduction

head of the “Neutralist” faction which was supported by the
troops of Captain Chanda, a strange character who had suddenly
made his mark as a result of a putrch. He was backed by the French
and the British, and, recently, also by the Russians after the latter
had fallen out with the Chinese. Prince Sisang modelled himself on
Gandhi. But this apostle of non-violence was a full-blooded and
quick-tempered character. He had a weakness for strong tobacco,
neat whisky, women and big-game hunting. A Public Works
engineer and down-to-earth peasant, he was a different person
altogether when he thoughe of his fields or expounded his views.
The White Prince was Phoum Sonakon. A former captain in
the Foreign Legion and descended from the kings of the Scuth,
he was more at home in 2 guardroom than in a drawing-room, in
a brothel or bar than in a palace. His little court consisted of 2
crowd of pimps, procutesses and libertines. He took no interest
in politics but regretted having abandoned his crown under
French pressure. He would rather have abandoned ir of his own
accord. Without knowing it, this loud-mouthed, courageous and
coarse-grained character symbolized tradition. General Si Mong,
a Thai halfcaste, was the real head of this faction. Quick-witted,
scheming and grasping, a2 graduate of French military academies,
he had none of a general’s qualities and zll those of a racketeer.
‘The Americans furnished aid to the White Prince and General Si
Mong, but not without suffering a few twinges of conscience.
His Highness Tiao* Lam Sammay became the Red Prince.
Officially at least, he was the leader of the Pathet Lao, a National
Front movement modelled on the Vietminh. Lam Sammay, who
had studied at the School of Palacography, dreamt of living like
those romantic revolutionaties conceived by Malraux. He had
displayed every quality that displeased true Communists: ostenta-
tion, gallantry and knight-errantry, and a sense of humour. So,
although he was treated with consideration, he had become a
mere tool in the hands of the Viethamese Communists who
directed his guettillas and his patty. The Chinese and North-
Vietnamese were unreservedly behind this movement.
Milestone had drunk a lot of Pernod one day and got the
* A prince of royal blood.
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THE BRONZE DRUMS

princes and their colours mixed up when filing his copy. Neither
the editor of his paper nor his readers noticed anything was amiss,
which seemed to prove that Laos was not a mawer of great
interest even though it was considered necessary to mention it
frequently in the press.

The king lived at Luang-Prabang in an uncomforeable palace
from which he never emerged. A disciple of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, he personally tended a little vegetable plot in which he
grew lettuces. An odd, confused character, he believed in
spiritualism and table-turning and played the clarinet.

Antoine Gibelin, a few days before being assassinated, described
how he had come upon the king one evening marching up and
down the huge deserted halls in the palace blowing his darinet.
He was preceded by a servant carrying an oil lamp and followed by
Ricq, the ethnologist, dressed in his old bush shirt and baggy
trousers.

The king listened solemnly to the suggestions and recommenda-
tions he was given, but refused to take any decision for fear of
unnecessarily jeopardizing the authority he had long since lost.

His court whiled away the time playing cards. Money would
pass from the Grand Chamberlain’s pocket to the Queen Mother’s
and end up in that of the king’s brother.

At the period with which we are concerned, Laos had about
one million five hundred thousand inhabitants belonging 1o a
number of different races.* The Communists were in control of
two thirds of the country, and the rainy season, the Nham Fon,
had starved a month before.

* Forty-two, to be precise, according to Francois Rieq’s article in the
Bulletin of the French School of Far-Eastern Studies: seventeen tribes of the
Kha or Proto-Indochinese group, a small Khmer group, eleven races of
Thai extraction, of whom the Laotians are only 2 small branch, five
sorts of Meos and Yaos and five tribes of Sino-Tibetan origin like the
Hos. And even apart from these, Ricq added with his usual modesty,
the whole of the north of the country is still hardly known at all.
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Xien Nip Camp

ETWEEN one and four o’clock in the morning of Sunday,
B 17 July 1964, a most mysterious coup d'état took place in
Vientiane, the administrative capital of Laos. It did nothing to
change the situation of the country and caused not a single casualty.
It was the seventh or eighth that had occurred since independence
and, had it not been for its utter pointlessness, no one would have
paid more attention to it than it deserved. Never had anyone seen
such lack of organization, such a chaotic operation, so few men
and such little material engaged in order to capture a town. The
“specialists” who had congregated at nine o’clock in the morning
on the terrace of the Constellation tried in vain to find a motive
or a purpose for this passch. Yet these men were either journalists
who were by no means lacking in imagination, secret agents who
were even more fully endowed with it, or opium “carriers”,
procurers and police informers who had plenty of secret informa-
tion. The total cutcome of the coup d’état boiled down to the
arrest of the President, His Highness Tiao Sisang Vang, of several
Neutralist officers closely connected with him and of 2 certain
Frangois Ricq, an affable, unobtrusive man who had been sent out
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by the French School of Fat-Eastern Studies to investigate the
tribes and dialects of Laos.

Ricq had lived in Vientiane for twenty years and was therefore
by now no more conspicuous than the flamboyants in the gardens
or the saffron-coloured robes of the bonzes in the streets.

Paul Cléach, the local correspondent of Agence France Presse,
put forward an explanation, however. According to him, the
“Coordination” officers who had carried out the putich were
sozzling in the Bijou Bar 2t midnight. Always law-abiding when
he saw there was nothing to be gained by not being so, Fugéne
Battesti, the proprietor of the night-club, hustled these revellers
out at cutfew time. Not knowing where to go and not wishing
to break up the party, the wotthy watriors decided to go and wake
up Sisang, the Prime Minister, who lived nearby. Instead of
offering them a drink, Tiao Sisang had shown he was anything
but pleased to see them. From insults they came to blows. In their
frenzy the roisterers brought out their revolvers, bundled the
prince into a jeep and drove him to their barracks in Xien Nip
Camp. After sobering up they were panic-stricken by the gravity
of their offence and went off and dragged their leader, General
Si Mong, out of bed to ask him to straighten things out. 5i Mong
informed them they had just carried out a coup d’état, which
apparently had not occurred to them. At first he refused their
request but finally, to get them out of the mess they were in and
save the country, he agreed to take command of the pautich and at
the same time assume power.

Needless to say, none of the “specialists” agreed with this
interpretation—not that it was over-fanciful but because it came
from Cléach who had been in I.aos only a year.

At ten o’clock in the morning Father Olivier Maurel of the
Foreign Missions celebrated High Mass before a scanty congrega-
tion. The absentees from his usual flock were a number of officers
from the French Military Mission, most of the members of the
French and Italian embassies, and the three Canadians from the
International Control Commission who were all kept back in their
offices as a result of the new coup d’état. They had to draft 2
report on the incident and try to disentangle its causes and
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Xien Nip Camp
effects. But in this coup d’état everything was incomprehensible,
and nothing takes longer to explain than the inexplicable.

After the Gospel, Father Olivier Maurel turned towards the
congregation. A sparse, nicotine-stained beard sprouted from the
end of his pointed chin. The hem of his sun-bleached cassock was
splashed with red mud. His eyes were ser deeply in their sockets
and his nose jutted out exaggeratedly above lips that curled back
from a toothless jaw.

Forty years of Asia, tropical sun, wars, tevolutions and acts of
treason had tanned his skin and tarnished his illusions. He was now
a tolerant sceptic, closely akin to the Buddhist monks whose
religion he had come out here to oppose.

Hzaving always lived in the bush, Father Maurel felt ill at ease
as Curé of Vientiane. He refused to wear false teeth and when he
preached he had an impediment in his speech:

“Blethlen, let us play. Ilesh incidents have once again en-
dangered peace in this coundy. Play for those among us who are
sufferling, for those who are experliencing plison, tolture and
death. Play for them even if they have sown the wind and are now
leaping the storm.”

Pzuline Helbronn, better known as Muguette, raised her head.
She realized the priest was alluding to the incidents that had
occurred during the night. Muguette was nearly seventy years old.
Twenty-five of these she had spent at the girls’ school where she
taught good manners—those of the last century—the piano,
sewing and needlework and how to lay a table properly. She was
always to be seen in the same flat shoes, the same suit of ecru
linen, the same incongruous straw hat adorned with a bunch of
lilies of the valley. Pious and unassuming, Muguette was part and
parcel of Vientiane; like the Breton mechanic who ran the
airport garage; the three Corsican thugs who dealt in arms, drugs,
gold and kindred commodities; Desnoyers, nicknamed Nut-
cracker, the pilot of the Junkers of Laos Air Transport, more
commonly known as Air-Opium; Monsieur Morean who did
absolutely nothing; Ricq who did any amount of things; and
Troussier, the former civil servant, who from habit and although
pensioned off long ago still turned up every day at the Customs
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THE BRONZE DRUMS

House which had become the Ministry of I'oreign Affairs. The
Laotians, a conservative people, cherished Muguette like one of
their own tradirions and gently made fun of her little weakness:
Muguette would occasionally get plastered on horrible sickly
liqueurs. On these occasions her pale cheeks would flush, her hat
would sit askew on her thick white hair. She would mumble to
herself about her late husband, Monsienr Helbronn, a Treasury
employee, whom the Japanese had executed in 1945. Monsieur
Helbronn had been mistaken for a resistance leader and had paid
with his life for a bit of harmless bragging.

Muguette pondered on the priest’s words. Father Manrel’s
allusion to those men who had sown the wind and were reaping
what they deserved could not apply to good Prince Sisang, the
man of peace, and still less to Ricq. To whom, then?

Muguette made the collection, which amounted to a hundred
and seventeen kips—not a very large sum. Madame de Saint-
Urcize produced her unsual rwenty-kip note folded in four, and
Madame Marcellin, the wife of the manager of the Indochina
Brewery, one kip. Muguette made 2 mental note to mention this
in her next letter to Juliette.

Every Monday since she had been cut in Vientiane, Muguette
wrote to her sister Juliette Marayet, who ran a stationery shop at
82 rue Claude-Decaen, Paris, XII, describing in minute detail the
political news that came to her ears and the gossip of the French
colony.

Muguette went back to her pew, pursing her lips, carrying the
velvet offertory bag which was almost empty. She reflected:
“People can say what they like about Monsieur Ricq, but at least
when he came to church he wasn™ tight-fisted. He would fish a
note out of his pocket and put it on the plate without even
looking. It was usually fifty or a hundred kips. On one occasion
it was even five hundred kips, which doubled the rest of the
collection. At other times he gave nothing at all, for his pockets
were empty. He would then smile and make an apologetic gesture.
Unfortunately, ever since he had been living with that young
Lactian girl, he was no longer to be seen.”

Madame Antwoinette de Saint-Utrcize, the wife of the Councillor
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Xien Nip Camp
at the French Embassy, was furious. Muguette realized this from
the way she was fidgeting in her pew. This Sunday happened to be
the day she was receiving the better-class ladies of Vientiane.
She had had some cup-cakes sent from Bangkok by diplomatic
bag. But Edouard, her husband, had asked her to cancel this
annual reception because of the situation. What was she going to
do with all those cup-cakes?

In the eyes of her women friends Antoinette was looked upon
as thrifty, in anyone else’s eyes she was regarded zs a skinflint who
“skimped” on her entertainment allowance. She locked like a big
thoroughbred mare. “There’s madness in Antoinette’s family,”
Madame Marcellin always said. Muguette, who was better in-
formed, knew what Antoinette took such pains to conceal
Edouard de Saint-Urcize had met her in the litie scent-shop she
ran at Moulins. He was looking for some socks and had come to
the wrong store. The councillor was as lean and lanky as his wife.
Gibelin, a queer sott of rogue who had come to the sticky end he
deserved, had christened the couple the Hackney Ponies.

Antoinette was too much of a snob to dare to hold His Highness
Prince Sisang responsible for all this inconvenience. In retarmn,
she spent the remainder of the service mentally inveighing
against Frangois Ricq who had been arrested by the “Coordina-
tion” police for some reason or other and whom the whole
embassy was doggedly striving to get released. The wretched
fellow, who lived like 2 native with a coloured woman and
almost certainly slept on the floor, would not have found it a
great hardship to spend a day or twoe Jonger in prison. It was the
ambassador who had thought of this feeble excuse to make
Antoinette cancel her reception. Glaring critically at Father
Maurel as the service came to an end, the couacillor’s wife
reflected it would be more suitable for him to be in a pensioners’
home, or at a pinch in one of those jungle villages from which he
came. In Vientizne he cut a poor figure, She made a mental note
to discuss the matter with the bishop.

All of them had a good lunch—Pinsolle, the French Ambassador,
in spite of his worties; Madame de Saint-Urcize, even though she
was vexed; Muguette, because she paid special attention to her
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cooking on Sundays; Cleach and his mistress, Flore, because they
were lunching in a Vietnamese restaurant. Then they all had a
siesta.

At four o’clock in the afternoon Xien Nip Camp with its dilapida-
ted huttments and marshy parade-ground was still plunged, like
the rest of the town, in a sluggish torpor which only the first
evening showers would dispel.

After being used as a training centre for the Laotian army, then
as living quarters for the refugees from the Thai districts, Xien
Nip had recently become the headquarters of the “Coordination™
special forces. It had since acquired its sinister reputation. Here,
it was said, was where they brought all the people whom General
Si Mong’s thugs discreetly abducted, cither to hold them to
ransom or because they were his political enemies.

Xien Nip lay five miles south of Vientiane on the edge of the
forest, on the banks of the Mekong, on the Siamese border. This
position made it a secure and convenient place. The reddish
waters of the river served as a burial ground for anyone whom the
Coordination soldiers failed to render amenable. The fishermen
occasionally came across their waterlogged corpses but were
careful not to retrieve them to avoid any fuss.

Prince Sisang and the ethnologist Ricq had been locked up in 2
large empty room which served as a guardroom in the days when
the Colonial Infantry still occupied the camp. The two windows
locking out on to the courtyard were equipped with iron bars,
The wooden bunks and rifle racks had been used as firewood.
The only remaining furniture consisted of an cld bedstead with
broken springs and, in one corper, a latrine bucket which stank to
heaven and atrracted the flies.

During the first few hours of his detention Ricq had applied
himself to deciphering the graffiti on the walls which were thinly
covered in brown plaster. They consisted mostly of lists of names
—Faye, Lieutard, Orcelle—accompanied by the most elementary
declarations of love, such as “To Phim for life”; warnings like
“All the tarts at Mother Dok’s are poxy”, boastful claims such as
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Xien Nip Camp
“My gitl’s hot stuff”; declarations of principle, “Down with
respectibility, long live crime!” and further lists of names,
sometimes accompanied by regimental numbers: “13227 Rifleman
Le Roux Gérard; 17664 Rifleman Autron Léon . . ." All that
remained Ricq reflected, of the hundreds of French soldiers who
had been locked up in this room for being late on parade, brawling
in a bar or forgetting to salute a superior, all that remained of
them apart from the little bastards they had hastily sired and who
could be seen toddling around bare-arsed in the market place.

What would remain of Ricq in a few hours, in a few days? A
little bastard growing in Ven’s womb, which he would not even
have time to acknowledge; a name in the secret files of certain
departments; a few articles he had published in the Balletin of the
French School of Far-Eastern Stadies on the minorities of Laos—
scarcely mote than the Colonial Army soldiers had left.

Heavy raindrops started pattering down in the courtyard outside,
filling the ait with the stench of humus, rotting vegetation, quag-
mite and decay, which is the smell of the rainy seasen in Vientiane.

Prince Sisang sat on the rusty bedstead, with both hands laid
flat on his stubby little legs, sucking at an empty pipe. He had
received a punch on the jaw, and a large bruise varying in hue
from purple to yellow gave him the grotesque face of a down
whose make-up has melted in the rain. The lapel of his white
jacket was torn and hung limply like a shred of skin.

“They were Thais who struck me,” he said in that slow, meas-
ured voice of his which seemed to swallow every word. He waited
for Ricq to say something in reply, then went on more firmly:

“No Laotian would have dared. I am not only the head of a
government which has been recognized by all the great powers:
America, Russia, China . . . I am also a royal prince and a cousin
of the King of Luang-Prabang.”

Each time he mentioned the king, Tiao Sisang never omiited
to add that he was only the king of a little province, 2 minor
monatch whose authority over the whole of Laos could not be
acknowledged by anyone in his right mind.

Ricq, with his old bush shirt hanging unbuttoned over his
skinny torso, sat on the floor hugging his knees.
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He realized the prince was asking, yet again, to be told lies
because he needed these lies in order not to lose face and to
recover his disarming optimism. Of course there were Thai
agents and officers in the Coordination, but none of them had
taken part in his arrest. Ricq had proof of this: he was still alive.

He drew his hand across his face. He had been arrested before
being able to have a shower and a shave and to change his
clothes. He had not even been allowed to put on his shoes.

Sisang was getting restless. Out of lassitude Ricqg acquiesced:

“Yes, they were probably Thais.” But out of honesty he
cotrected himself: “There were also some Laotians with them.”

“Men who've been led astray, Ricq. This coup d’état is non-
sense, just when I was about to reconcile the various factions by
an international agreement. Have you any tobacco on you?”

Ricq got up and handed him his pouch. Short, but well-
proportioned, he moved with a slightly rolling gait. He had a
youthful figure, but his face with its grey stubble made him look
like an old man with the body of an adolescent.

“How old is he really 2” Sisang wondered.

He had met Ricq for the first time in December 1944, or
January 1945, he could not remember exactly. In those days
Sisang was 2 member of the Resident’s staff and bore the pompous
title of “Chargé de Mission™. It was a very fashionable term in the
administrative phraseclogy of Marshal Pétain in France and
Admiral Decoux in Indo-China.

The Resident had asked him to estzblish contact with some
Gaullist officers who were reported to have been parachuted
from India into the region of Paksane.

His job was to persuade them not to provoke the Japanese by
any spectacular ot bloodthirsty operation. In return, it might be
arranged for a blind eye to be turned on their activity and, if needs
be, for assistance to be given them,

“How am I going to find them?” Sisang had asked. “They
haven’t left cards on the Administrator of Paksane.”

The Resident had sighed and shaken his head:

“Come along, my dear chap, use your brains. Antoine Gibelin
has some lumber camps in that region, and Father Maurel with
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his vsual firm grip administers a dozen Catholic villages there.
If these agents exist you'll find them either with the one or the
other—with Gibelin because he can’t stand the Vichy régime, or
any other régime for that matter, or with Father Maurel because
he’s a refuge for anyone in hiding and because he has a weakness
for conspiracy and war.”

Father Mautel had arranged a meeting berween Sisang, Ricq
and Gibelin. In those days Ricq could have been no older than
twenty-two and looked like a girl. He and his radio operator, a
Freach watrant officer, passed themselves off as Public Works
surveyors. They had all the tools of the trade, plane-tables, levels,
measuring chains, etc. Sisang, himself an engineer, had been aston-
ished to see that Ricq knew how to use these instruments, that
this little wisp of a man already left nothing to chance and had
built up a perfect “cover story™.

Gibelin had been as foul-mouthed as ever, calling the Resident
and these “bloody little Chargés de Mission™ every name under
the sun. Ricq had proved amenable. They had come to an
agreement: so long as the Japanese did not attack the French, the
resistance groups would confine themselves to receiving parachute
drops, storing 2rms and, if necessary, training guerrillas.

On g March 1945 the Japanese attacked ail the French garrisons
in Indo-China. Sisang had fled to China with most of the scnior
French and Laotian officials in Vientiane.

Aftet the reconquest of Laos by Leclerc’s French troops, Ricq,
Gibelin and a few others had tried to form a Laotian government
from the former members of the anti-Japanese resistance move-
ment. They had appointed the worthy legionary Sanakon as its
head. They had even created the “Lao Renovation Party™. In
less than a year they had met with total failure. With the exception
of Prince Sanakon, this government did not include a single
member of the great Laotian families who control the country
through their connections. The “Renovation Party” had melted
away. Ricq, once mote a civilian and already engaged on delicate
missions on behalf of his own government, had gone to fetch
Sisang from Bangkok where the prince was playing the part of a
moderate nationalist and man of reason. Sisang had agreed to
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become president and had governed Laos after a fashion up to the
defeat of the French at Dien Bien Phu. After this there had been
various incidents, the Americans had arrived in force ar Vientiane,
and the prince had resigned and returned to France.

Once again Ricq had gone to fetch him back from Paris. This
was last year, in May 1963. Sisang still remembered the skinay,
ridiculously clad figure he had seen coming into the lobby of the
Hotel Raphael where he was waiting for him. Ricq had greeted
him in the Laotian manner, pressing the palms of his hands
together, and said:

“All the Laotians are waiting for you now that you're the only
one capable of restoring peace.”

To hide his emotions, Sisang had almost snubbed him: “You'd
better get yourself another suit. The one you’re wearing dates
from the last war. Everyone’s looking at you as though you were
a ghost.”

Ricq knew he would be held in prison for 2 long time, that he
might never come out of it alive, whereas Sisang would be
released tomorrow night or the day after. He watched the prince
filling his pipe, trying to cram as much tobacco into it as possible,
even scattering some on the floor in the process.

No onc had wanted to overthrow the government, they had
only tried to frighten him. But, as in every improvised affair,
some blunders had been committed.

Sisang would shortly be back with his big jar of strong tobacco,
his whisky, his villa, his servants, whereas Ricq would have nothing
but an ounce or two of shag left to withstand hunger, fear and, what
was even harder to bear than torture, the conception he had of it.
Would he be able to hold out ? Would he behave like his brother?
But what could he give away? In Laos there were no secrets.

“Ricq>”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Ricq, we might perhaps forget some ...how can I putit. ..
some of our differences of opinion#”

The prince spoke a French full of ready-made phrases and
clichés, weighing his words like a provincial politician elected
for the first time to the Palais Bourbon.
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“This senseless . . . coup d'état. . . leads me. .. o believe ...
you are not entirely . . . wrong . ..”

Ricq felt like blocking his ears. He controlled himself and came
and sat next to Sisang. Then he spoke in the composed and
melancholy tone that people generally use to evoke the distant
memory of someone dead.

“Your Highness, it’s not only differences of opinion that sepa-
rate us. For the last six months we haven’t seen eye to eye on
anything. You’ve let General Si Mong combine all the police
departments in a single organization, the Coordination. You’ve
allowed the Coordination officers to be sent on training courses
in Thailand, you’ve believed in the American assutrances, but
you’ve let down Captain Chanda and his Neutralists who brought
you to power because you didn’t like Chanda, because you were
irritated at being indebted to a little paratroop officer. Chanda is a
brave man but simple-minded and credulous and above all he
can’t bear not being popular. When he realized you were fed up
with him, he began to lend an ear to what the Communists told
him. He has given you the slip . . .”

“He bhas given you the slip as well. Yet it was you who created
him. In any case one can’t run a country by relying on a senti-
mental savage and an army that no longer obeys anyone.”

“Nor ona racketeer like Si Mong, who can’t even keep his gangs
under control.”

The rain drove from the courtyard the two Coordination
soldiers in paratroop uniform who were mounting guard outside
the window. Clutching their sub-machine-guns, they ran off to
take cover in a2 doorway.

“Fhey’re frightened of the rain,” Ricq went on gently, jerking
his head in their direction. “They’re as frail and timorous as
children, but if they’re ordered to shoot us they’ll do it.”

“What do you know about them ?”

“I’'ve taught many children of that sort how to handle a
weapon and kill. It was for what I believed to be 2 good cause.
Now these children no longer believe in anything and they kill
for the sake of the leaders they follow because those leaders keep
the specific promises they’ve made. General Si Mong has no aim,
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no political ideal, no programme to put forward to his men. No
one gives a damn about anti-Communism in Laos. But he has
given them money, gitls, the right to beat up any poor wretch
they come across, permission to extort, racketeer, steal and
make money on the side. Those are tangible benefits. As long
as they last, as long as the police, the bodyguards and shock
troops are not required to maintain 2 certain standard of discipline,
as long as they are not required to fight against soldiers as well
armed as themselves, they will never abandon their leader.”

Irritated, as he always was when anyone failed to share his
opinion or criticized his policy, the prince cut Ricq short:

“They surrounded my residence at one o’clock in the morning,.
Two sections, no mote. Without a2 word of warning, they opened
up with a bazooka . . . The first shell smashed the reof, the second
failed to detonate, the third went through the wall of my office.
Then they started spraying the front of the house with machine-
guns. A senseless fusillade. My poards were playing phay-#hong* in
the kitchen. Two of them were wounded and the others took to
their heels through the garden. I was left all by myself, with the
electricity cut off. I dressed in the datk and forgot my tobacco.
Two Coordination officers burst into the room flashing their
torches. I saw at once that they’d been drinking. They could
hardly speak properly. One of them at least was a Thai. I protested
. . . I tried to make them see reason, to show them the folly of what
they were doing . .. It was then the Thai struck me in the face.
If 1 ever find that fellow, Ricq, I'll make him pay for it. Jabbing
a sub-machine-gun into my back, they made me get into a jeep
and brought me here. The dmokest of them kept saying I was 2
traitor to Laos. How dare he " —at this point the prince embarked
on another verbal flourish—“when I have sacrificed everything
for Laos, when I could be living quietly in France, when I have
renounced my rights to the throne so as to bring peace to the
country . ..”

“The man who struck you,” said Ricq, “is called Sounboum.
Captain Sounboum. The other man’s name is Khammay. He’s

* A Laotian game, played with 120 narrow, rectangular Chinese
cards.
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also a captain. Both of them were trained at the Police College in
Bangkck. They were the same men who came and arrested me
and they hauled me off in the same jeep as you. To carry out the
coup d'état, they had only one jeep.”

“You're joking.”

“Only one jeep, Your Highness, and as for troops, only one
battalion. Khammay told me all this after preventing Sounboum
from shooting me. Luckily he was with me in the maquis in
1945. I had actually helped him to get into the police.”

“And what of Sao* Ven?” Sisang politely enquired, although
be did not give a damn about her.

To him she was just an insignificant little phossao* who is taken
on as a setvant or concubine when a legal wife grows old and
ugly and no longer wants to make love. Yet Ven was considered
pretty. She was Captain Chanda’s niece. Like him, she probably
had Kha blood, the blood of the savage and the slave.

“In my house the soldiers battered the doors down with their
rifle butts,” Ricq replied. “Khammay called Ven a2 whore because
she was living with a Frenchman, and 2 Communist because she
was Chanda’s niece. But he prevented Scunboum from laying a
finger on her. A little later, in the jeep, just as we were driving
out of Vientiane, when Sounboum produced his revolver,
Khammay once again stopped him. Perhaps, in his own way,
Khammay is quite fond of me; or maybe his first trip with you
had sobered him up.”

“P’ll get you out of here, and you’ll be entitled to damages.™

“The surprising thing,” Ricq went on, as though he had not
heard, “the surprising thing is what the Coordination people hold
against me: giving you bad advice, although for months you've
always done the opposite of what I've told you.”

Prince Sisang grunted and jumped down from the bedstead.

“Ricq, Laos wants peace. There’s only one way of making peace:
getting everyone to agree and uniting all the factions to form a
government.”

* A girl of humble background as opposed to Nang, or Miss, which
designates an unmarried woman of the middle classes or aristocracy.

1 Young girl
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“That would be like uniting under a single roof an earthenware
pot and an iron pot, a tiger, a fox, a lamb and a wild boar.”

“It was Colonel Cosgrove Tibbet who engineered this coup
d’état, wasn’t it 7

“I don’t think so. Cos would never have done anything so
foolish. He knows the country too well. And the proof is, they
say the same about him 2s they do about me: that he’s been under-
mined by Laos, girls and opium. I've never set foot in an opium
den. Nor has Cos. As for girls, I hatdly bothered about them at all
until I met Ven, and Cos is said to be anything but demanding
in that respect.”

“You’ve become great friends, haven’t you?”

“Friends is hardly the word. We've been working against each
other for so long that we’ve come to know each other inside out
and sometimes have the same point of view.”

“What is France going to do?”

“Protest, Your Highness.”

*“And England ?”

“The same. The Ameticans are also going to protest, but not so
forcefully. Then they’ll wait and see. They weren’t zble to prevent
the coup d'état, which put your government against them. They
can’t afford to have Si Mong and his Coordination against them
as well.”

“What about the Communists ?”

“Fighting will break out again in the Plain of Jars. It’s too
good an excuse to miss. It was with your government they signed
the cease-fire agreements, which in any case they never had any
intention of honouring. Now you’ve been thrown into prison by
‘a handful of adventurers and Fascists’—that’s what they called
Si Mong and his police even before. So they’re no longer bound
by any agreements. What have they facing them in the Plain of
Jars ? Chanda’s Neutralists—and all the Neutralist ofhicers who were
in Vientiane have just been arrested together with their families.
The Neutralists are already demoralized, they won't fight any more.

“You know, Your Highness, this coup d’état is so idiotic that
I can’t help wondering whether Si Mong himself didn’t have a
hand in it.”
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In point of fact Ricq could not imagine the general, who was
head of the Coordination and Vice-President, an utter scoundrel
and racketeer, but as wily as a2 Chinese merchant, being involved
in such a risky business.

With his fists thrust into the pockets of his tattered trousers,
His Highness Tiao Sisapg strode up and down the cell. His pace
increased as his anger mounted at the thonght of all this muddle
and disturbance.

“Then who

When he was worked up, Sisang could become as violent and
vicious as a buffalo. He was then capable of charging without
feeling the blows, insulting without weighing his words. But
he quickly reverted to his true character, that of a peaceful
ruminant champing high-falutin’ phrases about Neutrality, the
United Nations, the Third Wotld, fundamental principles,
international pledges and self-determination. Ricq wondered
whether Sisang was going to react or acquiesce, whether his anger
was merely a flash in the pan or would be sustained.

“Our friend Sisang,” Pinsolle, the French Ambassador,
always said, “is the myth of Antacus in reverse. The giant Antzeus
in his combat with Hercules recovered his strength on touching
the ground. Sisang loses his on returning to his native land. He
only begins to exist when he sets foot on foreign soil. Sisang is an
excellent prime minister when he’s living in Paris.”

It had stopped raining and a sentry had just reappeared outside
the window. He was whistling through his teeth a popular song
imported from Bangkok.

“It’s not the same man as the one before,” Ricq observed.

“What difference does that make 7

“Pm going to try and have a word with him. We might get
some news.”

Sisang leaned forward to sec what would happen. He still did
not understand how Ricq managed to collect so much information
and maintain so many contacts in every class of society, in every
race. The Americans and Thais spent fortunes and received noth-
ing but tittle-tattle in exchange, whereas this Frenchman without
money or any other means knew practically everything that was
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going on, every scheme and plot afoot, from the Chinese border to
the flooded districts of Champassac and Sithandone.

Ricq went over to the window and in a a low voice started
whistling the same tune as the soldier. ‘Fhe latter turned round to
reveal a big round head with a tiny beret perched on it.

“What's your name ?” Ricq asked him in Laotian.

Surprised at finding a Phalang, a Frenchman, who could con-
verse in his own language, the soldier replied:

“Pheng.”

Pheng had been ordered not to speak to the prisoners, to
prevent them even from coming up to the window. But guard
duty was so boring that one had to make the most of what
distractions were offered.

“Stand back there,” he said to Ricq, to assert his authority.
“You’ve no right to approach the window.”

Ricq did net budge and went on:

“Pheng, you're from Savannakhet, aten’t you ?”

‘There was every chance he might be since most of the Coordina-
tion men had been recruited in the south of the country, General
Si Mong’s stamping-ground. The soldier nodded his head: yes,
he was from Savannakhet all right.

Growing more and more interested, he rested his rifle against
the window-sill and drew close to the bars. Like all Laotians, he
was extremely cutious. In his turn he eaquired: “Is it true the
little fellow in there with you is Tiao Sisang ?”

From him Ricq learnt that Captain Chanda, the head of the Neut-
ralist troops, had fought back when they tried to arrest him. With
his personal bodyguard, he had been able to take to the bush.

“In any case they would never have been able to kill him,”
said Pheng. “You can’t kill someone invulnerable except with a
silver bullet which has been cast while certain incantations ate
proncunced over it.”

The soldier suddenly turned round and spatched up his rifle.
An officer was coming into the courtyard.

Ricq commented on the news:

“I suppose 2 small Coordination unit tried to capture Chanda
at home. To scare him, they fired on his villa; Chanda and his
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men returned the fire. Whereupon the special troops took to their
heels and Chanda calmly set off down the Luang-Prabang road,
maybe even by truck. Chanda’s invulnerability is first and fore-
most his conrage.™

“No,” said the prince.

“You believe in this legend 2

“The others believe in it and so does Chanda. That’s all that
matters. Invulnerability is a secret of your friends the Khas;
Chanda is a Kha on his mother’s side, a ‘Thai-Necua on his father’s.
He hasn’t a drop of Lao blood in his veins.”

The prince telapsed into his stolid silence.

He too was invulnerable, but he had been taught in France not
to believe in such nonsense.

In his family, that of the “kings of the front” of Luang-
Prabang * it was a tradition for one of the sons to be sent secretly
to an old sorcerer at Attopeu. It was he, Sisang, who was chosen,
because he was about to go to France and was therefore exposed to
danger.

He was thirteen at the time; he was now sixty. It was a long
journey. He still remembered his trip down the Mekong in a
pirogue with two servants who were well acquainted with the
rapids, the whitlpools, the sharp rocks on which the hull might
be smashed.

Since they made no sound as they drifted down stream, theanimals

* In the ancient kingdom of Luang-Prabang there used to be five
kings: the king of the centre, or King Luang, who was the religious
leader and dealt with nothmg else; the king of the front, a sort of
palace marshal who was in charge of the administration of the kingdom;
the king of the right who ran the treasury; the king of the left who was
responsible for agriculture and fishery; the king of the rear who was
the court minister. Antoine Gibelin, true to his inveterate anti-
militarism, maintained that the king of the reat, the one who saw nath-
ing, must have been the head of the army.

Already in the days of Pavie there existed no more than two kings
of Luang-Prabang,.

Occupied by the Siamese, devastated by the black, yellow or red
flags, the kingdom had been rednced to its most elementary expression.
The French Republic, vety punctilious sbout anything bearing on
royalty and protocol, wanted only one king. They therefore chose

King Luang, the king of the centre, made a viceroy of the king of the
front and court ministers of the others.
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were not scared away and at dusk Sisang could see them 2l at close
quarters as they came down to the river to drink: elephants,
stags, wild buffaloes, tigers, macaws, gibbons, langur monkeys . . .

How lovely the jungle was on the banks of the King River!
Nowadays one could only leave Vientiane by air. The few roads
and tracks that had not been destroyed were in the hands of the
Communists, who had alse set up machine-guns above some of
the gorges overlooking the Mekong.

He, Sisang Vang, the head of this country, who adored the
jungle, who used to dream about it when he was at school in
France, who had hunting in his blood—he too had to travel by
plane like any white man.

He was seized with fury. He gave the bedstead a kick and hurt
his foot. Ricq locked at him in astonishment.

At the end of the voyage, at the end of the river, young Sisang
was taken to the sorcerer’s tall-roofed hut. This hut was also the
guest house.

The sorcerer paid hardly any attention to him. He fed him on
game and stodgy rice and made him drink brews made from
bitter plants. Sisang used to tremble with fright when a branch
scraped the toof in the dark, or a rustling sound came from the
nearby forest. The phis were on the prowl. Was it the herbs that
made him nervy and on edge or else plunged him into a sleep akin
to torpor? At any rate, on several occasions, he fancied he saw
or heard those evil spirits that come and devour 2 man’s brain.

Young Sisang, who was about to be educated in France,
witnessed the ritual sacrifice of a buffalo tied to its stake and
watched naked men daubing themselves in its blood. On several
occasions, and always at night, the sorcerer led him up to a tree
in the forest. He made him recite certain phrases which he did not
understand, then pricked him with the point of an arrow and
mixed his blood with the earth. On the last day he said to him
in his broken Laotian:

“You are now invulnerable to bullets, daggers and the diseases
which the phir of the forest inflict. But I cannot do anything in
respect of arrows and poison. So never get on bad terms with a
Kha.”
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Three months later Sisang entered the Alsatian School in
Paris. One day, to overawe his French schoclfriends, he had
revealed that he was invuloerable.

“Is that s0?” said a scruffy little ginger-headed lad. ““Well,
we'll see.”

And he had punched him in the face.

The ginger boy’s fist, mathematics, chemistry and other
subjects had made him forget the pbis. But deep down inside him,
in those innermost recesses in which all the mysteries of a man’s
race lie hidden, thete remained 2 vague belief in this invulnera-
bility. This was perhaps the key to his courage and the explanation
of his good fortune. T'wice over he had almost been caught by the
Japanese, on another cccasion by the Vietminh, and on yet another
by the Thais in the service of the Americans. A year ago, when he
had landed at Bangkok, the hired killers of Marshal Aprasith,
General Si Mong’s uncle, had made an attempt to abduct him.

Ricq sat down on the floor again, hugging his knees.

“Si Mong is a coward,” the prince said suddenly. “He wouldn’t
mind being invulnerable. Did you know, Ricq, that this graduate
of the French Military Academy is frightened of the forest and
the phisr? Nothing will induce him to go into the forest except
when he has to cross it to go and collect his opium from the Meos
up on the mountains. But Si Mong is so rapacious, he’s so fond of
money that he forgets his fear, 2 fear which makes him physically
ill. I’ve seen him. But the Khas are the only people who can make
a man invulnerable and they don’t like S5i Mong.”

“The Khas, Your Highness, don’t like anyone. I’ve lived with
them. They tolerated me. Today I wouldn’t take the same risk.
They’re tiddled with Vietminhs. The missionaries have hardly any
success with them, but the Communists, by dint of patience, by
tespecting their gods, their customs and their women, have
managed to foist themselves on the tribes. The Khas now have
rifles and machine-guns. I’s not only sambar, buffalo and wild
boar they hunt these days, but men as well. They no longer need
to believe in the phis.”

“Ricq, you're like those little leeches that drop from the trees
and have to be butnt before they’ll lose hold. We don’t know
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what’s going to happen to us, we don’t know who’s behind this
plot, we don’t know if that sentry who's so good at whistling
Thai songs isn’t going to come in hete and empty his sub-machine-
gun into our bellies, yet you just sit there ruminating over old
grievances.”

“There are five hundred thousand Khas in Laos, Your High-
ness, a third of the population, and they’re now against us and on
the side of the Communists.”

“That’s not my fault. I realize all the blunders that have been
committed against the Khas, against the Meos . . . It’s the army.”

“Your Highness, you’ve done nothing.”

“I can’r do everything. Lieutenant-Colonel Ricq, of the French
Special Forces, you were put at my disposal to help me and also
to keep an eye on me, weren't you? But all you think of is
criticizing me. I was the one who got you promoted in Paris.”

“T’d rather you hadr’t lost the Khas.”

“Yonu helped all right as long as youn agreed with me. .. But
that was before you met that girl Ven and sided whole-heartedly
with Captain Chanda’s patty. What’s going on in Viendane,
what ate Chanda’s partisans up to?™

“Nothing, Your Highness. Maybe they’re going to reassemble
in the bush or just drop every thing.

“The women in Vientiane are preparing their rice; the Co-
ordination men are swilling their beer; the journalists are having
a drink on the terrace of the Continental and cursing this bloody
country where something always crops up just wheno they’re about
to return to Hong Kong. In Hong Kong the hotels are air-
conditioned and everyone speaks English.

“The sambos are pedalling their cycle-rickshaws along the
streets, looking to right and left in search of a customer. The
ambassadors are conferring. General Si Mong has summoned his
accomplices to your office and they’re sharing out the loot—you
get the rice import licence, Bong Pha; Phim Pho, you get the
gold; I'm hanging on to the opium.”

“What about the people ?”

“Your Highness, the people don’t give a damn. This is the
seventh coup d’état in three years and they always see you come
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back, promising them that this time you’ll make peace. Only once
did they take a stand, but it was in favour of Chanda. They were
punished by being shelled for three days by artillery and mortars
from the Thai bank. In the bush, in the villages, in the isolated
valleys, the peasants don’t hear the news until six months later.
More often than not it’s the Communists who put them in the
picture. Naturally they give their own version.™

“I’ve pever seen you so pessimistic.”

“Laos is lost, you know it as well as T do. Today it needs only
one jeep and twe hundred men to overthrow a government. It’s
not serious for you, Your Highness, you have another country . . .
yes indeed, France . . .a wife and children who are French, an
apartment in Paris and a fine estate in the Dordogne, an estate on
which you dote as though you were a French peasant. I once
caught you looking at some seed catalogues—seeds that don’t
grow in Laos. T have no other country but this, no garden in
which to plant seeds, and only this woman Ven who’s twenty-five
years younger than myself.”

“] love Laos 2s much as you do.”

“Not Laos, but your own conception of Laos: a sensible
country that resembles France.™

Sisang felt renewed affection for Ricq.

“Do you want to borrow my jacker#” he asked. “You could
roll it up and use it as a pillow.™

“Don’t bother.”

“Are you frightened ?”

“Yes, of being murdeted like Gibelin before completing what
I still have to do.”

Red and black clouds formed overhead, filling the squares of
sky outlined by the windows. The Mckong was quite close and
Sisang strained his eats to hear the lapping of the water, the noise
of big fat fish leaping from the river and falling back with the
deep resounding splash of a stone dropped down a well.

Stout and greedy, His Excellency Pinsolle had just finished his
usual cup of chocolate with the rich cream pastries specially made
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for him by Fernande, his cook, whom he had sent for from Pilles,
her native village in the Dréme.

After wiping the froth of chocolate from his lips, he heaved a
sigh of content, then went over to the window looking out on to
the statuc of Auguste Pavie* and stood there waiting for the rain
to stop. Zavier Pinsolle did not like going out in the wet. As soen
as the shower was over, he would leap into his car and, pennant
flying, make a round of the embassies and ministries where he
would cajole and threaten with his usual mixture of volubility
and adroitness, cracking jokes but pursning his own ends, single-
minded and determined but never appearing to be so.

He had to obtzin the immediate release of Pronce Sisang and
Ricq and see that this coup d’état was presented to the world as an
unimportant incident, a misunderstanding, an outburst of temper
on the part of a handful of young officers. Yet Sisang had been a
great disappointment to Pinsolle. The ambassador had hoped,
thanks to him, to use Laos as a spring-board for a policy of
neutralism which would then be extended to embrace the whole
Indo-Chinese peninsula. It was Ricq who had put this idea into
his head and Pinsolle had got it accepted at the Quai d"Orsay.
Since then they had been brought closer together by this scheme.
Three days before the coup d’état, Pinsolle had invited Ricq to
dinner and for the first time had given vent to his feelings.

“Sisang is no longer in Laos,” he had said. “He’s already in
France. If he’s staying on, it’s only because he wants to polish up

* Auguste Pavie, bora at Dinan in 1847, started out as a telegraph
agent and eventually became a consul and minister plenipotentiary. He
marched for thousands of miles over the tracks of Laos and pave this
country to France without firing a shot. With that perfidy which was
second pature to him, Pinsolle once said to his councillor, Monsieur de
Saint-Urcize, whose only point to him was being well bred:

“Luckily, my dear fellow, in 1964 there’s no longer any danger of
trouble-makers like Auguste Pavie getting into the service. Do you
realize, he travelled on foot, spoke all sorts of dialects, slept on the
floor, was adored by the locals and, I believe, hadn’t even passed
school certificate.”

“Yes, very luckily,” the councillor had agreed. “In our profession
people with too much personality and too litde education cause
nothing but disasters.”

“Why, ves, my dear fellow. These days all that’s asked of anyone is
a modicum of manners.”
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his statement for the few French papers that are interested in his
story. He can’t bank on any other nag, it’s the only one that still
has four legs even though the rest of it’s in pretty poor shape.”

For all his faults, Sisang was nevertheless courageous and honest
in his own way. He even represented an exception in this Far-East
Asia where whole countries were at the mercy of gangsters,
racketeers and military leaders who were cither arrogant and
circumsctibed or else young, inexperienced, insensible and
jcalous of one another—in which case they were inclined to cause
even greater havoc than the racketeers. This was what was
happening in Saigon.

When he had been appointed to Vientiane, Pinsolle had shown
certain reservations. He was not at all fond of countries with an
uncertain existence, where politics are conducted by secret agents,
whom he regarded indiscriminately as chatterboxes, muddlers and
braggarts.

General Durozel, head of the S.D.E.C.E.* had called on him
at the Quai &’Orsay to tell him that Rieq, the agent in question,
was not at all what Pinsolle imagined. He had explained:

“He's a shrewd, sharp-witted, unassuming man who knows
everything about Laos, all its dialects and intrigues, the past of
every man and woman living there. He would never allow him-
self to encroach on your prerogatives; he’s our best agent in
South-East Asia. Furthermore, I lock upon Ricq as a personal
friend.”

Such glowing references were uncharacteristic of Durozel, a
cold, withdrawn person who was far from lavish in his praise.

And in Ricq Pinsolle did indeed find a valuable collaborator,
a man of few words, though he always answered any question
clearly, and with a keen sense of social and hierarchic distinctions
—somewhat too keen for the ambassador’s liking.

He was not the sort of person who could be a close friend.
Ricq was evasive, secretive, so much a prisoner of his own little

* Service de documentation, études et comtre-espiovage, the French Intelli-
gence organizaton previously known as DL.G.E.R. (Direction ginéraie
des études et recherches) and during the war in Free France as B.CR.A.
{Bureas central de recherche ef action).
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wotld that he could only talk shop. He was the exact opposite of the
exuberant and colourful character that Antoine Gibelin had been.

Pinsolle had come to Luang-Prabang to present his credentials
to the king and had spent 2 week there, staying with his councillor,
Baron de Saint-Urcize, in the former residence of the French
governors. The river flowed past it, a red ribbon in the midst of
the datk encircling mountains. An old gendarme and his Laotian
wife did the cooking, combining Oriental spices with French
sauces. The gendarme used to drive them round the royal city in
a jeep. The jeep was old and often broke down. Monsieur de
Saint-Urcize and Pinsolle, the former cursing and sweating, the
Iatter having the time of his life, had to help the gendarme push it
to the top of a slope. They would return from these drives
covered in mud, but Pinsolle used to bring back lengths of silk
embroidered in silver or gold, liule brass buddhas and photo-
graphs of clear rivers with lovely girls bathing in them. Monsieur
de Saint-Urcize concentrated on landscapes and monuments,
Pinsolle on the smiling faces and bodies of the plonsaos.

Gibelin spent six months of the year in Luang-Prabang. A
friend of the former king, he had remained a familiar figure in
palace circles after the monarch’s death and was said to be having
an affair with one of the princesses.

Gibelin, who as usval appeared to have nothing to do, took
Pinsolle and his councillor by pirogue to visit Pakou, the gateway
to Luang-Prabang, a gorge which the river had pierced through
the limestone mountains. On the right bank there were some
caves below high-water level. They bad been converted into
temples and were adorned with buddhas carved out of the solid
rock. The water dripping down the walls was collected in stone
basins and used by the priests at the coronation ceremony of the
kings. On their way back, at dusk, after passing the rapids, they
came out into the wide loop of the Mckong which encircled
Luang-Prabang. Here they encountered another vessel paddled
by four young boatmen. A young girl, with her hair hanging
loose, her thighs and legs uncovered and a damp shawl stretched
across her breasts and stomach, sat in the prow singing. She gave
a long-drawn throaty cry which reverberated over the motionless
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water. The boatmen took up the cry after her, but modulating its
savage tone so as to harness it to the rthythm of their paddle
strokes.

What was originally just the call of an animal in love became a
song which already followed a melodic theme. The girl repeated
her cry and the men once again transformed it into music and
thythm. The pirogue went past them, while the phousae waved to
them with a gesture chat was imbued with grace, distinction and
all the freedom in the world.

Gibelin sprinkled some water over his gaunt, hatchet-face,
swept back a grey lock and confessed to Pinsole:

“That’s why I love this country: because of certain encounters
that have something miraculous about them, like this encounter
on the river, like others I have had in the forest, in the distant
isolated valleys, in the blue highlands of the Meos when the
whole of the Tran Ninh is one vast flower-bed. I’ve come across
men in their pure state, living in natural surroundings that haven’t
yet been spoiled. It’s difficult to explain, but I now feel almost
inflated with gratitude towards this country which has given me so
much delight. Did you know that in Pavie’s time, about 1887, the
coins of Luang-Prabang had the shape of 2 male organ and those
of Xieng Mai of a female organ ?™*

“Do you know of any other country in the world where you
can buy tice, meat and cloth in exchange for this pagan symbol,
the sexual organ, which gives not only delight but life? That’s
why a fellow as different from me as little Ricq is devoted to
Laos. Sometimes I feel as though we’re the last two angels defend-
ing this doomed paradise against annihilation, Ricq the black
angel, myself the white.”

“Why do you call him Little Ricq ?” Pinsolle had asked.

“I koew him in Paris when he was fifteen years old. I came
across him again in the maquis; he was twenty-three. There are

* Pavie writes: “Narrow, clongated and flat, one stde (of the coins)
is adomed with what appears to be wild flowers. This design is produced
by drops of ant juice being dabbed on to the heated metal by means of
a straw. Crown-shaped blisters are thereby formed and this pattern is
preserved when the metal cools, as proof that the coin is not merely
silver plated.
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still two of us who call him Little Ricq—Father Maurel and
myself, the sole French survivors of our resistaoce group.”

Pinsolle had then asked:

“I’'d very much like to know if the operation you've just
attempted with Ricq and Prince Sisang—which is why I'm here—-
doesn’t derive its origin, like a certain form of Gaullism in France,
from the myth of the Resistance ? It’s with the help of the mem-
oties and men that you knew at that time, with whom you fought,
that you've created this Neutralist movement. But since the
Japanese occupation, twenty years have clapsed. Sisang, Chanda,
his second-in-command Thon, the officers, the police, the deputies
who are backing this movement, are only bound together by this
slender thread, some twenty-year-old memories. It seems rather
insufficient to me.”

Gibelin had burst out laughing:

“Of course, but there’s always the question of personal gain.
I don’t mean merely money. Like the Gaullists, these men have
known a very brief moment of glory; they still feel the urge to
be applauded again, to make another appearance on stage. They
still think that just because they constituted a chosen few who
went on fighting when the others gave in, they are entitled to
certain rights over the couatry until their dying day.”

“That doesn’t explain why you embarked on Laotian
Neutralism.”

“I don’t like people and things changing too much round me.
I had conceived a particular picture of Laos and I’'m sticking to it.
1 don’t want it daubed with red or blue, or parcelled out, or made
into a concentration camp between the Chinese, Thais and
Vietnamese. Laos can’t be saved, I know. How can you save a
nation that doesn’t exist, 2 people that won’t fight? Ricq is
labouring under many 2 delusion on that score. All I want is for
Laos to survive long enough to enable me, Antoine Gibelin, to
be happy here for my last remaining years . . . happy, that’s to say,
to my way of thinking. The only possibility of survival for this
country was Neutralism,

“You see, Your Excellency, I'm a selfish man. I need Laos, 1
need my long trips in the forest or on the river, my hunting, my
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encounters with a past that seems to have been kept on ice. Of
course, there are also the girls, the money I make without any
effort, life on a grand scale, my friends. Ricq loves this country
because of everything he has given it, Ricq is generous and
charitable. Father Maurel is right, he’s 2 genuine Christian. It’s
funny, Westemers always seem to be seeking excuses for being
happy and enjoying life: Ricq wants to help the Laotians, Father
Mautel to convert the pagans. It’s false, Maurel merely loves Laos
and doesn’t even try any longer to make Christians of these
people to whom Buddhism is infinitely better suited. Ricq is like
1 goldfish that’s used to its bowl. If he came out of it, he’'d die.”

For a moment Pinsolle believed he had found the special
partner and friend that he felt he needed every time he came to 2
new country. In Venezuelz it had been Ramon Da Silva; in
Bolivia, Helmuth Herrendorf; in Norway, Inge Olafson. In Laos
was it going to be Antoine Gibelin?

But Gibelin could not resist playing one of his usual little jokes
on the ambassador. He showed him round the most beautiful
pagodas of Luang-Prabang: the Vat Sen, the Vat Xien Tong, the
Vat Chum Kong, all made of perishable materials such as wood,
brick and dfied mud and which, being destroyed over and over
again, were rebuilt each time more flimsily.

He convinced Pinsolle and Saint-Urcize that they had to take
off their shoes before entering the sancinaries and behave as
though they wete in a mosque. To the utter astonishment of the
priests and the local population, the Ambassador of France and
his little escort were seen to untie their shoe-laces and tramp
along the cold flagstones and worm-eaten wooden floors in dark
purple (Pinsolle) and red-and-black striped (Monsicur de Saint-
Utrcize) socks. The joke lasted until, on enteting the Vat Chum
Kong, Pinsolle perceived that the Laotian builders who were
restoring the woodwork there were all shod in heavy jungle boots.

He steered clear of the lumberman from then on and this was
why in Laos his special friend and partner was not Antoine
Gibelin.

Stll standing by the window, Pinsolle tried desperately to
fathom who was behind the putwh. According to the latest
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information he had received, Si Mong had recovered control of
his officers. But it was not he who had launched the operation.
He had metely jumped on to the train after it had started, thereby
enabling himself also to appear as the saviour of law and order.

Night fell abruptly, bringing with it, after a few minutes’
silence, the sound of fluttering wings, a sustling and scuffling
that seemed to emanate from the stones, while the huge lizard
known as the fokkee gave its almost human cry: “Tok. . . kee”.
Pinsolle began thinking about that odd little fellow named Ricq.

The military attaché, Lt.-Col. Andelot, came rushing into the
toom with a telegram in his hand.

“You’ve got ants in your pants, Colonel ?”” said Pinsolle who
enjoyed using coarse language on occasion.

“Your Excellency . ..”

“Take a deep breath. Has Chipa just declared war on the
United States, ot what?”

“Almost, Your Excellency, almost. Fighting has broken out
again in the Plain of Jars. T've just had a signal from our military
mission.”

“Andelot, you've been here a year now, and during that year
you’ve rushed in here at least three times 2 week to tell me ...
guess what? . . . that fighting has broken out again in the Plain
of Jars. Whats happening to that gang of colonels and generals,
captains and sergeants, who call themselves . . . what is it now?
. . - something to do with renovation . . .”

“The Miliraty Committee for the Renovation of Laos. General
Si Mong is head of the movement. I have the honour to know him
extremely well. He graduated from the Ecole de Guerre the same
year as myself. Placed very high.”

Pinsolle cut him short:

“What about Ricq?”

Andelot scratched his neck:

“It’s extremely difficult for me to intervene with the Coordina-
tion officers, as General Molliergues pointed out himself.
Officially, Monsieur Ricq is just 2 member of the French School
of Far-Eastern Studies. His rank of lieutenant-colonel is purely

honorary.”
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Pinsolle produced a shect of typewritten paper from his pocket.

“Read this, it’s a translation from a Laotian newspaper, the one
that finances that rogue Si Mong.”

““The spy bas beew unmasked.

“Frangois Ricq, who for several years has passed himself off in Vien-
tane as an ethnologist attached fo the French School of Far-Eastern
Studies bas just been unmasked and arvested by the Coordination forces of
General S§ Mong. This person in the service of the Communist powers was
in regular contact with Hanoi and the rebel government of Sam Newua. He
bad access to the Prime Minister, Prince Sisang, and controlled a vast
network of agents on his payroll in the army as well as the civil administra-
tion. Further arrests are expected, particularly in the Prime Minister’s
circle. The 1 aotians, who are an affable but prond people, camnot folerate
such abuse of their bospitality. According to a statement from Coordina-
tion Headguarters, Frangois Ricq will shortly be indicted before a
court-martial to answer the charge of espionage on behalf of enemies of
the kingdom.”

Colonel Andelot raised his head:

“Monsieur Ricq will never be charged. He'll be expelled.”

“You're right. Ricq won’t be charged. What have they got
against him apart from advising the President, Prince Sisang ?
But he might well be found floating in the Mekong, like Gibelin,
with a knife in his back or a bullet in his head. Beforchand he will
have been tortured to make him ralk. Fighting has broken out
again in the Plain of Jars! You can’t stand Ricq, I know. It annoys
you that this fellow who’s never seen at a cocktail party or in an
embassy knows everything that’s going on, even among the
Communists . . . and that he’s actually senior in rank to you
because you’rc only a sham colenel.”

“His liaison with that . . . Laotian woman . . ."”

“I’d love to have a liaison with such 2 pretty girl who’s also the
niece of the head of the Neutralist army.”

“His sympathy towards the Communists . . . at least towards
the pro-Communist Neutralists . . .”

“The real Communists, those of Hanoi, have tried to bump him
off. The last time, they made a mistake. They killed that poor
wretch Espéredieu instead.”
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“The Neutralists don’t amount to much any more. My American
colleague, Colonel Edwards, was just telling me . . .»

“Fragce is banking on Prince Sisang and Neutralism in Laos.
Furthermore, Andelot, I'm fed up with your prevarication and
knowing airs. You go straight off to General $i Mong and do
your utmost to get Ricq released. Promise them the moon, which
we haven’t got, and threaten them with sanctions, which we
haven’t the means to apply. Ricq’s release is also a matter of
personal concern to me because, however odd and exasperating
he may be with that governessy manner of his, I care about him.»

Half an hour later, not daring to confront the ambassador in
person, Colonel Andelot rang up from his office. General Si Mong
had refused to see him.

In the former guardroom where Sisang and Ricq were under
arrest, the naked bulb hanging from the ceiling flickered on s the
clectric generator, after an etratic start, began turning over. It, too,
dated from the French. It was somewhat the worse for wear and kept
running down every four or five minutes. When this happened,
the light from the bulb was reduced to a glowing filament.

Still sitting on his bedstead, the prince growled:

“Vientiane had become an absolute cesspool. Opium dens on
every street corner ... Racketeering and prostitution. . . The
American Ambassador gave me to understand that his govem-
ment couldn’t disregard such immorality any longer. What
would we do without American aid ? The Russizns give us nothing
but arms and the Freach nothing but advice. Communist propa-
ganda was becoming too easy. That was when I took the decision
to clean up Vientiane, establish strict control over gold, rice and
opium, and assign you to this particular task. Not officially of
course; you would have approached your old friend Chanda for
the officers I needed.”

“As usual, there was a lot of careless talk among your circle
and this time it didn’t even get as far as Si Mong. As soon as they
heard it, the Coordination officers acted on their own initiative to
protect their rackets. They got drunk in order to give themselves
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Dutch courage and then pressed on. Did you think they were
going to let themselves be stripped just to graiify American
susceptibility ? No, it wasn’t a coup d'état at all. It was just the
automatic reaction of a crowd of petty gangsters, At least, Your
Highness, if I'm murdered I'll know why.”

Since Ricq was yet again presenting the incidents in a light
with which he did not agree, Sisang grew sulky. Scowling, he
watched a house-lizard scnttle acress the wall. Then he carefully
re-tied his shoe-laces to impress upon Ricq that he did oot want
to hear any more from him.

‘There was a sound of footsteps in the corridor outside, a clatter
of rifle butts on the flagstones.

Ricq got up and Sisang put his tom jacket on again after
smoothing it down with the palm of his hand.

“Now what are they after ?”” Sisang asked. “Are they going to
kill us? What can we do?”

“I have nothing but a penknife, Your Highness, and your
dignity forbids you to seize a leg of the bed and hit them over the
head. I think they’re coming to release you.”

“ shan’t go without you.”

“You’ll be more useful to me outside than in this prison.”

“I'll ger you released. You’ll spend a few months in France.
Then you’ll come back and I shall again be obliged to support you.
I couldn’t do anything else but promise the American Ambassador
to clean up the town.”

“The ambassador would have done better to ask General 51
Mong direct. He’s on his pay-roil.”

Three Coordination officers came in carrying electric torches:
Deng, a colonel who was related to Si Mong, 2 major who was
well known as a2 Thai agent, and a captain.

Sisang stood with his arms crossed and a set expression on his
face. Deng came up to him. He looked no older than twenty-five.

“Your Exzcellency . ..”

“Your Highness,” the Tiao tersely corrected him.

“The Military Committee for the Renovation of Laos . . .”

“What committee ¢ There is only one legal government in Laos
and that’s mine. In what bar or brothel was this committee born ?”
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The colonel leoked overawed and spapped to attention. He
stammered:

“My uncle, General Si Mong, sends you his apologies for this
morning’s incident. Uncontrolled elements, soldiers who had
misunderstood . . . They had only received orders to protect you.
The officer who struck you has been severely punished. We're
going to take you back to your villa where we shall continue to
ensure your protection until the situation becomes calmer.”

Colonel Deng did not know what else to say. His uncle had
stated quite clearly:

“Now we've got to repair the damage done by those drunken
sods. Take Sisang back to his villa first of all. He’s a ninny. I want
him to be seen in his own car being driven by his own chauffeur.
Apologize to him, tell him any lies you like.

“Get a move on, Deng. It wasn’t for nothing I got you
promoted from major to colonel,”—he counted on his fingers—
“in five months. The ambassadors were here just now. They
kicked up a bit of a fuss, especially the French Ambassador. What
a piercing voice he has! He wanted me to hand over Ricq as well.
P’ll hand him over one day, but dead. I wasn’t the one who had
him arrested. I can prove it. The Amertican Ambassador was with
them. He threatened to stop all aid if Sisang was not released. One
never knows what to do with these Americans. With one hand
they urge you on, with the other they hold you back. Get 2 move
on, Deng.”

It was all very well to say “Get a2 move on, Deng”, but it was
not so easy when one was confronted with the Tiao who in his
prison looked anything but a ninny.

Ricq realized that Sisang, in his eagerness to get home, was
going to accept every lie he was told, even the clumsiest, every
promise he was given, even if it could not be kept.

Afterwards he would wait for the suitable moment to take his
revenge. If the opportunity did not arise, he would leave Laos.
The blow he had received in the face had estranged him for ever
from the country in which he had been born, and cast him to-
watds the one in which he had been brought up and in which he
had chosen to end his days.
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Out of a remnant of friendship, mingled with a slight feeling of
pity, Ricq forced the prince to put up 2 semblance of tesistance.
He asked in Laotian:

“What punishment was Captain Sounboum given for striking
the Tiao who is also the President and Regent Designate of the
kingdom#”

Reluctantly, Sisang in his turn asked : “Yes, what punishment

“I don’t know,” the colonel replied. “The general himself is
dealing with the matter. Meanwhile he has placed Sounboum
under close arrest until . . . vndl . . .7

Deng racked his brains, not knowing how to finish the sentence.
Captain Sounboum had been given a fifty-thousand kip bonus
for his display of moral fibre. He had received it from the hands of
Si Mong himself, who had merely asked him to keep out of the
limelight. When Uncle Si Mong was unable to give orders, he
resorted to bribery. It was as good 2 way as any other of exacting
obedience . . . provided of course there was always encugh
money.

But here was this Frenchman once again meddling in matters
that were none of his business! He was doing his best to spur on
the prince! But he wouldn’t be able to do so much longer. He
would be taken care of this evening. His phowsao, Ven, was one of
the prettiest girls in Vientiane. It would be interesting to look
after her. Frenchmen teach Laotian women plenty of tricks in bed.

“Until what #” the prince repeated.

Deng at last thought of 2 suitable answer.:

“Until we have your decision, Your Highness.”

He had won the day; he could feet it. With a respectful bow he
added: “We have brought you your car and chauffeur.”

“And the pennant #”’

“What pennant?”’

Sisang flated up, but now he was merely acting: “Idiot, the
Laotian pennant which is meant 1o fly on the car of the head of
state.”

“It’s there, Your Highness, it’s there.”

“Pm taking this man with me,” Sisang went on, nodding
towards Ricq. Colonel Deng bowed more deeply.
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“That’s not possible at the moment. Monsieur Ricq will be
released tomorrow. General 5i Mong would like to see him first.
Oh, it’s nothing, Your Highness; he doesn’t even contemplate
expelling him . .. he just wants to ask him to stop sticking his
nose into Laotian affairs.”

“I have your word that he’ll be released tomorrow ?”

“You have, Your Highness, and also my uncle’s word. We're
going to transfer Monsieur Ricq to a more comfortable room in
the Central Police Station.”

*As soon as he’s released, T want him brought to my residence.”

Sisang turned to Ricg.

“I think all these misunderstandings are going to be cleared up
very soon. We'll talk about all this tomorrow. As you see, you're
in no danger.”

The prince shook hands with Ricq, who reflected: “If Pontius
Pilate lived roday, he would not confine himself to washing his
hands. He would actually shake hands with Christ before handing
him over to the executioner.”

Sisang walked towards the door and Colonel Deng stood aside
to let him pass.

The door clanged behind them, the bolts grinded, and Ricq
felt a shiver go down his spine. He had frequently risked his life
but he had never had occasion to ponder on all the problems
that death presented. He had had specific action to tzke: an
explosive charge to set, a detonator to insert, a2 mine to lay, men to
lead, physical tasks to carry out.

This time he found himself alone with this wild beast clawing
at his guts. Like Antoine Gibelin, like his brother Dan, he had to
master this beast.

His fear was accompanied by a great anxiety for Ven and the
incipient cteature growing in her womb. The halfcaste child she
was carrying would be all that remained to him of Laos after
spending twenty years trying to consolidate this unstable country.
But it had slipped out of his hands, leaving only 2 trace of sand
and mud. He felt too weaty, too sick at heart, even te pray. For
the last few months his God had bleached and faded, like holy
pictures forgotten in an attic.
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He even had no more tobacco left. Sisang had smoked it 2ll.
He felt hungty. Since his arrest he had been given nothing but a
cup of tea which tasted of mildew.

The light went out and his solitude became unbearable.

Outside the window the darkness was as intense as inside the
ptison. The guards had gone off duty.

“I must do something,” Ricq said to himself, “anything, even
something silly.”

He went up to the bars and tried to prise one loose, but it held
fast. The wall, however, sounded hollow.

Ricq began scraping away at the mortar, but the blade of his
penknife snapped back between his fingers.

Again there was a sound of footsteps in the corridor outside.
A man came in, masking the light from his torch with his hand.
It was Khammay. He addressed Ricq by the rank he had held in
the maquis.

“Captain . . . Captain . . . you won’t ever reach the Central
Police Station . . . because on the way you’re going to be finished
off. You'll be #zy, you'll be dead.™

And he went through the motion of slitting his throat.

“The soldiers who are on guard here are from my company;
they won’t do anything to you. The Americans are just round the
corner. You must shout as loud as you can when they come to
take you away; the Americans will hear you. Then they might
perhaps intervene. General Si Mong wants you to be killed, like
Gibelin, but he also wants to be able to say you were shot while
trying to escape from the jeep. I you refuse to get into the jeep
while the Americans are watching, it won’t be possible to kill
you.”

“Why does Si Mong want to have me killed »”

“Souaboum wants it, so as to take over your pheusep and your
house. As for 51 Mong, I don’t know.”

Ricq reacted quickly. Khammay’s idea was a good one. The
Americans alone could prevent him from being transferred. In
fact this was his only chance.

He asked Khammay:

*“You know the American Colonel Cosgrove Tibbet, the one
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who’s at Camp Kennedy ? Go and see him and tell him what you’ve
just told me. Don’t speak to him on the telephone. Also tell Ven
1o send word to Chanda and Captain Meynadier in the Phain of
Jars.”

“Anything else, Captain ?”

“I'd like something to eat. Get some rice, padek* and tea sent
in to me. Thanks, Khammay.”

As he went out, the capuain repeated:

“Whatever you do, don’t leave Xien Nip or you're Zay.”

Since the maquis days Khammay had put on weight and his
belt was stretched tight over his stomach. He had become a
racketcer. He put the squeeze on hete and there and deslt in
contraband rice with Thailand. Though only 2 captain, he had
built himsclf a villa with a swimming-pcol a hundted feet long
and lit by projectors. The house and the pool had cost twenty
million kips, whereas his pay was only twelve thousand kips a
month.

But it was this same Khammay, then as lean and supple as an
eel, who used to creep into Paksane in the dark to find out what
the Japanese or Chinese were up to, although he had a price on his
head. He it was who had executed the Japanese major responsible
for the massacre at Thakhek.

Khammay the pimp, the crook, the thief, was proving more
loyal than the prince. He did not shake hands with Ricq, but gave
a slight bow and closed the door gently behind him.

At the wheel of the old two-homsepower Citroen from which
the paint was peeling away in strips, Paul Cléach drove through
the gateway of Camp Kennedy after a cursory explanation in
French to the American sentry who asked him for his papers:

“Pm going to see that old rogue, Colonel Cosgrove Tibbet.”

Having been given a name, the sentry inscribed it in a book.
Then he popped another stick of chewing-gum into his mouth,
paying no more attention to this flashy fellow and his tin-lizzie
which he must have constructed with his own hands out of empty

* The basic Laotian condiment, made of salted fish and bran.
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tins. In the evening the colonel received all sorts of people, and
sometimes Frenchmen. The sentry felt that all the Frenchmen
who lived in Laos, and wore their shirts hanging out of their
trousers, were a lot of tramps.

Camp Kennedy stood on the outskirts of Vientiane, opposite a
hortible monument in black cement that General $i Mong had
erected to celebrate his victory over the Communists. But his
valorous troops had known nothing but defeat. It was after a
pointless and gory bombardment that Si Mong and his army had
succeeded in driving out of Vientiane the thirty-five paratroopers
whom Chanda, the Neutralist leader, had left as 2 rear-guard. For
the occasion these thirty-five men had become “Communist
batealions™.

Camp Kennedy consisted of white bungalows, green lawns,
flags, equipment stores, a P.X,, a cinema, an officer’s mess, clean-
clad men with crew-cuts, a whole world of self-assurance, comfort
and cleankiness extending over fifty acres in the midst of the sceth-
ing misery and disorder of a country in the process of disintegra-
tion.

Each time he entered this club, which required nothing from
its members save American nationality, Cléach felt furious.

After filling in a form beneath a portrait of President Johnson
flanked by a flag, he was shown into a sort of air-conditioned
waiting-room where he again encountered Johnson with an
expression of entreaty in his eyes, as though begging for a vote.
Living examples of self-assurance went hurrying by carrying
files, running into others with aerial photographs and chinagraph
paper vnder their arms. From time to time they went up to a
fountain for a drink of iced water, handing round cigarettes and
glancing with mild astonishment at Cléach slumped in an arm-
chair. All of them had flashing teeth, well-polished boots, called
one another by their Christian names and wore the happy smiles
of tycoons whose business was prospering.

These same smiles were to be seen in the magazines spread out
on the table, in the photographs of generals hanging on the wall
on either side of that of the President. Confronted with this
elegance, this neatness, this radiant health of the American officers
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and men, it was all very well for Cléach to say to himself, “They
don’t stand up to heat, rain or adversity,” he still could not
overcome a sensation of discomfort and povetty, the complex of
the “small European”. He hitched up his baggy drill trousers,
he buttoned his jacket which was too narrow at the shoulders and
too wide in the waist. It made no difference to his appearance. He
was still the hefty lout with hands like paddles, blurred features
and abrupt gestures, whom no nailor would ever be able to make
elegant and who, in fury or confusion, clumsily collided with
everything and evetyone. His darting Celtic eyes were hazel-
coloured when he was happy or amused but turned yellow when
he was vexed. At Camp Kennedy, Cléach’s eyes were always
yellow.

Twenty-six years old, he sometimes looked thirty, at other
times eighteen, according to his shifting moods. Cléach would
tell anyone who was willing to listen that Laos was the most
“stinking awful” country in the wortld and the Laotians a pation
of ne’er-do-wells, liars, thieves and racketeers. But he admitted
they were not hypocrites, were always affable, had no sexual or
racial complexes and that, in spite of war and disorder, Laos was
still one of the last remaining earthly paradises for people like
himself.

Cléach pictured yet again the speech he planned to make one
day to the most self-sufficient, the most high-and-mighty, the
most loathsome of zll these Americans in Scuth-East Asia, that
fellow Cosgrove Tibbet who had stretched snobbery to the point
of assuming his mother’s maiden name as his ocwn Chtistian
name. He would say to him:

“You sorry specimen of a colonel, perhaps one day, when you
were not completely absorbed in admiration of Cosgrove Tibbet,
you might have wondered why the Americans as a whole and you
in particular were utterly detested in Laos. Yet the people here
really love everyone provided it costs them no effort.

*“T also suppose it has never occutted to you to put yourself
in the position of a Laotian and to see Camp Kennedy and its
inmates through his eyes? You dole them out dollars which they
don’t know what to do with, accompanied by nice trustful smiles.
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But you remain perched up there on your platform like 2 head-
master at prize-giving. You stroke the heads of a few brats while
giving them some tins of powdered milk, you shake hands with a
few ministers or generals who are on your pay-roll and whom
you despise because at the same time you consider them dishonest.
‘Then off you go, back to Camp Kennedy, to scrub yourselves from
head to foot.

“But Christ Almighty, stop smiling and patting yourself on
the back and telling yourself everything’s going well! It’s high
time you wore an expression to suit the occasion, the convulsed
expression of fellows who are repeatedly taking a thrashing in
Asia as well as South America. This isn’t the moment to display
your lovely teeth but to dench them, t¢ show a little humility
and keep out of the limelight . . .»

An officer touching him on the shoulder put an end to Cléach’s
fine imaginary speech.

““The colonel will see you now,” he said.

Cléach followed him. This time he would once again keep
silent. He needed some information and still hoped to visit one of
those Meo maquis bands organized by the American special
services in the region of Xieng Khouang. This dirty swine Cos
was the only one who could give him a permit. He also wanted
to help that worthy blockhead Ricq who, doubtless from sheer
absent-mindedness, had once more got involved in some impos-
sible affair! For this, again, he needed the colonel.

Cosgrove Tibbet sat at 2 desk in a cream-coloured uniform
without badges of rank or regimental insignia, dictating a series
of orders to one of his assistants. As usual, he did not even look
up. Cléach strained his ears but the orders merely concerned the
installation of 2 repairs workshop.

Officially, Colonel “Chicken” Cos was merely a M.A.AG.*
advisor and dealt in particular with the trapsport of the Royal
Laotian Army.

Of medium height, he had greyish close-cropped hair revealing
two finely-chiselled ears—the ears of a woman, Cléach opined
—sharp, dark eyes and a pasty complexion. He chewed inces-

* Military Assistance Aid Groop.
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santly at a long cigarette-holder gripped between his teeth which
had gaps in them like 2 child’s. His body was lean and sinewy,
he had small feet and fleshy lips.

“He’s a pansy,” Cléach said to himself, “one of the nastiest
kind, the kind that doesn’t give into his instincts, a Jousy fanatic
and racialist, probably a member of the John Birch Society because
the inordinate sexuality of Negroes attracts and repels him at the
same time.”

Having dismissed his subordinates, Cos rose from his table and
walked over to the journalist whom he greeted with a curt nod.

“Excuse me,” he finally said, “a few details to attend to . . .”

His excuses always sounded like an affront, on account of his
stiff, toneless voice.

Cos went on in excellent French:

“To what do I owe . . . I shan’t say the pleasure . . . but the
occasion of this visit?”

“Ricq, the fellow in the French School of Far-Eastern Studies
has just been arrested. He’s accused of being a Communist agent.
I believe you know him fairly well. What do you think of him ?”

“Officially ? This affait is none of my business. I provide the
Laotian army with vehicles, which incidentally it puts to the worst
possible use, and that’s all. The Laotians are entitled to arrest
anyone they please. Unofficially—because it’s an unofficial conver-
sation we're having, isn’t it >—I don’t believe Ricq is 2 Communist
agent.”

“I wish you’d say so to General Si Mong.”

“I'm not on close terms with the general. The only thing we
have in common is our liking for poker. When he doesn’t cheat,
I win.”

“Wete you, as usual, involved in this coup d’état?”

“My dear fellow, you’re out of your mind. An over-vivid
imagination leads you to provide me with a rdle I don’t have.
Cotonel Cosgrove Tibbet, Contractor of Coup d’Etats! Come on
now, be setious. What’s mote, this one is particularly unwelcome.
Needless to say, that again is 2 strictly personal opinion.™

“That gives me something to go on with,” Cléach immediately
reflected. “The C.LA. isn’t behind it. But in that case who is? All
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the same, this bloody swine Cos doesn’t want to get involved for
the sake of Ricq.”

An officer came in to tell the colonel he was wanted on the
telephone in another office.

Major Harry Bart was calling him from Xien Nip Camp. Cos
considered his second-in-command, who was attached as adviser
to the Coordination troops, one of the stupidest people he had
ever had ro command. But Bart had guts. He was devoid of
imagination, so nothing ever surprised him; he was convinced he
belonged to a superior race, 5o he never lost his sclf-assurance.

On the other end of the line, the major sounded in a state of
great excitement.

“Hullo, sir. Some of Si Mong’s officers have just come to
fetch Prince Sisang. They made him get into his car and drove him
home. The old ape looked in pretty poor shape. A black eye, his
suit torn . . . but that’s all.”

“What about Ricq?”

“They’re holding him. There’s talk of moving him shortly to
the Central Police Station.”

“I know, Harry. One of his Laotian friends, 2 certain Captain
Khammay, came to see me a short while ago.”

He sniggered:

“Quite an interesting lad, our Ricq. They intend to bump him
off on the way . . . The vsual grounds, attempting to escape.”

“What can we do about it, sir? After 2il, Ricq with his choir-
boy’s manner has played us enough dirty wicks.”

“Now listen to me, Harry. At all costs you musm’t allow Ricq
to be transferred tonight. You and your men will have to manage
it somehow. Mount guard in turn outside his door. If that doesn’
wortk, call me up straight away.”

“You don’t think we’re exceeding our duties 2™

“I'm the only judge of that and I take full responsibility.”

“Right. Tl go and see what can be done.”

The colonel rejoined Cléach who was looking at the maps and
propaganda posters pinned to the wall. The colonel had delibera-
tely left a couple of unimportant files lying on his desk. They had
been moved slightly from their orginal position, Cléach had
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dipped into them. This amused the colonel who had a soft spot
for the journalist which he was careful to conceal. He was always
afraid of a sign of humanity, in other words weakness, being
spotted in him.

Cos felt that only men like Cléach ought to be employed in
secret services. Tenacious and efficient, they loved the country
in which they lived. They were not burdened with silly prejudices
against the local food or the native women, and steod up well to
the climate. For several years he had been furnished with Harvard
ot Princeton praduates, athletic types with a rudimentary knowl-
edge of the languages and customs of South-East Asia, but totally
unsuited to the sott of activity required of them since they were
still at the textbook stage.

Cos put the files back in place without Cléach showing the least
embarrassment. Incapable of making him realize he was only
amused, the colonel went on in the same biting tone:

“My dear fellow, I wouldn’t like you to have come all the way
here for nothing. I just happen to have heard some news. Prince
Sisang has been driven back to his residence in his own car.”

“He’s free?”

“Not exactly, not yet.”

“Si Mong’s losing his nerve ?”

“Not exactly, either. He’s trying to repair the damage done by
his men.”

“What about Ricg?”

“Your compatriot is still in Xien Nip Camp. His sitnation
seems rather more tricky. The disappearance of a little ethnologist
who is made out to be pro-Communist is a mere incident; the arrest
of a prince of the royal blood, the president, is a revolution. 1
believe—and this is just my personal opinion—that none of the great
powets interested in the fate of Laos, including Russia, can tolerate
further disorder in this part of South-East Asia. What with Viet-
nam, Indonesia, Malaya and Korea, there’s quite enough as it is.”

“It’s Ricq I'm interested in, Colonel. When Sisang is flung out
through the door he comes in again through the window, which
enables him to hold two press conferences on the same day, one on
his way out and the other on his way in.”
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“T've told you I can’t do anything for your friend. It’s up to
your ambassador, not me. I deal with technical aid.”

“To the Meo maquis of Xieng Khouang »”

“You'd better go off and file your copy; you’re going to be
pipped at the post by your competitors. You might also add—and
it would be doing him a favour—that there are grounds for
extreme anxiety about the fate of an ethnologist attached to the
French School of Far-Eastern Studies.™

His tone became ironical:

“A peaceful lad who has lived in Laos for twenty years, just as
I have; who speaks all the dialects, better than I do; who dis-
appears into the bush for three or four months at a time, which
I can’t do any longer; who goes off, when he feels like a jaunt, in
search of some manuscript of The Ramayana* proving something
ot other about Hindu influences, just as I deal with the repairs
workshop of the Laotian Army.”

“What do you mean by all that»”

“I thought you wete more quick-witted, Cléach. I'm merely
saying that my opposite number in the French secret service,
Lieutenant-Colonel Ricq, appointed by France as adviser to Prince
Sisang, has been blown. Everyone now knows his real activity.
His cover story is no better than mine. So long, Cléach, and mind
you don’t forget this conversation of curs has been confidential.”

Cléach climbed back into his Citroen in a daze. He had always
thought that Ricq, who had been parachuted into the maquis
during the resistance against the Japanese, and who knew the
country backwards, was bound every now and then to provide the
“whiskers”t of the embassy with information. But, that he was
the head “whisker”, he would never have believed.

* One of the great epic poems of India, 24,000 verses long, which
describes the adventures of the noble and great-hearted warrior Rama
and his wife Sita, a model of feminine vitme.

“The most monumentally boring work in the whole of Eastern and
Far-Eastern literature,” according to Antoine Gibelin, who of course
had never attempted to read 1t . . .

T Meaning “false whiskers”, the name given to the agents and
secret services operating abroad. Since the Algerian troubles the term

barbowtze has generally assumed a pejorative connotation and is no
longer used.
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Cléach went back to his shack in the Vietnamese quarter which
served him both as an office and living quarters. It was built pardy
of planks, partly of dried mud. The rickety wooden balcony looked
on to a garden where flowers bloomed among pools of water and
refuse.

A long-bladed fan whirred round in the ceiling but it did not
succeed in stirring the heavy air orin removing the smell of rotting
vegetation, quagmire and dried fish.

Cléach loved his shack and this quarter of the town.

‘“When you live in 2 country,” he said one day to his colleague
Radzienkov of the Tass Agency, “you must wallow in the midst
of the girls, the stinks, the noise, and not cheat with the climate.
My hut is the ideal, an absolute sieve. I live out in the strect. Three
houses further down, there’s the opium den of Uncle Yong, a
former Chinese Kuomintang general who sells the best dope in
the whaole of the Far East. One of those astonishing characters
you come across only in Asia. When I have time I'll write a book
about him. Two doors further down still, thete’s a litde Viet-
namese restaurant run by some Tonkinese which has the best pho*
in town. Next door is the brothel of Ma Dok, a cynical, jovial old
procuress. On the other side of the street you have the Chinese
shops, where you can get claret, lacquered pork, noodles, Fly-tox
and unlimited credie.”

“That’s a lot of romantic nonsense,” Radzienkov had asserted,
exaggetating his Slav accent.

Radzienkov would live only in an air-conditioned room.

Cléach swept the table clean with the back of his hand, put his
typewriter on it and started to type. “Further sensational develop-
ments in the Laotian crisis . . . Prince Sisang was released at cight
o’clock in the evening by the coup d’état fisfa . . . But he was
unable to concentrate. He was thinking of the powers of decep-
tion that Ricq had shown in leading the life of a seedy little

* A Tonkinese dish of Chinese origin. Flore, Cléach’s halfcaste
mistress who knew nothing except how to make love and plo, p
it as she had been taught by her mother who was from Nam Dinh, with
thin slices of beef in its own gravy, noodles, herbs, ginger and red
Pepper.
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scholar and simultanecusly controlling networks and drafting
policies. As a result of his activity, people died, others survived,
coups d’état failed or succeeded, and even the fate of the world
could be changed. But Ricq kept quiet. Methodical, discreet and
unassuming, he derived no profit, no glory from his role. What
prompted him, then, to assume it ? Loyalty ? Ideals ? Love of his
own countty or of Laos, with whom he had been living in sic for
twenty years? Maybe also monstrous pride, which he kept well
concezled ?

Flore, with het long black hair hanging loose to her waist, came
into the room and pottered about, exuding her warm provocative
smell of vanilla and youthful animal sweat.

**She’s been smoking opium again,” Cléach reflected. ““She must
have pinched some money from my wallet. When she comes back
from Unde Yong’s, she always wants a roll in the hay.”

He called for Kham, the houscboy, who arrived giggling and
unsteady on his feet. While Flore was smoking, he had finished off
the bottles of beer in the refrigerator. That capped everything!
Cléach sent him off to take his cable to the post, then caught hold
of Flore by her hair.

“You’ve been smoking again ?”

“A litde,” she said, swaying her hips and drawing in her
stomach to excite him. “Only five pipes.”

Het silky voice sometimes went hoarse and croaky. It disturbed
Cléach even more than her long legs, her gitlish breasts, her
ivory-smooth skin, her sauciness and lack of modesty. As he
released her he gave her a slap, not too hard.

“I told you: only once a week, on Saturdays, and with me.”

She snivelled:

“I was so bored, you’re never here.”

“If you think, my girl, that with a coup d’état going on I have
nothing better to do than deal with your trivial little problems!™

Cléach felt sublime in his indignation but Flore merely con-
sidered he was taking a long time to start making love, the only
thing she wanted at the moment. Fiore lived in the present, had
no difficulty in forgetting the past and never worried about the
future.
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Letting her skirt fall to her feet, she stepped out of it and
brazenly sat astride him.

Cléach swore at her:

*“If I still believed all the nonsense I was taught by the priests in
Rennes, you would be the personification of sin to me. Sin can
only have your lovely face, your smell and your sort of deliciously
croaky voice.”

“Paul, you’re always saying things I don’t understand. You're
like Gibelin, it’s just to make fun of me.”

Flore led him towasrds the bed, having recovered all her self-
assurance, for bed was her profession, her speciality, her end-afl
and be-all. A little later Cléach asked her:

“What do you think of Ricq?”

“He’s very nice.”

“Well, he’s fooled us all, has nice little Ricq! He must even have
had a pood laugh at my simple-mindedness and pretensions. To
think T used to explain Laotian politics to him and it seemed to
interest him1”

After Flore had gone to sleep, Cléach went out to the Constel-
lation for a drink_Radzienkov sat slumped in an armchair drinking
a gin to which he had added a few cubes of ice. The Russian corres-
pondent had narrow shoulders, a pot belly and short fair hair
revealing a pink skull. Loud-voiced and sentimental, he wore his
heart on his sleeve after sunset. As soon as he caught sight of
Cléach he bellowed:

“Come and have a drink, you bloody old French bugger. I'd like
to hear your distorted bourgeois version of this coup d’état which
everyone was taking seriously untila short while ago . . . and which
seems to be a lot of balls . . . since Sisang has gone back home.”

Cléach came and sat down beside him. Radzienkov wrinkled
his nose.

“You've just been making love and didn’t have a shower
afterwards. You stink of woman.”

“You’ve been boozing and haven't cleaned your teeth. You
stink of gin. Tell me, Igor, you’re not a spy, as well, are you,
you'te not working for the M.V.ID. or N.K.V.D. or anything like
that? You’re not a colonel by any chance, are you?”
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“You must be even drunker than I am.”

“This evening T sce spies everywhere. Vientiane is choc-a-
bloc of them and they’ve fooled me completely. Maybe it was you
who arranged for Flore to shack me up with me so as to photostat
my cables with z tiny little machine concealed in an ear-ring ?”

“1 swear, Frenchy, if I could have managed it, Flore would be in
my bed, oot in yours.”

“Who engineered last night’s coup d’état, Colonel Radzienkov 2

“The Chinese,” the Russian declared, delighted with his quip.
“They’re the only ones who'd be silly enough.™

Ven’s slender figure appeared on the pavement outside in the
garish neon lighting ; she was soaked to the skin by the rain and
her dress clung to her girlish hody. The heavy chignon she wore
on the left side of her head was coming undone and her face was
devoid of all expression but fear. She caught sight of Cléach,
looked relieved and gave him a diffident smile.

“Who’s that woman?” the Russian enquired. “She looks like
a pretty doll who’s been dropped in the gutter.”

“The phossao of Ricq, the French ethnologist who was arrested
at the same time as Sisang. They now say he was a Communist.”

“On whose side? Was he working for the Chinese?”

“I'hat’s true, nowadays one can no longer be simply a Com-
munist, just as at the time of the Wars of Religion one couldn’t
be simply a Christian. One had to choose berween Catholic and
Protestant, just as today one has to choose between pro-Russian
and pro-Chinese, White and Yellow. . . . At least the colour of
one’s skin didn’t come into it in the days of the Guises and
Colignys-’D

“Of course not, everyone was white . . .

“At one time I was tempted by your Marxist nonsense. It was
an attractive proposition, a religion that was at the same time an
economic and political system and could work for the entire
wortld, the Whites, the Negroes, the Yellow races . . . Communism
is the same as everything else. It doesn’t prevent one from being
fooled.”

“You haven’t answered my question. Who was Ricq working
for?”
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“Ricq wasn’t a Communist. I believe he was even extremely
right-wing. 5o long, Popofl. Look, there are some Yanks coming
in. You’d better go and have a word with them. They’re your
future allies.”

Radzienkov angrily dipped his nose into his glass. He too had
believed that Communism was a universal movement which could
be applied without modification to every nation. Eight months in
China, six months in Guinea had taught him the contrary. Now
he once more considered himself a white man among other white
men. He felt slightly ill at ease, as though guilty of treachery, and
at the same time relieved at recovering his place among his own
people. Cléach was still young. One day he would understand.

Cléach went out and put his hand on Ven’s shoulder. She was
trembling. He saw she was utterly distraught. He reflected some-
what bitterly that if he ever found himself in trouble like Ricq,
Flore would immediately pinch everything she could find in the
shack and go and set up house with that swine Nate Hart who had
been leering at her for months.

“Ricq’s been arrested,” said Ven in her hesitant French.

“Yes, I know.”

“Maybe they’re going to kill him. A Coordination captain came
to see me a short while ago.”

“To ask you for money ? The usual racket.”

“No, net this one. He was with Ricq during the war. You see,
Ricq knows lots of Laotians who come and see him even at night
time. Ricg had sent me word to contact Chanda—but I don’t know
where he is—and one of his friends, a French captain, who's at
the Plain of Jars, Meynadier. Do you know him?”

“Do I know him! To get in touch with him, you'll have to
approach the French Military Mission. Anything else?”

Ven spoke rapidly, without punctuating her phrases, and her
shrill, high-pitched voice socunded like an old gramophone record
revolving at too high a speed.

““The councillor at the embassy, Monsieut de Saint-Utcize, also
came a short while ago to see if Ricq had left any papers lying
about. But the soldiers had removed everything. He gave me some
money aad told me if I needed any more I could have it. If there

60



Xien Nip Camp
was any trouble, he would get me over the border into Thailand.
I'm frightened.”

“You’d better sleep in my place tonight,” Cléach suggested.

“Flore doesn’t like me.”

“Flore’s like a cat. She’s even jealous of the walls and floor of
the house. She’ll have to get used to it. She puts on airs in order
to share the fitst saucer of milk. Then she doesa’t think any more
about it.”

The Little Citroen went bumping over the furrowed streets,
splashing through the mud, pitching and swaying from side to
side.

Forced to halt by a miliary convoy passing through, Cléach
asked the young Laotian girl:

“No news of Chanda?”

“He’s gone.”

“Yes, but where ?””

“Don’t know. Xien Khouang perhaps.”

As they drove past the white bungalow where Prince Sisang
lived, Cléach saw some lights. He drew up and asked Ven to wait
for him. The wall tound the garden was guarded by Coordination
sentries, except for the main gate which was wide open.

On the balcony, Sisang, in shirt slecves, stood leaning against
the wooden balustrade, puffing at his pipec. Below him His
Excellency Pinsolle formed a gesticulating group with Sir Thomas
Wyne, the British Ambassador, Nicolas Oxdinsky, the Russian,
and Hugh de Vandemalle, the American.

The milky light filtering through the clouds transformed the
scene into an amateur dramatic society’s production of a bad
musical comedy.

Cléach passed through the gateway without any trouble.

“What's going on?” he asked.

Pigsolle stopped gesticulating.

“Ob, there you are. I've been looking for you all evening. An
zbsolute circus show, my dear fellow, and it’s still going on. Isn’t
it, Sir Thomas

Sir Thomas, who was prevented by an attack of dysentery from
fully appreciating the situation, nodded his head. The American
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was holding the Russian by the arm and speaking to him in an
undertone. He was trying to explain that he had nothing to do
with this patsch, but the Russian wore the inscrutable expression
of a judge. In fact he was not listening to Vandemalle at all and
had composed his features in this way just in order to day-dream
in peace. In a few weeks’ time he was going to leave this damned
country, where he sweated through three shirts 2 day, and re-
discover the bracing air of Moscow. He might subsequently be
sent to a proper country, in Europe or America, among adults.
He had had enough of all these disconcerting childish nations.

“This is the situation,” Pinsolle went on in his shrill voice.
“His Highness Prince Sisang is a prisoner in his own residence.
There’s a soldier guarding the front door but no one has bothered
about the garden or the gate. Sisang is able to come out on to the
balcony and spezk to us. No otrders have been given to his guards,
so they let him do this with that fine Laotian indifference towards
anything that has ceased to interest them. But Sisang is as stubborn
as an Aragonese mule . . .~

Pinsolle called out:

“Your Highness, your Highness.”

Exasperated, Sisang leant a little further over the balustrade.

“What is it, Your Excellency? I can’t say anything, I can’t do
anything, I'm a prisonct. Once I'm released I'll make a statement,
I'll hold a ptess conference.”

Pinsolle pushed the journalist forward.

“He’ll transmit your statement.”

The prince had had frequent disagreements with Cléach who
reproached him for mistaking his dreams and hopes for informa-
tion. He snapped:

“Cléach writes whatever he chooses. He'll only misquote me
again.”

“I assure you I'll check everything he says. In any case the post
office is closed and Si Mong’s men atre guarding it. We’ll transmit
your statement over the embassy radio.”

“But what do you want me to say—that I was arrested in my
own house in the middle of the night, that T was struck and flung
into prison as a result of a pufwh engineered by my vice-president
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and supported by elements alien to the country ? The whole world
knows it and is indignant about it.”

“Nobody gives 2 damn about it,” Cléach grunted. “This farce
has been going on too long—it’s the old story of the boy who cried
“Wolf!’ just for fun. When the wolf did come no one believed
him and His Highness Tiao Sisang was gobbled up.”

Feeling he had sulked long enough, Sisang embarked on one
of his nsual high-falutin’ speeches.

“A lengthy task of reconciliation reduced to nought . .. Since my
country does not appreciate my efforts . . . I shall go into exile . . .”

“Your Highness, may I ask you a question?”" said Cléach. “If
General Si Mong apologises to you and you are granted complete
libetty, would you agree to continue governing the country?”

“I don’t know. Anyway, what are you doing here? This is a
meeting of ambassadors.™

Cléach apologised:

“Since the gate was wide open . . . Your Highness, what about
Ricq?

This time Sisang turned nasty. He did not like being bothered
by details just when he was about to launch into higher politics
from his balcony.

“Ricq ? That concerns the French Ambassador exclusively. But
since I've known him for a long time, and he has done a lot for
Laos . . . from the scientific point of view . . . I have personally
looked into his case. Before ¥ left Xien Nip Camp, General Si
Mong gave me his word that he would be released tomorrow
morning.”

The ambassadors” conference was getting out of control.

“The king . . .” Sir Thomas interjected, partly from habit,
partly just for something to say.

Pinsolle pounced on the wotd.

“The king . . . yes, of course, the king. According to the terms
of the constitution, it’s up to him to decide the question.”

Everyone agreed on this point, even though the king was bound
to decide nothing but would simply take pleasure in secing
Sisang, whom he could not abide, in a difficult position. This move
would at least provide a breathing space, even perhaps clarify the
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situation, at least furnish an excuse for sending the various
Foreign Ministries concerned those long signals in cipher on which
successful careers are founded.

Pinsolle seized Cléach by his short sleeve.

“Come and have a drink at the embassy . . . We'll drafe that
statement together.”

“Pve got Ven, Ricq’s girl friend, with me in the car.”

“Bring her along. Why didn’t that idiot Saint-Urcize take her
to his house ??

“His wife has principles, so has he . . .”

“The world is badly divided. Either I come across someone like
you, who hasn’t any principles and behaves in an unforgivably
off-hand manner towards a president, or else solemn idiots like
the Saint-Urcizes, who have too many. What a show, Cléach, ch!
That act of Uncle Sisang’s out on the balconyl He might have
asked ws up and given us a drink. The sentry wouldn’t have said
anything. Only Sisang wanted to play the part of 2 prisoner. There
was only one thing which could dislodge him . . .”

“An international conference ™

“No, running out of tobacco . . . in which case the whole
Coordination army wouldn’t be able to hold him. I'm worried
about Ricq. I went to see Si Mong. He was adamant. Did you
know at least who Ricq was?”

“If’s an open secret tonight. Lieutenant-Colonel Ricg, head of
the French special forces!”

“An irreplaceable colleague!”

“France has a complex about irreplaceable people: MacMahon,
Pétain, de Gaulle . . . The graveyards are full of irreplaceable men
who have been easily replaced.”

“You think Ricq was useless?”

“Not at all. I think, on the contrary, that he was very well
suited to this country where old men remain children. He didn’t
grow old either. He was always sixteen, and surrounded by people
who wete always eleven. Everything was working out nicely. But
then the adults artived: Viets and Americans, Chinese and Thais.
How old are you, Your Excellency 2~

“On some days sixteen, like Ricq.”
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“Why are you doing an old man’s job, then?”

“I graduated from the Normale Supérieure in 1935. The hazards
of war, the boredom of teaching and a liking for luzury travel
turned me into a diplomat. Are those reasons enough for you,
Mr. Public Prosecutor, who plead in the name of the rights of
yvouth alone #*

Pinsolle accompanied Cléach to his Citroen; he rook Ven’s hand
and kissed it. From his past life as a free man he had retained a
liking for gallant gestures.

Tiao Sanmakon, the Prince of the South and Inspector General
of the Kingdom, was on to his second bottle of whisky. He was
not drunk, only more uncouth than uwsual.

Stripped to the waist, clad in nothing but a sarong which re-
vealed his flabby breasts, the “White™ prince sat with his legs
wide apart—he was so fat, he could no longer bring them together
—listening irrirably to what Generat Si Mong had to say.

“Your Highness, you must assume the leadership of the
government. Your name, your prestige . . "

“No,” he replied in French, to be all the more insulting towards
this former colonial service cletk. “You've got yourself into a
mss, or others have got you into it, and you want to get me into
it as well. Why did you have to back this coup d’état and this
morning assume responsibility for it? You have your army,
which does bugger-all, you have the police, the opium, gold and
rice. They even say you’ve recently got hold of a number of other
rackets. You're scraping the barrel all right. You put part of the
American aid into your own pocket. You’re even a general and
Vice-President. What more do you want?”

“Your Highness, to maintain the police and the army, I had to
cover that gang of young idiots who arrested your cousin Prince
Sisang. Subsequently I heard Sisang had decided to clean up
Vientiane, inaugurate a reign of virtue, combat peculation and send
me off to some boring embassy in London or Bonn, not even Paris.
F'm not a prince, I need money if I want to have men behind me.™

“Everything has changed since the Americans arrived. Even
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princes need money now. Before they turned up with their
dollars, I wouldn’t have stolen a cent. I’ve had to start stealing_

“They also arrested Ricq. I’'m very fond of Ricq. He has never
put a penny in his pocket. He sull believes in the Laotian nation.
I also did, mind you. Why do you hate the French so much, 5i
Mong#”

“They’re colonialists . . . They occupied our couatry . . .’

*“Balls, they made our country what it is.”

The prince picked up the whisky bottle, poured himself out a
glass, then reluctantly filled Si Mong’s.

The general screwed up his eyes and with exaggerated politeness
said:

“Your Highgess, let me remind you that had it not been for my
troops the Communists would have seized your estates. I had to
send several regiments to drive them out.”

“And now your regiments are occupying my estates instead.
They smash everything, they steal, they rape the girls. For the sake
of my peasants I have become your ally. T was happier when I was
a mere captain in the Foreign Legion. My pals didn’t call me Your
Highness, but Toto . . .

“The French did you down. They made you abandon your
throne in favour of the little king of Luang-Prabang, on the
pretext of unifying Laos. But the French only like those who
betray them. The others, they despise and abandon. Look at
Algeria. The Americans would be able to give you back your
throne.”

“It’s too late. I'm sixty-five and I have liver trouble. I have to
take drugs in order to make love to gitls, and pills when I drink
too much.”

“T"ve had Prince Sisang released.”

“See how clever you are.”

“But this time I'll appoint my own men to advise him. They’ll
give him what information I choose, and the French Embassy
will no longer manage the affairs of this couatry.”

“It’s easy, expel Ricq.”

“Tll think it over, Your Highness. I only hope my office1s
haven’t put paid to him in a fit of temper.”
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“So do I. T wouldn’t want that to happen.”

Si Mong bade farewell, pressing the palms of his hands together
—was he not in civilian clothes?—and went out ruminating his
grievances against the haughty drunkard. His escort was waiting
for him in front of the door of the prince’s hideous villa. He
locked at his watch. Midnight. Ricq must have been executed.

The Prince of the South poured himself out another drink, but
his hand was shaking. One day he would pack up and move to
France. He and his old friend, Major Lerot, had bought a villa
on the Cote d’Azur near Saint-Raphael. It stood in a grove of pine-
trees, with the sea visible just beyond.

Like two old pensioners, they would end their days playing
bowls, arguing and citing the names of contemporaries killed in
action, locked up in prison, or laid low by alcohol and illness.
They would get dead drunk on the anniversary of the Battle of
Camerone and would go on drinking peacefully the other days,
until death intervened.

Tiao Sanakon would be buried in an ordinary grave on French
soil instead of being burnt like a king, on a pyre, in a sandalwood
coffin in front of the temple of Vat Phu.

Barefoot and clad in a light white yuceata® embroidered on one
shoulder with a blue bird, Colonel Cosgrove Tibbet lay flat on his
back on & straw mat with his knees drawn up. He was trying to
listen to a record he had just been sent by Mitzi Mayberry—
Handel's Four Sonatas for Fiute and Harpsichord. Knowing Mitzi's
taste for anything strange and unuswal in music, pzinting or
literature, for the “really stunning” sect, clan or place off the
beaten track, he pictured her gazing at the shop assistant with her
gentle short-sighted eyes and asking:

“Are you really sure this little work of Handel’s isn’t just a
little bit hackneyed ? They haven’t made a jazz arrangement of it?
It hasn’t become the theme song for a toothpaste advertisement?
Really ?”

No one could resist Mitzi’s over-detailed questioning.

* Summer kimono.
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But this evening Handel’s music with its ponderous, mannered
charm could not find its place in this atmosphere of an air-con-
ditioned prison-cell. It clashed with the walls and was drowned
by the irregular buzzing of the air-conditioning system. Above all,
it was unable to surmount the obstacle represented by the worry
and remorse that devoured Cos.

In despair at the poor quality of the officers he had been sent
to organize the partisan groups and Meo maquis, he had made a
flying trip to the School of Subversive Warfare at Fort Knox. He
found the training there had no bearing on the activity and living
conditions which these men were to encounter. He had applied
for an interview with General Walpish, who was nicknamed
Dolly on account of his child-like features and schoolgirl com-
plexion. He was the most merciless, narrow-minded brute in the
whole American azmy.

Cos had tried to explain to him that he needed men who were
not only physically tough but also mentally vicious, the sott of
brawlers who are more likely to be found among the under-
ptivileged—ugly, runtish, rebellious men, the sons of emigrants
or emigrants themselves, whose characters had not yet been
softened and whose blood had not yet been thinned by comfort
and good food. There was no point i a man being able to march
cighty miles in one day unless he was also able to march thirty or
forty miles every day for weeks and months on end. It was not a
question of breaking records. They had to be taught how to sur-
vive in the jungle, to stand up to intense heat and strange food, to
adapt themselves to the customs of the races among whom they
would have to live, and to know at least the rudiments of their
language.

The genetal had abruptly cat him short:

“What you want are saints who are at the same time capable of
behaving like gangsters and are also welfare workers or university
professors. We don’t have anyone like that. I myself drew up the
training programme and I know the sort of men I ¢an tutn out.
You’ll have to be content with what you get. You've stayed too
long in that country out there. It might be a good thing if you
came back to the States.”
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By his clumsiness Cos had made a powerful enemy for himself.
Walpish, that brazen bluffer who knew absolutely nothing about
South-East Asia, its races, its bistory, its problems, was today
the most highly regarded adviser to the Pentagon on Indo-Chinese
affairs. A disaster!

Cos arranged to meet Mitzi in New York.

She had taken him to the Bon Soir, a “really” sensational night-
club in Greenwich Village.

No one danced there. It was much too common, but Felicia
Sanders crooned sophisticated songs. For the rest of the time two
pianos played blues or old Western tunes. Cos would have pre-
ferred to be in bed with Mitzi, to make love to her with all the
concentration that ought to be devoted to the celebration of this
tite, and then talk about his only interest in life: the great up-
heava! in Asia and the rest of the wotld.

Mitzi remembered only the little ancedotes, the slivers of
coloured glass that she could use again as topics of conversation.
After drinking a bottle of mediocre French champagne at eighteen
dollars, Cos had had to be content with a swift embrace and taking
the young girl home to her father.

Mitzi had generous impulses in which she draped herself as in
those lengths of multicoloured Thai silk that Cos used to send het.
But she would quickly pack the impulses and silks away in a chest
and continue to lead her agitated life—a charming, selfish, super-
ficial little monstet, born for pleasure and happiness, protected by
her selfishness against pain and suffering and against anyone who
was liable to inflict it.

Harry had still not called up from Xien Nip Camp. So nothing
could have happened to Ricq. Maybe General Si Mong had
recoiled from this fresh murder. Yet he had had Gibelin executed.

‘The Thai halfcaste must have wavered for some time: executing
Ricq meant alienating the French, at least for a certain length of
time, But in any case the French were so unsettied, they had had
to take so many knocks, that the killing of one of their agents
would be of little importance. Cos pictured the fat general count-
ing up on his fingers,

““The French . . . they still have some friends in Laos but they’re
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the sort that can’t bother me: former civil servants, intellectuals, a
few army men. There are the Neutralists, of course, but I'm
already up against them. Money! The French sometimes promise
but never give any. Ricq’s men ? Those belonging to his network,
former members of the anti- Japanese resistance. They follow him
as a person and do so out of friendship. Ricq is only a man, not
a canse. Once the man is dead there’ll be nothing left.”

“If I were in Si Mong’s place,” Cos reflected, “I shouldn’t
hesitate for a moment. I’d have Ricq executed. How silly not to
have bumped him off when they came to atrest him! On the night
of a coup d’état one can set so many things down to disorder and
the disastrous initiative of subordinates. If I were in Si Mong’s
place] But I could only put myself in his place if I was still con-
vinced that the death of a man can make any difference to the out-
come of eveats. All the same, I'm going to try to save Ricq. He’s
a first-rate technician and a shrewd, disinterested man, in spite of
that innocent expression of his which he assumes even when he
has just played someone a dirty trick. ‘The policy he is defending is
maybe the only possible one, even though it may lead after two
o1 three years’ interval to the same result as our disastrous enter-
prise: the Communization and Vietnamization of the whole of
Laos.

“The die is cast. The die is cast in Laos and throughout the
world. All the numbers are coming up except our own. We’re
passing the deal, In the last twenty years how many men have died
without having been able to change the final result? And what of
the millions of dollars that have been spent, the troops that have
been lost, by an over-prodigal America? What’s the point of
continuing to respect normal secret service regulations and allow-
ing Ricq to be murdered 2

Cos tticd 1o rememnber all the men he had met in Thailand, Laos
and Vietnam since that morming in January rg4s5 when he had
touched down in the Gulf of Siam in an old Catalina. A customs
launch had come out to fetch him and taken him to Bangkok to see
the head of the anti-Japanese tesistance movement who had the
code name of Ruth. This was Luang Pradit who, after the
Japanese capitulation, was to become bead of the Thai govern-
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ment. Luang Pradit was now in Peking, completely in the hands of
the Communists and leader of 2 shadow Pan-Thai movement
which the Chinese would one day produce out of their pockets
when they needed it. And what remained of all the others? Face-
less characters, names he could only dimly remember. Coup d’état
colonels and generals, puppets who performed their litde turn,
went off stage, then came on again the same as ever. They had put
on weight, and owned Mercedes cars, villas and concubines.

Rapacious bonzes, politicians so crafty that they seemed down-
right stupid! And all the gang leaders and sect leaders whose
colourful characters were zll that prevented them from being
utterly odious. They too performed their little turn and went off
stage, but they did not come back zgain because they had been
murdered, hanged or shot, because one of their lieutenants had
betrayed them or a woman had given them away for a handful
of bank-notes.

Pirates, whores, tacketeers, warlords, prophets and mad bonzes
in a spicy, decaying continent! But for the last few months one
particular face had emerged—the face of Lieutenant Marc de
Belza as he was dying. Thete were drops of sweat running down
his cheeks like tears, others beading the hair on his chest. And that
voice of his! . . . Belza was altcady almost unable to speak, but he
managed to murmur in that off-hand manner peculiar to regular
officers:

“Cos, P'd like to tell you you’re the filthiest swine I've ever
known.”

As he wiped the dying man’s face, Ports, the Englishman, had
said in the same off-hand tone:

“It’s a disgrace, Captain Cosgrove, that you should be wearing
the badges of rank of an officer of an allied army. Didn’t they ever
teach you honour at West Point? You’ve failed in your duty.”

Cos had not failed. He was years in advance of these officess
who belonged to the past. He had been right. But now he had
ceased to be right, and 50 he was going to do his utmost to save
Ricq. Lieutenant de Belza and Major Ports were now the oncs
who wete right, with their old-fashioned notiens of honour,
maybe because there was nothing else left.
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It was in September 1945. The Japanese had just surrendeted
and, in Laos, they had very politely enquired to whom they were
to hand over their weapons: to the English, the Americans, the
French, the Chinese or the local resistance movements? They
even seemed grieved that all these people against whom they
had fought were apparently unable to agree among themsclves.

The Ameticans, abiding by the terms of the Potsdam Treaty,
informed them that, north of the 16th parallel, they wete to hand
over their weapons to Chiang-Kai-shek’s Chinese divisions and,
south of it, to the British. The French had no business there, even
though their guerrillas had occupied a number of rural districts
and towns.

Cos remembered the O.8.5. conference that was held at Bangkok
between one lot of officers who had arrived from China and came
directly under General Wedemeyer, and another lot from Wash-
ington who took their orders from Wild Bill Donovan. At certain
moments it looked almost like 2 social gathering—the eream of
Fifth Avenue deciding the fate of Asia—comprising a few military
figures, but mostly Wall Street bankers, lawyers and university
professors, who were more interested in this sort of warfare than
in landings and hand-to-hand fighting.

It was these people who were responsible for O.S.S. being
regarded as a snobbish outfit, 2 mixture of club and welfare
organization. Under Roosevelt’s impetus, the organization had
adopted as its aim the liberation of the people who were still
colonized and the eviction of the former colonizers from the
territories they still occupied.

“There’s just one litde difficulty,” Patrick Amadian, who repre-
sented the Washington staff, had observed. *These former
colonizers ate now our allies—the British, the French and the
Dutch. Since they have no wish to be pushed around, they have
joined forces together. To confront us, they have created an
organization with opposite aims, Force 136.

“The United States must become the leader of South-East Asia
and earn the gratitude of the people by ridding them of colonial-
ism and its effects. The task of O.5.5. in these regions will be to
help our country to fulfil this role. We shall thus find ourselves at
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gtips with this Force 136 which we shall have to try to eliminate.”

Major Reeves had remarked:

“We’ve only just stepped into the shoes of the Japanese and
here we are repeating their propaganda slogans: the liberation of
Asiz and the expulsion of the Whites. Their enemies become our
enemies after having been our allies. But we remain Whites all the
same. For a regular officer this is hard to understand, and even
morte so to act on it.”

“A little tact’s all that’s needed, my dear Reeves. ‘The necessities
of power politics, the right of nations to self-determination, the
Adantic Charter . . .”

Amadian bad then turned to Cos:

“You at least will only have the French to deal with, which will
spare you the scruples Reeves has towards his British friends.
The French in Indo-China collaborated with the Japanese forces of
occupation from 1940 to 1945. So there’s no point in using tact.”

Colonel Harrisson, a member of Wedemeyer’s team, had broken
into a loud guffaw.

“Mustn’t go too far, Pat. When, in 1940, the Frenchies asked us
to help them against the Japs, we wete not yet at war and we sent
them off with a flea in their ear. On g Match 1945, when the Japs
turned nasty, they again asked for our help. But Wedemeyer, who
couldn’t stand the Frogs, told them: "Not so much as a grain of
tice, not a single pin’ That’s the truth.”

Amadian had continued:

“Cos, I want you to help the anti-French resistance movements
in Laos, even though they're rather Communist, and make use
of the Chinese, Japanese and Viethamese to force them 1o scram.
Don’t ever forget that Laos became independent the very day the
Japanese surrendered and the French no longer have any business
there.”

Cos put another recotd on, turning down the volume. He could
not but appreciate the irony of fate. Pat Amadian was now living in
France. He had been in trouble with the Committee of Anti-
American Activities. His sister Mitzi Maybetry, who had kept the
name of her first husband, had become Cos’s mistress and his
offhand and demaading tyrant.
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In September 1945 Cos was stationed at Nakon-Phanom, in
Thailand, on the opposite side of the Mekong to the RCi3, the
“Colonial Road” linking Luang-Prabang and Vientiane to Cam-
bodia. He was officially engaged in controlling the application of
the armistice terms. But his actual réle was to keep an eye on
French and British activity on both sides of the river and to report
on all the parachute drops of arms, food and medical supplies
that were made from India by the Force 136 Liberatots.

Cos was to help the Laotian “resistance forces™ to defend the
independence of their country against the French. But in Laos
these forces happened to be Vietnamese Communists, a fact on
which he had been asked not to lay too much stress. Thus it was
that he had to make sure that the Japancse handed over part of
their arms direct to the Vietnamese without waiting for the arrival
of the Chinese.

To the north of Thakhek there was a French maquis group
which was setiously frustrating the plans of the O.5.5. Com-
manded by a Force 136 officer, Frangois Ricq, it had found sup-
porters among the racial minorities, the Laotian civil servants, the
former military men, the Catholic missicnaries and their flocks,
and was fitmly established over a huge territory of forests and
savannah. Barefoot, ragged, pootly armed, living on the country,
Ricq’s men would infiltrate into the towns and villages, disappeat
at the slightest alarm and come back immediately afterwards,
having accomplices and information agents everywhere. O.S8.5.
Headquarters at Bangkok was anxious to have done with these
people before the imminent arrival of the g3rd Chinese Division
which was to occupy the sector.

Thus it was that Cos had been advised to make use of the
Vietminhs for this task. The Viets, it was then thought, did not
constitute a serious danger for the furure,

Lieutenant Marc de Belza considered his compatriots’ conduct
disgraceful.

“We are perfectly entitled to reoccupy our former possessions,”
he said, “but we ought to do so according to the rules of war-
fare, that’s to say officially. Why does Ricq have to behave like
Kipling’s Kim, weat neither badges of rank nor uniform,

7f



Xien Nip Camp

and oblige alt his men, even the Whites, to march barefoot?”

Major Edward Ports found the strange behaviour of Ricq’s
bands rather interesting. In every pipe-smoking, cricket-playing
Englishman there lurks a romantic child and boy-scout in disguise.
Belza was naif. He believed in law and order, which could only
be French law and order, in the civilizing mission of his country
in her colonies, in the gratitude of worthy savages and in the
Geneva Convention in wartime. Cos liked him because of the way
he kissed a lady’s hand, behaved at table and got drunk without
ever being uncouth and also for his worship of America, the
fatherland of Franklin, Washington and the great democratic
principles.

Belza’s America had no gangsters or crooked politicians or
corrupt policemen ot tramps or unemployed or hotels forhidden
to Jews or clubs open only to millionaires. The Negroes, the
Cubans, the Mexicans were not exploited there. The women did
not make the men’s lives impossible, they did not control the
country through their leagues but made huge apple pies according
to the recipe of their ancestors who had disembarked from the
Mayflawer at Plymouth chanting hymns.

On 16 Septembera Laotian village headman who had crossed the
river in a pirogue teported that a band of Viets and Japanese des-
erters from Thakhek were burning the villages that refused to join
them and executing the notables. Major Ports decided to go and
see what was happening and asked Belza and Cos to accompany
him. Cos would not very well refuse, because of the deserters. But
in the night he sent word to the Vietminhs to make sure there
were no Japanese visible in their ranks. Next morning a motor
launch deposited them on the other side of the Mekong. A couple
of dozen Viets in old Japanese uniforms were waiting for them,
their weapons at the ready. Their leader’s name was Nguyen van
Tha. On several occasions Cos had met him on the Thai or
Laotian bank of the river and had issued him with arms. Naturally
Nguyen always presented himself as 2 member of the National
Liberation Front and claimed not to be 2 Communist.

He was a fascinating character, compounded of petrified
hatred. He had murdered the director of the plantation whom he
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had served as a right-hand man throughout the war. Nguyen con-
sidered the Laotians idle ne’er-do-wells, heedless and incapable
of organization, and he felt the rich land they occupied ought to
revert to the Vietnamese, He envisaged a large-scale deportation
into Thailand of these Ehene*-players who thought only of feast
days, dances and courts of love. When Cos told him America
wanted to come to the assistance of the oppressed nations, he
nodded and spat out these words:

“You Americans are also white, like the French, and in your
heart of hearts you’re on their side. They're your allies.”

“Ouge can be allies in Europe and not in Asia or Africa ™

“T'd like to believe you, but I want proof.”

That day Cos had furnished him with proof.

Nguyen advanced towards the officers across the strip of red
mud on which they had landed.

“The French,” he said, “have attacked independent Vietnam.
We are therefore at war with France. I request you to hand over
this enemy officer.”

He indicated Belza,

Porrs claimed there could be no question of this and that in any
case Belza was on Laotian territory, where the presence of a
Vietnamese unit could oot be accounted for. He requested the
Vietminh leader to withdraw 2t once to let them pass. Thereupon
Nguyen turned to Cos and with a glance asked him for his proof
of “good faith”.

Cos stiffenied, for what he had to do was difficult.

“I believe I’'m a neutral,” he finally said, “and this affair is no
business of mine.”

Then he withdrew ten paces or so to the rear.

The Vietminhs trained their rifles on Belza. Ports placed himself
in front of him so that they could not fire without hitting him.
Secing that the Viets refused to be intimidated, he suggested
getting back to the boat and pushing off; But Nguyen insisted on

* Pan-pipes made of different lengths of bamboo. This instrument
is capable of a great range. It exists in three varieties: with six, fourteen
and sixteen holes, respectively, some of them all white, the others
dappled with brown patches.
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having his prisoner. Once 2gain he looked at Cos standing motion-
less in the sun with his feet in the red mud. One of the Viets
slipped behind Belza and Ports to cut them off from the beat. Cos
wanted to cry cut to watrn them but did not do so; he bad to give
proof of his “neutrality”. Nguyen gave a signal and the Viet fired
two shots from his revolver into Belza’s back. As Ports turned
round, the Frenchman fell into his arms.

The Viets and their leaders then rushed off, leaving the three
of them together.

Cos would have liked to say:

“I'm terribly sorty, but I couldn’t do otherwise. I too have my
otders and my mission.”™

But one can’t give these reasons, however good they may be,
to a colleagne whom one has allowed to be murdered.

It was then Belza and Ports spoke one after the other. Shortly
afterwards Belza died on the strip of red mud. Cos had to come
back in the same boat with the lientenant’s body covered by a
tarpaulin. Ports had not spoken another word to him; he had
merely said on landing chat he did not even have the excuse of
being a coward.

Cos got dead drunk and moved next day to another sector.
Nguyen van Tho was now in command of the Vietcong guerrillas
of Western Cochin-China near Tay Ninh, where over a hundred
American “advisers™ had already been killed, taken prisoner and
sometimes tortured.

As the record came to an end, the telephone rang. Harry was
on the other end of the line, still as excited as ever.

“Hullo, sir. I think you'd better come over. There’s a helluva
balls-up at Xien Nip! A crowd of Coordination guys came to
fetch Ricq to give him the third degree. But there’s another crowd
that wants to keep him here. They’te bawling each other out in
their lingo, jabbing pistols and burp-guns into each other’s
stomachs. There’s only one point on which they agree: no one
gives a damn what I say.”

“T’ll be over right away. Hang on.”

Cos quickly donned his uniform, jumped into his car and drove
out along the road skirting the Mekong. Ripping the clouds away
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like bandages, the moon cast its reflection in the black waters.

On the outskirts of the town there was a Cootdination guard-
post blocking the road. Cos showed his pass, but the sentry, who
was illiterate, kept turning it this way and that. Cos had difficulty
in controlling himself. Finally, with a shrug of the shoulders, the
sentry lifted the barrier. The officer in command of the post, who
might have been able to read, had gone off to see his wife or get
drunk with some girls. He could not make this American, who
seemed to be in a great hurry, wait until the morning. White men
were always in a great hurty, 2s though they were afraid of not
having encugh time to live.

At the entrance of Xien Nip Camp, Cos came up against Pheng,
the sentry who had guarded Ricq and Prince Sisang during the
afternoon. This soldier could not read either. Cos teld him in
Loatian who he was and what he was doing.

First there had been that Phalenp, and now there was this
Amelikain, who spoke Lac. Pheng was astounded to find that
Laotian was a universal language.

In the cotridor, outside the door of the guardroom, there was 2
fine shindy going on. Ricyq, still barefoot, had been hauled from
his cell: 2 couple of dozen soldiers and two caprains were tugging
him to and fro. One of them must have just got out of bed for
he was wearing a sarong instead of trousers. Harry and three of
his officers were bellowing at the rops of theit voices, delivering
punches at random and receiving punches in return, in the erratic
light from the electric generator. Cos heard the sound of a machine-
gun being cocked. The situation was getting out of hand.

He flung himself on Ricq who was being held by a couple of
scteaming men, jammed him up against the wall and stood in front
of him, spreading his arms. Then he shouted in Laotian:

“I’m Colonel Cosgrove Tibbet. Go and bring General Si Mong
te me at once. Who's in command here anyway ?”

The soldiers stopped brawling and Scumboun shuffled up like
a gorilla, thrusting forward his ugly mug which was more black
than ycllow.

“I’m Captain Soumboun, sir. I have orders to take the prisoner
to the Central Police Station.”
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“At one o’clock in the moming ?”

The other captain, Khammay, who was wearing a sarong instead
of trousers, dashed up furiously:

“Sit, there’s a stamp on the order, but it isn’t signed. I'm the
one responsible for the prisoner.”

“Thank yon,” Ricq gently murmured behind Cos. “I thought
you'd arrive too late. Khammay was beginning to waver.”

“This is what I ought to have done,” Cos reflected, “stood with
my arms outstretched in front of Marc de Belza and sent Nguyen
packing. The Viet didn’t give a damn about my proof; he didn’t
believe in it, he was too much of a realist. He simply took pleasure
in seeing me betray my own people. Out of hatred for the Whites.
But how could I have known!”

Ricq was still speaking behind him.

“Tell them to put me back in the cell. Presently, when you get
through to Si Mong, tell him, to account for your presence here,
that you were called by your officers because, while attempting
to separate the Laotians who were fighting among themselves,
they got beaten up. Be indignant about it . . .*

“You’re almost at death’s door, yet you haven’t lost your
nerve.”

“I’d lost it a short while ago; now things are going better.”

Ricq was taken back into the guardroom. But it was impossible
to get through to General 5i Mong. His telephone seemed to be
out of order.

An agreement was eventually reached, however, after lengthy
negotiations punctuated by shouts, threats, insults, even bursts
of laughter, with everyone brandishing weapons, rushing off and
rushing back again in the best commedia dellarze style.

Khammay was to put one of his men on guard outside the door
Soumboun one of his, and an American would do the rounds
every hour.

Major Harry Bart accompanied Cos back to his car.

“To think,” he said, “that a crowd of idiots in the Pentagon
imagined they could make this country and musical-comedy army
into a bulwark against Communism!”

He broke off, then went on:
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“T'd like to know, sir, the reasons you had for saving that
fellow’s life.” :

Cos climbed into his car without answering and drove off
abruptly. He was furious with Bart, with himself, 20d reproached
himself for that romantic and out-of-place gesture; standing with
arms outstretched in front of Ricq to protect him. He had pre-
sented the ridiculous spectacle of a man putting on a solitary
tragic act in the midst of a burlesque show.

Standing behind him, Ricq had given him advice as to how to
deal with 5i Mong, just as a good cook might hand over a
recipe to another.

“I thought you'd artive too late, Cos.” So Ricq knew he would
be coming. Life was amazingly simple for the little Frenchman.
He had appealed to Cos, who naturally had the same sense of right
and wrong as himself. Cos could not but answer the appeal,
although he was on the opposite side. As in a game of football at
school, when a player is injured, it’s always the fellows on the
other side who carry him 10 the infirmary. But, God Almighty,
when were all these people going to grow up, when was the world
going to become adult?

By the time he arrived back at Camp Kennedy, the colonel had
already thought of the means of “professionally” justifying his
gesture. Ricq for the time being was eliminated, so why not steal
a march on him by taking over his networks and personnel: the
Neutralists? The key man of the situation, apart from Prince
Sisang, was still little Captain Chanda who was at the moment
trotting about the bush with 2 handful of paratroopers. Some
people said he was finished, but on several occasions he had
managed to get out of disastrous situations into which he had been
led by his simplicity, his carelessness, his refusal to submit to dis-
cipline, his incapability of obtaining a semblance of order from
his officers and men. Chanda was a djinn; he had the small stature
and instability of one. He was cut out to command a company, at
the most a battalion, but chance, Ricq, Captain Meynadier and 2
few others had transformed him into an army commander.

If Chanda did not arrive in time in the Plain of Jars, his troops,
who were already sufhiciently swayed by Communist propaganda,
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were liable to change sides completely as a result of this disastrous
puisch. Cos had had detailed information: the report on the morale
of the troops, which Maynadier had just drafted for the Ministry
of War in Patis. He had got hold of a copy of it by slipping a
Laotian liaison officer a few thousand kips.

This report, although coming from one of Chanda’s staunchest
supporters, revealed the total disintegration of the command, the
senseless proliferation of officers and the ineffable lack of order.

The only units still holding out were the two paratroop battal-
ions. But they were under the ordets of Celonel Thom, who for
the last few weeks had been lending a willing ear to Vietnamese
propaganda. To avoid total disaster, Chanda would have to return
as soon as possible to his command post at Luong Pha in the
Piain of Jars. Only this time it would be the American services
who would handle him, and not the French. It would be the C1.A.
who would go and retrieve him out of the bush. Cos would
explain to Chanda that it was the Americans who had made the
putsch fail and liberated Sisang, and that even Ricq owed his life
to them. Cos would offer to undertake to equip his troops. He
would have to act fast before they disbanded! It was easy since
he had at his disposal a transport unit which was already supply-
ing the Meo maquis, some of whom were on the heights over-
looking the Plain of Jars.

Cos imagined what was going to happen in the next few days:
a great reconciliation which would turn out to be a short-lived,
makeshift peace. Sisang, on his return from ILuang-Prabang,
would resume his duties as Prime Minister, but General Si Meng
would be pulling the strings. The few Neutralist troops would
constitute no more than a thin defensive sareen. They would
nevertheless be worth more than the entire royal army combined.

Behind Chanda there would no longer be Ricq and the French
Military Mission, but Colonel Cosgrove and M.A.A.G. A fine
trick to play, Cos reflected, but only for his personal satisfaction.
The Neutralists were done for, whatever happened; so were the
others. Laos, this country in ruins, would have to keep going
until the American presidential elections. Laos, like the whole of
South-East Asia, was doomed to the terrifying and inhuman
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Chinese form of Communism. Even if the French, the British,
the Americans and evetyone clse to whom this form of Com-
munism meant the end of the world, even if the Russians came to
the rescue, nothing could be done to prevent it.

Instead of going back to his quarters, Cos went to his office.
He sent the duty officer off to instruct two Piper Cub pilots to be
ready to take off at dawn and two Banana* crews to stand by on
the airfield. They would probably have to pick up a couple of
dozen men from a dearing north of Vientiane and fly them to the
Plain of Jars, so they had better fill their fuel tanks.

To Harry’s question, Cos would now have been able to reply:

“I saved Ricq in order to steal Chanda from him. Chanda
would never have been able to get rid of Ricq. His death would
have bound him even more closely to the French clan. Now that
Ricq’s alive, he is free.”

But Cos knew he was cheating only for Harry’s benefit. He had
simply behaved like a primitive, trying to exorcise a dead man at
the cost of the blood of a living one. Cos, the civilized man, was
not much better than little Captain Chanda who believed in
spirits, in lost souls, in the phis of the mountains and the rivers,
and who steeped himself in the blood of a buffalo to recover his
virlity.

The Red Prince, Tiao Lam Sammy, dressed in boots, riding-
breeches and bush-shirt, stood waiting to be fetched from his
tent, his “forward command post™ as it was pompously called by
the journalists from the brother-nations, that’s to say the Chinese
and Vietnamese. The Russians no longer belonged to this group
and for the last six months had been backing the Neutralists.

Of short stature, with a lean face, thick, close-cropped hair,
finely-etched features and barely slanting eyes, he sported a
superb moustache. At one time it used to droop like Stalin’s, but
he had clipped it after the dictator’s death. All that remained of it
now was a thin line above his lip which made him look like

* Heavy helicopters, so named because their fusclage is vaguely
banana-shaped.
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Chadie Chaplin’s ‘Dictator’, but 2 worn-out sceptical dictator
who no longer had anyone in his command. Since it was cold at
night on the Tran Ninh Platezu, he wore an old tweed jacket
round his shoulders and stamped up and down to keep himself
watm. Accustomed to their hot damp deltas, the litde group of
Vietnamese “advisers” who formed his escort sat huddled in
padded smocks.

Along some rough tracks traced cut by the astillery, he was to
be driven up to the heights ovetlooking Muong Tham. He might
have been left to sleep in peace, but the Communists were punc-
tilious about matters of representation. It was with him, the
official head of the Pathet Lao, that the two Neutralist battalions
and their commander Colonel Thom wete to throw in their lot.
This defection had been negotiated two months previously, but
the Vientiane coup détat was going to allow the operation to
have far greater consequences. There would be newszeel camera-
men from Hanoi and Peking, in uniform, the acclamations from
the soldiers and the crowd, orchestrated by cheer-leaders, and a
speech. He had the text in his pocket. Then he would go back to
Sam Neuva. Luong Me would give him a2 “friendly” repritmand
for sounding half-hearted or forgetting a few phrases, a few
gestures of Marxist ritual.

His wife Loan would perhaps come from Hanoi to see him. She
never stayed longer than two or three days at Sam Neua, for it
boted her there, and only came to deliver the latest instructions
from the Party. In the capital of North Vietnam he was considered
sometimes too soft, at other times too excitable, never perfectly
attuned to the secret and oppressive thythm to which the appa-
ratus and its committees were geared. Nowadays only Chinese
music was tolerated. The worst offence was to recall, as he had
done, that there were still Communists in Russia and that Lenin
had seen the light of day oeither in Peking nor Canton.

In het breathless, sibilant voice Loan would again say to him:

“Whatever you do, you remain an aristocrat. To you, revolution
and civil war have never been anything but an adventure or an
aesthete’s distraction. Out of pride, you refuse to assume the
demeancur which the Party demands from its leaders. Qut of
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tradition, you continue to attach importance to a certain outworn
form of Laotian or even Thai nationalism. Sometimes I wonder
if you haven’t more in common with harmful, anachronistic
characters like that dirty spy Ricq or that American eolonel to
whom ycu think you owe your life.”

Loan had known Ricq for 2 long time since she had been in the
same section of the School of Oriental Studies. She vented on
hitn a vigilant hatred that could not be explained by mere political
conviction. She it was who at Vientiane had urged Luong Me to
have him eliminated. Loan was cold-blooded and hard-headed;
she thought of nothing bnt the cause, which she confused with
her race and her country, Vietnam. How tedious everything had
become these last few years—so tedious that he had even lent an
ear to a suggestion dear old Ricq had put to him a little over a
year ago! Chance, the semi-failure of the French plans, the dis-
trust which Loan had awakened in him when she had repeated
that old resistance story, had decreed otherwise. Chance! The
Communists had found another word for it when it served
their ends— “historical evolution”. Revolutionary wars ate only
fascinating as long as they remain uncodified and the band has not
yet been replaced by the battalion. The defection of the two
Neutralist battalions was going to enable the combined forces of
the Pathet Lao and the Vietnamese “advisers” to seize Luong
Pham. After that the whole of the Plain of Jars would fall into
their hands, and also the airfield. But even now it was used only
by the Intermational Commission aircraft. The Americans had
long since built some airstrips higher up in order to supply the
Meo maquis. Colonel Cosgrove was not the sort of man to let
himself be caught unawares.

It was by signal from Hanoi that Prince Lam Sammay had heard
about the coup d'état, the arrest of Sisang and also of Ricg, who
was described all of 2 sudden as “a highly regarded scholar and
friend of the Laotian people.”

Luong Me’s killers had missed Ricq, $i Mong’s would perhaps
undertake the task. The coup d’état was of course depicted as “a
provocation of American imperialism”.

The Central Committee had passed a motion, which meant
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nothing, but given orders forthwith for the artillery to pound the
positions of “the right-wing Neutralists”. The right-wing
Neutralists were Chanda’s troops who were not prepared to follow
Cologel Thom's example.

Prince Sammay lit a cigarerte, which made him cough. He
smoked only French army issue cigarettes and his supply was
beginning to run out. Colonel Cosgrove, who was then only a
major, had said to him in that hospital in Bangkok where he
often came to visit him:

“In Asia it’s always the same men or the same sort of men who
engineer incidents. The mob follows them. These men may
change sides, parties or opinions, but they’re impelled by one
motive: self-interest, which is not always monetary but more often
the fear of being bored. You’re one of those men. So doo’t feel
you're bound to any one party.”

Cos had arrived too late: Lam Sammay was alteady bound o
the Vietminh. When Ricq, his other crony, had come to give
him other reasons for leaving the Communists eightcen years
later, it was too soon. He was not yet sufficiently bored by them.

It was Cos who had saved his life by coming to fetch him in a
pirogue under fire when, wounded and losing blood, he had
dragged himself into a tuft of reeds.

It was Ricq who had wounded him. He had heard him passing
close by with his pack of tatterdemalion partisans. Yes, it was
always the same men who were to be seen coming on stage or
being toppled off it. It was Si Mong who had betrayed him and
sold him to Ricq.

An American jeep flying the ted and blue pennant of the Pathet
Lao and some snub-nosed Russian trucks drove up, water
splashing through the puddles.

At one time operations used to cease in the rainy season. It was
the great truce of the skies and the waters. The Communists had
broken this truce. Prince Sammay suddenly found himself thinking
of the Communists as though he was no longer one of them and
was already outside the Party.

The convoy climbed up towards the heights with all lights
extinguished. They had had to take these precautions ever since
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Captain Meynadier’s French “advisers” had taken over the
Neutealist artillery and directed the firing. Chanda’s men were
far too idle to come out of their tents or fox-holes and lob a few
shells on some trucks moving with their lights on.

Sammay had tried for years to shake his people from their sloth,
but without result. “Bo perhang™ the Laotians would reply, “every-
thing will turn out all right in the end.” No sconer were they
recruited and he believed them to be converted than they would
go off to rejoin their families or girl friends. At the time of the
opium harvest they would club together in groups of ten and a
couple of them would go up and buy the stuff from the Meos to
resell in the valley. He had had these petty racketeers shot, where-
upon entire companies had deserted.

Nowadays his army was composed of white Thais, black Thais,
Pouthais, varicoloured Meos, Lolos, Kha Phoutengs but above
all “Vietnamese advisers™. His army! Today it belonged to Sing-
vilay, just as his party belonged to Luong Me. Neither of them
had a drop of Lao blood in his veins.

The convoy halted near the big jars carved out of the rock,
jars now half-shattered and eaten away by moss which were once
used as funerary urns. Their origin dated back to the ancient
people, long since disappeated, who once inhabited the Tran
Ninh. Day was beginning to break. There was a faint glow on
the horizon which nibbled away the deep blue of the sky and
1evealed the outline of steep crags. Their bare slopes were thrown
into relief by others, dark and wooded. The Meos had “devoured”
whole areas of the forests, burning them down to make fitewocod
and rays in which o plant their rice.

The huge basin was filled with thick white mist like milk. The
smells, at 4,500 feet, were the smells of early morning in France:
the sweet scent of pine resin which the sun had not yet heated and
turned sour, the smell of grass and moss. Smoke rose above the
ridges. Prince Sammay was reminded of those happy arduous
days when he had been both hunter and hunted and wild dreams
used to gallop through his head. Like Boudienny’s horsemen,
those dreams carried huge red flags attached to their lances.

Colonel Singvilay, Chief of Staff of the Popular Army, emerged
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from a path, followed by several men. He walked like the
Vietminhs, or rather glided along like them, swinging his skinny
arms, agile and silent in canvas boots. Like them he saluted
Sammay, his bent arm not quite touching his helmet. Curling his
lip, he did his best to smile, since it was advisable for a leader
always to appear confident and happy.

“The idiots,” he said. “They let Chanda escape. We’ll soon
have him up against us.”

Sammay shrugged his shoulders.

“If he feels like coming all the way on foot from Vientianel”

“The French or their American accomplices will provide him
with a plane or a helicopter. On the same night in Vientiane, they
also released your cousin Prince Sisang. Radio Peking, relayed
from Hanoi, announced it a short while ago. The putsch is collap-
sing. The imperialists won’t have anything to do with it. But
they’ve assassinated Rieq.”

The prince did not turn a hair.

“At least there’s every reason to believe he’s been shot. Colonel
Thon will be sorry about it. It will prevent his being tempted to
change sides yet again. Colonel Thon was very fond of Monsieur
Ricq. He fought under him against the Japanese and afterwards
against us.

“Another thing, Your Highness”—he laid stress on the title—
“during the defection ceremony tomorrow motning our troops
are going to attack Chanda’s command post. The ceremony must
therefore last as long as possible,”

“Why did Thon decide to come over to us, Comrade Sing-
vilay ?”

*Jealousy. Thon had had enough of playing second fiddle to
Chanda, watching Chanda preening himself in front of the
cameras, Chanda holding press conferences, Chanda being
received at Moscow, being invited to Peking, while he was left
behind to fight on his own in the mountains and plateaux.
Besides, Thon was a colonel. It was maddening for him to take
orders from a mere captain who refused to be promoted. Thon
has spent a long time among the French, they have contaminated
him with their . . . their. ..”
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“Cartesianism . . . as they have also contaminated me with their
romanticism. Isn’t that what you mean, Singvilay?”

In his cell Ricq struggled painfully to his feet. The air all round
him had grown thicker and it was difficult to breathe. It was an
effort for him to move. His joints ached and his head throbbed
paiofully: all the symptoms of a severe attack of malaria.

By giving the door a few kicks he roused the two soldiers en
guard. He asked for a blanket, some quinine and some tea. A
soldier from Khammay's detachment went off to the infirmary
and came back with four tablets wrapped in a piece of newspaper.
Not to be outdone, his opposite number produced a blanket and
some lukewarm tea in a rusty mess-tin.

Ricq swallowed the tablets, rolled himself up in the blanket
and tried to decipher the piece of newspaper: an advertisement in
Anglo-French jargon of an Indian merchant who had received
from Calcutta some “sumptuous material for a select clientéle at
prices io suit every pocket”.

“We'll go out to India and trade in spices,” his brother Daniel
used to say. He already wanted everyone to call him Dan because
he thought Daniel was a cissy name, the name of “a chap who let
himself be eaten alive in a cage full of lions™.

Ricq had stayed three months in Calcutta, at the end of which
he no longer noticed the poverty in the streets, the stench of
garbage and excrement, the beggars covered in sores, the children
blinded by trachoma, and the little prostitutes on sale in their
booths.

Dan who had dreamed for so long of voyaging to the lands of
gold, silk and spices, the bazaars of Central Asia and the caravan-
serais of China, had never travelled beyond the gates of ancient
Europe. His body lay rotting somewhere there; no one even
knew where he was buried. His name was merely inscribed on an

ossuary.
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An Agent’s “First Blood”

“WE’LL go out to India,” Dan used to say at the age of
fourteen, “and trade in spices . . "

Dan would produce an atlas from under the table, an atlas he
had probably stolen from Gilbert’s in the Boulevard Saint-Michel,
“where piaching was child’s play, even for an absolute duffer.”
But he might equally well have bought it with the money he had
“lifted’” from the Brasserie till. Dan insisted on everything he did,
both good and bad, being fraught with mystery, which enabled
him to twist the facts to suit himself.

The Ricq family ran a little bar-cum-tobacconist’s shop in the
Rue du Petit Musc, in the Marais, which Eugéne Ricq had
christened the Brasserie because three or four times a month he
used to serve tinned choucroute or cassoulet.

On the first floor there were four dark rooms conaected with
the Brasserie by a narrow staircase which came out by the lava-
tory: 2 bedroom for the boys, another for the parents, a2 damp
kitchen and a dining-room cluttered with cases of apéritifs and
spirits. These were the supplies that had not been declated at the
excise office. Eugéne Ricq had two obsessions: the excise office
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and war. In anticipation of war he stockpiled drinks and tinned
food which he carefully concealed from the tax inspector.

“I'm a man of foresight,” he would declare with self-satisfac-
tion. “But there are always silly fools who laugh at people with
foresight. Afterwards, when ‘things become difficult’, they think
nothing of coming round and begging.”

Dan and Frangois shared a big bed with broken sptings, but
they often slept on a mat instead, to harden themselves for
“adventure”.

On the wall hung a print of a three-masted schooner in a storm,
with birds skimming above it. The light was kept on all day, dim
light dispensed by a lamp in fake Breton style.

Dan would open the atlas and with his finger map out an
imaginary route following the contours of the Indian peninula.

“We’ll go to Jodhpur, Bombay, Hyderabad, Mysore, Madras,
up into the Himalayas as far as Katmandu. We'll stop off in
Calcatta. We'll fill a truck with spices, pepper and cinnamon,
nutmeg, ginger and cloves. We’ll come back to France wearing
silk tobes and turbans. We'll make the spices up into small
packets and, disguised as Indians, sell them on the street-corner
at a high price because of onr disgnise. We'll make 2 fortune . . .”

Dan had a square jaw and forehead, a small mouth, an almost
straight, finely chiselled nose and thick curly hair like the hair of
the Greek gods in the sculptures in the Louvre.

“Daniel’s a good-looking boy,” his mother Hortense used to
say, “but a guttetsnipe. He talks like one and behaves like one.
Fortupately Frangois will make good if he doesn’t come under
his brother’s bad influence.”

Frangois Ricq was short and skinny, but always had first-rate
school teports. Dan was wayward. Some weeks, he came top of
the class, but more often than not he was near the bottom, which
infurizted Eugtne Ricq more than if be had been an incorrigible
dunce.

“When he comes top, it’s just to annoy me,” he would say to
his “regulars™.

His “regulars” consisted of four or five people for whom
Eugéne had a certain amount of respect: the baker Picut, who
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had fought at Le Chemin des Dames; Beaufret, who owned three
greengrocer’s shops; Cimmare, who was the dogsbody, in other
words the secretary, of the local commissaite; Rougier, an old
professor of classics; and Faustin, the printer.

A disturbing and non-conformist character, Faustin professed
pro-anarchist tendencies. He even said he was in favour of free
love. He was a good bridge player, whereas Cimmare was too
ahsent-minded, Rougier too cautious, and Picut made bids that
were against the most elementary rules of contract. Faustin was
the only partner worthy of Eugéne Ricq. For this reason he was
forgiven his political views.

Eugéne Ricq excelled at bridge. A dull-minded unimaginative
man, he became, with cards in his hand, an Alexander the Great
through the audacity of his finesses, a Napoleon through the
lucidity with which he could assess a hand, an Odysseus through
the wiliness of his discards.

Every evening the regulars would discuss the deeds and mis-
deeds of the two boys.

Picut, the baker of the Chemin des Dames, and Cimmare, the
dogsbody, had decided once and for all that Frangois would be a
credit to his parents and that Dan was liable to cause them quite 2
few surprises.

The term “surprises”, when used by these defenders of tradition
and established privileges, was intended of course in 2 strictly
pejorative sence. Eugéne could not but share their view. Had he
not tried all his life to anticipate the surptises of war and the tax
inspector ?

Frangois resented this meddling of the “regulars™ in his private
life, whereas Dan reconciled himself to it.

At an early age Dan displayed the disillusioned wisdom and
distant tolerance that children have towards adults. At fifteen he
blossomed out into a dazzling adolescent, whereas Frangois, who
was fourteen menths younger, was afilicted with pimples and
lassitude.

Dan’s thickset frame grew finer, his arms and legs developed,
his features became more pronounced and his eyes slightly more
heavy-lidded and a deeper shade of blue. His cheeks flushed at the
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slightest emotion, while the two dimples near his mouth dis-
appeared.

Frangois was clumsy and prone to fits of melancholia. He read the
romantic poets and stopped growing. Dan had abandoned the spice
trade, ivory hunting and filibustering in favour of other projects.

“We must bave a shack,” he now said, “in 2 country with
plenty of sunshine, sea and mountains. But no one must be able
to come and bothet us there. No old fogies around us. Out of
bounds to the tegulars. We’ll pinch the whole of Eugéne’s supply
of tinned food.”

1t tequired almost nothing more than a picture glimpsed in a
maguazine, a herd of elephants, a bridge of lianas, a curly-roofed
pagoda in a Japanese park, a name with a foreign ring to it—
Kabul, Bali, Bokhara—for Dan to let his imagination run riot.
But Frangois was conscientious even in his day-dreams. Should
Dan mention a name, he would forthwith look up where the
island of Bali was situated, what the history of Bokhara was and
why the Afghan brigands at Kabul used to massacte forcigners
so easily. When he brought the question up again with Dan, his
brother would already have forgotten that on the previous day he
was astride an Arab stallion in the narrow lanes of the bazaar at
Bokhara with a Balinese dancer riding pillion behind him,
escorted by a bodyguard of Afghan brigands.

One morning, spring cast her net over Paris and Dan started
leaping and twisting like a fish out of water. Every Thursday and
Sunday the Ricq boys used to go to the youth club. There they
would kick a ball about in a dusty yatd, strain their eyes over old
serial films and pick up a few snatches of religion. Dan decided
all of 2 sudden to “give the priests a miss™ and as soon as the first
chestnut blossom appeared in the Place des Vosges he dragged
his brother off with him on long walks. Each week he would
choose a different quarter of Pars, which he described to his
brother in his own poetic jargon: “This time we’ll go and get 2
load of the Seine near La Rapée. Just imagine: the Métro above,
the barges below, masses of tramps swigging away and blinking
with surprise at the sun’s reappearance . . .

Frangois did not dare tell his brother how far the reality fell
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short of his promises. The tramps on the Rapée embankment
never looked up at the sky but quarrelled among themselves,
insulted one another and counted their lice. The barges were full
of coal, and the Métro made a disma! rumble as it crossed the
meccano bridges. For all his gocd will, Frangois was unable to
follow Dan on these picturesque flights of fancy.

Hortense Ricq sat in state at the cash-desk, happy as 2 canary in
a beam of sunshine. She would dispense cigarettes, cheroots,
tobacco and stamps.

“That’ll be all, Monsieut ?—then she would count out the
change in an arch 2nd jaunty manner —three francs twenty-five,
three francs fifty, four, and one makes five. Thank you, Monsicur.”

Hortense would find her sons exhausted on their return—Dan
pale and thin with a feverish glint in his eye, quivering all over
like a bloodhound about to set out in pursuit, and Frangois
dragging his feet, with dark circles under his eyes. She would cut
them two big sausage sandwiches and, if Eagéne could not sce
from the far end of the room, pour them out half-pints of beer
which she drew herself from the barrel.

Hortense dreamt of a happy old age when, rid of her husband’s
nagging tyranny, she would be able to go to the cinema and read
romantic novels to her heart’s content—pastimes which he forbade
her on the pretext that the cinema and novelettes disturbed a
woman's brain.

Her son Frangois would have 2 good job—a schoolmaster, for
instance—and Dan, who would be at the other end of the world,
would send her letters with “exotic” stamps. “Exotic” was a
word she had discovered in 2 film magazine and which for her
symbolized the South Seas, the veiled women of Africa, Trader
Horn’s adventures, and also aeroplanes, liners, “creatures™ who
smoked, lived by themselves and wore trousers like that hussy
Ira Guibert who had a studio near the Place Monge but who
came to the Brasserie to buy American cigarettes by the carton.
She failed to realize, poor woman, that she was mentally con-
demping her husband to a speedy death and her son, who was
guilty of being too handsome, to a life of exile, women who
smoked and the Foreign Legion.
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Dan, whken his mother’s head was turned for a moment, would
purloin a packet of English cigarettes and ask:

“Where are we going for our holidays ?”

“Go on with you, Dan, as though you didn’t know. To Aunt
Marcelle’s in Ardéche. She’s vety lonely now that poor Uncle
Robert is dead.”

“Aunt Marcelle’s the biggest bore in the world! High Mass
and Vespers on Sunday, and the rest of the weck you have to
listen to her telling her beads or extolling the merits of poor
Robert, who was all the seven plagues of Egypt combined in
one man: he was stingy, his breath stznk, he drank like a fish . . .”

“We’'re not rich, Daniel.”

“Dan, mother.”

“We cant’t afford a holiday in a seaside hotel. We’re in debt; we
still haven’t paid off the Brasserie bills . . .”

“You’te working yourseif to the bone to send us to the lycée,
everyone knows that. Later on we may become postmasters or
chemists. I don’t mind sweating it out for three months at Aunt
Marcelle’s, but couldn’t you at least buy us a bike each so that we
can get away now and then ? We could cycle to Rochemaure. We
could go off with a haversack on cur carriess, sleep in haystacks,
drink water from the springs.”

“You’re out of your mind! What about your father?”

“We could always ask him.”

Eugéne Ricqg naturally refused to countenance this “idiotic
suggestion.” But he hinted that if Dan passed his school certificate
the following year-which was not very likely—and if Frangois
continued to behave himself, he might buy them their bikes.

Dan forgot this project, but Frangois spent weeks mapping out
a detailed itinerary, calculated in forty-mile stages, in which
nothing was left to chance: compulsory stops at certain monu-
ments mentioned in the guidebooks, places where they could
bathe, the hotels where they would stay and their prices.

The following year was 1935. Dan Ricq started going out with
friends older than himself, which obliged him to control his
unbridled imagination. His new companions were not such a
good audience as his brother. Dan became hero of his street and
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of his class at school, but he was not aware of this. He had the
strange gift that is granted to cettain children or certain adoles-
cents of crystallizing round themselves the dreams, the devotion,
the homage, the confused and sensual yearning of their comrades.

Frangois learned to live in the shadow of his brilliant brother.
He nurtured himself on his success, his encounters, his discoveries,
while already developing his own personality, that of a sccretive,
easy-going figure who avoided the litnelight and kept his desires
and dreams to himself.

One evening in May, when the air was full of the honey-like
scent of young shoots, Dan disappeared and did not come back
all night. Since his school certificate exams were one month off,
he said he had gone and mugged up his “physics™ with a friend
who lived on the other side of Paris. Having sat up too late, he
had missed the last Métro and had therefore been obliged to spend
the night at his friend’s place. His parents believed him, for the
Ricgs never took a taxi except to go to hospital or fetch supplies
of clandestine spitits from the Quai de Bercy.

When Dan slipped into bed at dawn, he exuded a smell that was
new to Frangois. Dan burst out laughing.

“Well, old boy, I’ve done it. I've slept with a girl.”

Frangots felt as though he had just lost his brother. The mys-
tetious world of women repelled him. They were, he believed,
many-sided creatures: young gitls in the gardens who flaunted
their dresses in the sunshine, prostitutes in dark alleys who stood
with theit hands on their hips and a tight jersey over their breasts
calling out to men. They were Isolde and Messalina. Dan was
done for. For him there would be no Asia, no silks or spices, no
big house between the mountains and the sea, no Bokhara or
Samarkand. Frangois suspected women of depriving men not
only of their virility but also of their dreams and chaining them to
everyday routine. In a trembling voice he asked him:

“The real thing? It was the real thing #

“And how! It was with Ira, that painter woman who smokes
two packets of fags 2 day. You ought to see her place! From the
bed there’s a view of the Jardin des Plantes. On the bed theres a
fur, some South American animal or other. She’s been pestering
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me for ages to go and pose for her. Why do you suppose she came
so far to buy her cigarettes ?”

“You never told me.”

“Ira wanted me to come alone. She showed me her books on
Italy, Spain and China.”

“What did she do to you?”

“Iral She’s dotty, if you ask me. She must be rolling in dough!
The studio’s bigger than the Brasserie, the front reom and the
parlour combined.”

“Go on.”

“A thousand francs, she told me the other day, a thousand
francs if you pose for a portrait. I'm cushy, naturally. We fix a
date and I make up the story about swotting for my exams.”

“Ira’s an old woman.”

“She’s thirty. Her husband lives in Indo-China. She was born
out there. She liked the country all right, but not her old man.”

“What did you do with her?”

“I turn up at 17, rue Buffon. I pecp in at the concierge’s. ‘If it’s
for the painter lady,” she says, ‘third floor, left-hand dcor, and
knock hard; she’s usually wool-gathering.” Ira comes and opens
up, dressed in a white smock covered with paint. We talk a bit
about school, the weather, and she offers me a cigarette, then
some shetry, a very dry wine from Spain. How she knocks it
back! She buys it by the case. The Brasserie doesn’t stock it. It’s
no beoze for paupers. She produces a new canvas, sets it up on
the easel and sits me down in 2 chair.

“ “Dan, hold that pose,” she says. ‘Dan, don’t move, don’t
pick yout nose, don’t scratch your thigh.”

““Afier half an hour she says:

“ “It’s no good, take off your shirt so that you neck shows more.”

“A moment later my pants were off and we were on the fur rug.

“The first time, it made me sick. You'll know what it’s like one
day. You feel like soaking yourself in a clear stream for a whole
day and rubbing yourself 2ll over with a scouring brush. But Ira
understood. She was very kind. When we got down to it again it
was much better, I wasn’t frightened any more. We lay in bed
together looking at reproductions of paintings, books illustrated
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with stark naked women. Ira specializes in book illustration. She
even writes poetry.

“If you could only see her bathroom, with all soris of bottles
and scents, but not like the barber’s, when he pours some muck on
your head as a sort of bonus because you’re a customer here, or the
public baths which smells of dirty water. You put bath-salts into
the tub before getting in, and there’s a thick warm robe for when
you get out. No one to shout “You've been soaking in there for
half an hour. There zre others waiting.” It was like heaven! Ira
showed me the photo of Perseus which is in Florence—it seems
I iook like him. Another one of Apollo which is at the museum
in Rome—that’s meant to be me tco.”

Dan stretched as he lay in bed.

“I feel sleepy. I'm going to give the lycée a miss this morning.
Tell them I'm ill . . . But I’'m not zt all ill, litde brother™ how
condescending this “little brother” sounded—"1 now have a
skin made to measure, I"ve been to the tailor’s. Beforehand, 1
didn’t feel comfortable. It’s so much better to make love to a
woman instead of spurting all over the sheets by oneself . . . This
morning I was woken by the sun and not that vile dim bulb, by
the cries of the animals in the Jardin des Plantes and not the noise
of dustbins being emptied. Fve been a million miles from Paris.”

Ricq turned over on his palliasse. The fever made his recollec-
tions incoherent. He now recalled that poem inspired by Lorca
which Ira had sent him in Laos. It was illustrated with a pen-and-
ink drawing of Dan in shirt sleeves, his shirt collar unbuttoned.
With a beaming expression on his face he was walking along a
dark street, the Rue du Petit Musc, crowded with stray cats and
dustbins.

Had the poem been accepted on account of the drawing ? Ira’s
poetry had never been very original; but her drawings, which
betrayed the subtle influence and brushwork of the great Chinese
masters, were remarkably competent.

A sergeant-major in a sieel helmet
And with dark circles ander bis eyes
Raised bis arm
Axrd a dogen bullets killed Dan Ricq.
27
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His body fastened 1o the stake

Slowly slumped.

The soldiers marched off

1o eat a meal of bread and dripping . . .

At the time there was a lot of talk about renaming the little
street in which he was born the Rue Dan Ricq. But the protectors
of old Paris were against it, and so were certain resistance groups.

Dan Ricq, during his lifetime and even after his death, had
temained the same disarming and complex character, so difficalt
to define that now no one could tell if he had been a hero, a
weakling or a liar.

Francois Ricq, Litile Ricq as Ira had straight away called him,
had discovered Asia in the Rue Buflon studio. It was a baroque
paradise perched above the trees of the Jardin des Plantes, an
untidy paradise cluttered with cushions and hangings, stone
buddhas purloined from Angkor, Korean marriage chests in dark
lacquer, cream-coloured Chinese carpets patterned in blue, others
from Persia which looked like gardens of crushed flowers. If ever
some essential was lacking, if the refrigerator was empty, there
were still baskets of exotic fruit and flowets to be found there,
cutiously shaped bottles of wine and spirits. And in the midst of
this bric-4-brac there was Ira—Ira with her little triangular face,
her short hair, her bare feet, her long legs, her thighs clad in tight
velvet trousers, her flat boyish breasts, her long neck and strong,
blue-veined, mannish hands.

There were no fixed times for eating or sleeping at Ira’s, where
slender Annamites who were studying mathematics turned up
with short-haired Chinese girls studying medieval art at the
Sorbonne. Beefy white men who had businesses in Shanghai or
tubber plantations in Cochin-China were also to be seen there,
consorting with archaeologists who were battling against the
Cambodian forest to preserve the decaying serpent-haunted
temples. The white men, as Dan pointed out, were free from
many complexes, specially those bearing on love, whereas the
yellow men tended to be puritanical, as though the urge to free
themselves from the West obliged them to don other chains.

Litde Ricq, lolling on a divan, would listen eagerly to the

98



An Agent’s “First Blood”

confused and glowing tales of all these travellers who would pay
a brief call on Ira, then set sail again, arranging to meet at Chung-
king, Peking, Hanoi or Bangkok.

One warm evening in June, Dan arrived at Ira’s after completing
the first part of his school cestificate exam. To celebrate his success
—for he was sure he was going 1o pass—he got drunk and flung
himself on the bed. Mathematics, in which he had always refused
to take an interest, was the only subject in which he might have
failed. But he had cribbed from his aeighbout, who wore the sort
of gig-lamps that would get him straight into the Polytechnic.
As she walked by, Ira kissed him on the small of the back, and this
tender shameless kiss disturbed Francois. He was trying to read
The Tempiation of the East by Malraux.

But, since the kiss, he was unable to take any more interest in
the splendid resonant imagery which reminded him at times of
Heredia. A man came in with his jacket slung over his shovlders,
pushing a pretty halfcaste girl in front of him. He was lean and
batchet-faced, with a shock of tow-coloured hair. His smalt black
eyes spatkled; from his wide mouth, which drooped sadly at the
corners, came 2 deep bass voice:

“Hello, Ira. This is Geneviéve, my half-sister. My father sired
her on a Thai woman from Phong Saly while Maman Gibelin
was back in Paris knitting bust-bodices for the little Chinese.
The old man asked me to see what she was doing with the
pittance he gives her as an allowance. She isn’t doing anything
bat she manages to live.”

He seized Ira by the waist, gave her a kiss, then went over to
the bed where Dan still lay fast asleep and whisted through his
teeth:

“What a fine little leopard you've bagged thete! Why aren’t
you interested in men ? They’re less cruel!”

He nodded at Frangois.

“Who's this lad >

“It’s Little Ricq, the leopard’s brother.”

“Must be from another litter.”

Gibelin took the book out of Frangois’s hands.

“The Temptation of the East. Sheer pathos! You’d better read
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Malraux’s other books: The Conguerors, The Royal Road, The Human
Condition. Youw’ll get a magnificent and utterly false idea of Asia.
You'll long to bugger off and join the revolutionaries, but they
exist only on this side of the Seine. Good old Malraux!

“I was at his trial in Saigon. Luckily he was later reprieved.

“What had he done? Merely pinched some old stones, in which
no one was interested. It was nothing, but he had also trans-
gressed the unwritten laws of Asia, which was more serious.”

Antoine Gibelin sat down beside Little Ricq. It was at this
moment their long friendship began.

“I’'ve pinched some basteliefs myself—dancers, apsaras,
devatas and buddhas. The ones in this studio came from Angkor.
Never had any trouble about them. All these stones were falling
apart in the midst of the liznas and had taken on the greenish
tinge of mildew. They belonged to whoever saved them. I didn’t
go off, like Malraux, and ask for an excavation permit ot an
official appointment. In Asia, as soon as you find yourself in the
world of the written word, all freedom ends and hypocrisy begins.
No Chinese merchant would think of asking his debtors for an
I.O.U. They'll never sign any paper, but on the whole they keep
their word.”

Aantoine Gibelin had just arrived from Northern Laos, where
his father ran a teak business. Since Ira asked after him, he
thundered in reply:

“The old man doesn’t suffer from the temptation of the West.
Impossible to make him come home; opium, phouseos.. .1 can
understand him. I've been in France eight days and I'm already
boted. How can you live here, Ira? You can find just as many
leopards in Indo-China. In Saigon, at the Sporting Club, Pve
come across some splendid specimens . . . At the age of fifteen
these sons of schoolmasters from Marvejols or tax inspectots from
Barcclonnette are as bitchy and cruel as the Chinese procuresses
of Cholon.”

Ira tried to calm him down:

“Let my young animal sleep in peace. He’s digesting, he’s just
stolen the first part of his school certificate. Talk to Little Ricq;
all he thinks about is Asia.”
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“It would suit you out there,” said Antoine, lowering his voice.
“The men are even shorter than you are. The women not only
have 2 taste for young leopards but for anyone who gives them
what’s most important in a countty where people fight over a
bowl of rice—face, in other words power, wealth, security.
Since they’re honest, they pay cash down. They don’t give love—
that doesn’t exist for them—but a certain fidelity, a certain devo-
tion, smooth graceful bodies, the eroticism of the gourmet which
is the opposite of that of the glutton.

“If you get bored with the women, you can always resort to
opium, to help you believe you’re not frightened of life or of
death or of others.

“It’s a good place for men like myself who are ugly but have
guts, or those like you who are small and feel they have to assert
themselves against the big fellows and the leopards . . .

“What's Laos like?” Little Ricq enquired.

“Paradise. It’s as hot as hell in the narrow valleys; icy cold on
the plateaux. The rains wash away the roads, the Laotians refuse
to work; the leeches drop from the trees. You catch malaria and
dysentery and, in the towns, pox and clap. But it’s paradise all
the same. The women’s amber bodies clad in gold and silver cloth!
The khene music! The girls bathing stark naked in the red rivers,
the feast days, the courts of love, the bonzes, the Meos up in their
blue highlands and the ‘Thais on the banks of the clear-running
rivers!”

Little Ricq looked at him with eager, burning eyes:

“I'm going to go to Laos, Monsieur, I'm going to live in Asia.”

“And what'll you do out there, Little Ricg?”

“I don’t yet know whether I'll pinch statues or make war or do
business or write books or organize revolutions, but I'll do
sorpething out there.”

Dan woke up, glanced at the halfcaste girl and appeared, rather
too cbviously, to disregard her. Ira kept a curicus and at the same
time anxious eye on him.

The Ricq brothers said good-bye to Gibelin, his half-sister and
Ira, who were going to dine in a Vietnamese restaurant, and went
home to the Brasserie,
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“I know what I'm going to do,” Frangois declated. “Tm
going out to the Far East.”

“Pm not quite sure myself,” Dan replied, “but I shan’t stay in
France either, If you could have seen how sily they were, those
students ragging in public, shouting obscenities in chorus down
the Boulevard Saint-Michael and nipping up side-streets as soon as
the police appeared. Either you leave the police alone or else you
take a pot shot at them. All the rest is a lot of nonsense.”

“What about your school certificate?” Eugéne enquired as
Dan came in.

“It’s in the bag.”

“I’d be surprised, you haven’t done a stroke of work.”

“T was well placed.”

“Well placed 2

“Yes, papa, in the examination hall.”

“You dirty little beast, you’ve got lipstick all over your shirt.”

“It’s a tradition to kiss a girt when you pass your school
cert.”

“In my days . . .”

Eugéne went back into the parlour where the inevitable game
of bridge was in progress. It was Cimmare’s deal and he was
getting impatient.

When the two brothers climbed vp to their dimly lit room,
in which they were allowed to switch on only two of the six
bulbs of the Breton chandelier, Dan burst out:

“I’'m fed to the teeth with this dump which smells like a cellar;
I'm fed wp with dim lighting, with that old bugger Eugéne
bleeding himself white to give us an education, with the ‘regulars’
who are probably now discussing our case. Give us some air,
God Almighty, some air, wide open spaces and a free rein! Did
you notice that girl who came to Ira’s ?”

Dan passed the first part of his school certificate with distinction.
He proved brilliant in the oral even though the history examiner
was surprised to find the Wars of Religion depicted as a large-scale
settlement of old scores between foul-mouthed libertines and
debauchees.

Frangois attended his brother’s examination and was astounded
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at his self-assurance and quick-wittedness. Dan had repeatedly
finessed and indulged more often in practical experiments in
eroticism with Ira than in theoretical physics and natural science.
Dan was given his bike, and so was Lirtle Ricq. Eugéne was
proud of this first certificate to be bestowed on a family that had
been doomed for generations to petty Parisian trade.

On 26 June the brothers put their bikes on to the train at the
Gare de Lyon and travelled down to Clermont Ferrand. From
there they were to make for Ardéche, where Aunt Marcelle
awaited them with her Paternosters and quince jelly. But the Ricq
brothers were firmly resolved to do the tour de France first of all.
Little Ricq felt the same urge to escape as his brother. Though less
exuberant in word and deed, he had made lengthy preparations
and provided himself with maps, compasses, guide-books and
jack-knives.

Their mother had given them enough food for a week, advice
to last a lifetime and sweaters suitable for Arctic weather.

Ira had set off on the previous day in a second-hand Rosengart
convertible. She had piled in her paint-box, canvasses, easel, and
also a tent and some sleeping-bags for which Frangois Ricq had
gone shopping with her at the Bazar de I’Hotel de Ville.

He had astonished the salesmen with his expert knowledge.

Ira had arranged to meet them at an inn on the outskirts of
Clermont where, she said, you could drink pink Limagne wine
accompanied by Saint-Nectaire cheeses as yellow and runny as
butter.

In his prison in Xien Nip, Ricq recalled the highly-coloured
or faded memories of that bicycle trip in Puy-de-Déme and
Ardeche—dusty roads with hens pecking about in the ditches,
mountain streams full of trout, huge forests, banks of moss,
springs, cool starstudded nights. Smiling peasants would give
them wine to drink. It was often sour but they protested when
Frangois added water to his. What were the roads in France like
in 19642 No longer dusty, but black and asphalted and jammed
with cars, as he had been told by everyone who had recently been
there. The peasants no longer offered their wine but carefully
bottled it and gave it some trade name or other.
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Subsequently Dan tock to going off on his own.

Frangois and Ira were his twin havens. Every time he retumed
from one of his “jaunts” he made straight for Ira with her paint-
brushes or for Frangois with his books. Hortense, that clucking
hen of a mother, was unhappy at first to have given birth to this
wild duck. Then she fell madly in love with Dan, as only a mother
can. For his sake she used to pinch money from the till and it was
Frangois, the dutiful son, whom she could no longer abide.

Ricq woke up, then relapsed again into a feverish sleep, a sleep
that at one moment was as burning-hot as the Sahara, the next
moment as damp and clammy as a cheap Turkish bath.

The memory of Dan kept haunting him. This time it was Dan
on his retutn from the draft board. White in the face, he had
gulped down 2 glass of brandy and turned to Ira:

“They don’t want to have me. There’s something wrong with
my heart—a cardiac anomaly, they called it. I’'m exempted for life.
‘There’s no getting round the rules. The French army doesn’t
want physiological cases like mine. On the other hand, mental
cases are petfectly all right. The main thing is not to have flat feet.”

Ira did her best to comfort him:

“I thought you hated the prospect of military service and
wasting two years of your life.”

“I needed to waste those two years. On my return from military
service everything would have been clear. I could have started a
new life”

He added spitefully:

“Without you, Ira, without a2 woman-guardian, 2 woman-
teacher, a woman-haven.”

He went over and stood by his brother, his mouth set in a thin
line, his features strained:

“It would have suited you, wouldn’t it, Frangois, to avoid the
army. To be able to continue peacefully with your course in
Papuan, Patagonizn or Chinese. You've always been frightened
of other men. Can you see yourself sharing a barrack-room with
chaps whose feet stink, who bawl out idiotic marching songs,
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compate the length of their cocks, and go off in 2 group to the
Grand 13, the garrison brothel. You have a maidenly modesty;
1 haven't.

“Ira, could you let me have some dough ? I'm going out to get
dtunk. It’s a traditon: the draft is something to be celebrated . . .
even if they turn you down.”

He went out, slamming the door behind him.

Little Ricq felt miserable; his brother had hurt him with the
dexterity he always showed when being unpleasant. But he was
not displeased to discover his hero’s Achilles heel.

After the final patt of his school certificate, Francois Ricq had
told his astonished parents that he was going to study at the
School of Oriental Languages and read for a diploma in ethno-
graphy at the Sorhonne.

“Will it help you at least to earn a living ?** Eugéne had asked
with a solemn, absorbed air.

“With an Oriental Languages diploma I could always get into
the Foreign Office, become a consul or even Secretary of State
for Far Eastern Affairs.”

Reassured by these brilliant prospects, which were guaranteed
by a pension at the end of the career, Eugéne Ricq acquiesced to
his son. Frangois was firmly tesolved not to become a consul or
end up on a pension. He was dreaming rather of looting temples
and living among the unknown tribes on the Chinese border by
selling them arms and buying opium from them.

“What’s your brother doing?” Eugéne would ask him from
time to time. “Still living on that old hag?”

“Ira’s only thirty.”

“And Dan’s eighteen. To him, she is an old hag; and he’s a
gigolo.™

Little Ricq was quite glad of this opportunity to stick up for
his brother:

“Dan isn’t a gigolo; Ira often doesn’t have a penny; Dan is
wotking. He spent two months in a sawmill, then he went in for
breeding Roquefort sheep, and trout on the Spanish frontier . . .
Once ot twice he was able to go and see what was happening in
Barcelona.”
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“This Spanish affair is no business of ours,” Eugéne solemnly
declared. “We have enough on our hands already with our own
problems, without going 2nd meddling in other people’s.”

“It was only to make you see, Papa, that Dan is interested in
other things besides his own pleasure. This war has given him
food for thought.”

“It has also put prices up. Needless to say, he was with the
Reds!”

“I think he was with the Reds because it was easier to cross the
border that way. He came back with a Relleiflex.”

“He stole it]”

“No, a German gave it him. Dan took some first-rate photos.
I was amazed when I saw them. I assure you, Papa, Dan’s going
to surprise us all.”

But Eugéne Ricq shook his head despondently:

“That ne’er-do-well brother of yours is having a bad influence
on you.”

“Dan’s not a ne’er-do-well, Papa, any more than he’s a gigolo.
He wants his freedom and doesn’t bother about what people
think of him.”

“That’s just what I hold against him. Your ne’er-do-well
brother is having 2 bad influence on you and youw’re sticking up
for him.”

One day Ira had said to Little Ricq:

“You know, you'te not so very different from Dan. Like him,
you’re curious zbout the way other people live. You also have the
same gift of being able 1o be at your ease anywhere, like 2 woman.
But Dan is immediately conspicuous on account of his beauty,
his elegance which is so out of keeping with the coatse Ianguage
he delights in using. He inspires affection but also distrust. You,
you’re a chameleon. You assume other people’s colout without the
slightest effort. Dan is too cager and restless to be happy. But you,
Little Ricq, you’re petfectly happy because you don’t dream of
any exceptional destiny.”

This gift of mimicry which Ira had noticed in Frangois was
accompanied by that of languages. His teachers were astonished
at the easc with which he assimilated dialects as different as, for
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instance, Annamite and Thai. He managed to reproduce perfectly
the tones and accents that are most difficult to grasp for a Western
ear. Without ever having set foot in England, he could pass for
an Englishman and assume at will a Scotch, Welsh or even
Cockaey accent. He had achieved this merely by listening in to
the B.B.C. for a couple of months.

Little Ricq shared Dan’s taste for a vagabond life. But he
remained for the most part anchored in Paris, where he was
certain of finding a square meal and a warm room at the Brasserie
in the Rue du Petit Muse.

“Frangois can’t imagine adventure except with a safety-net
stretched below him,” Dan used to say.

Francois Ricq passed his exams in foreign languages and
cthnography at the first attempt. In his second year he started to
read for another diploma.

One day he ran into Geneviéve, Antoine Gibelin’s Laotian
half-sister, who had come to fetch a friend of hers from the
School of Oriental Languages. Gibelin, disgusted with Paris,
had left for gocd.

Asia had closed down on him.

Little Ricq greeted her with a few lines of Laotian verse from
the ancient epic of Sin Xay. As his teacher, Marcel Odelin, used
to say: “Only a blasted little prodigy like that could recite a text
in any dialect after a single reading. Primitive people often have
that sort of memory—the Bandiaguara Negroes of Africa, for
instance . . .7

Pressing the palms of his hands together, Francois recited:

“So I shall see your face no more
Esccept in dreams
Your adorable face
Indelibly engraved on my beart . . "

Geneviéve, whose knowledge of Laotian was limited to stock
phrases and swear-words, was astonished. Whenever she failed to
understand, she was captivated. Straight away she invited him to
come and have dinner one evening in her room, promising to
cook him a Laotian meal.

“Bring your brother along with you,” she said. “T've only seen
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bim asleep. My girl friend will be there too. Woa’t you, Loan ?”

Loan was short, ugly and intelligent. She was a Tonkinese and
came from Vinh—the revolutionary town, she would proudly
explain, the town from which the movement against the colonial-
ists would be launched.

On the day arranged for the dinner, Geneviéve had no food
ready. She was in 2 bad mood because the skies were grey and she
was bored and displeased with her appearance. But Loan, mousy,
tiny and efficient, put some rice on to boil, fried some nemes and
cven uncarthed some mgor-mam and red peppers. The Laotizn
dinner turned into a Vietnamese one.

Dan lay on a dilapidated sofa, smoking in silence without
making the slightest attempt at conversation, Geneviéve was like
the back wall of 2 squash-court made of felt, which deadened every
ball driven against it. She was not exactly stupid, but took no
interest in anything but her little world of frills and petting parties.
Dan’s indifference had straight away restored her beauty and
vivacity, zs though an electric current was running through her
listless body, making the blood rush to her checks and bringing a
sparkle to her eye.

As her hair brushed against him, Dan stroked her thigh.

“We must leave them alone together,”” Loan said to Little Ricq.

In the manner of the Vietnamese, she spat out each word.

“They'te going to make love,” she went on. “Let’s go out for
a walk. Geneviéve and your brother are incapable of thinking of
anything else. It’s up to us, little weeds like you and ugly duck-
lings like me, to tackle the most important task: the reconstruction
of the world by means of revolution.”

Frangois Ricq remembered, as though in a nightmare, that
endless walk along icy streets with that Tonkinese girl trotting
along beside him and talking about the revolt of the oppressed
nations. Loan wanted the war between the Whites to break out
quickly so that they could cut one another’s throats. Then their
slaves would rebel and drive them out. In the Rue des Ecoles she
suggested:

“It’s cold. We're not far from where I live. Come up to my
room. I'll make you some tea.”
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Het voice became sibilant and she suddenly blurted out: “If
you like, we could also make love.”

Francois Ricq was surprised and shocked by this suggestion,
for which he was not prepared. Loan had not even once taken
his arm. Her invitation was brazen, cold-blooded, so devoid of any
trace of attifice as to reduce love to mete copulation.

He had conceived a very different idea of it, poetic and at the
same time indistinct. He imagined lengthy preliminasies, en-
dearments, caresses, whispered words, trysts, disappointments,
misunderstandings and finally, long afterwards, that intoxicating
crowning action.

Loan was an ugly girl. Everything about her displeased him:
her didactic quality, her spirit of rebellion which detived largely
from resentment, her aggressive realism. But he was tired and
under the spell of this wilful little ugly duckling.

They climbed up to an attic room as cold and denuded as 2
monk’s cell. On the wall there were two photographs: a stout
man with a goatee, Loan’s father, who had been imprisoned by
the French on Poulo-Condor Island; and Karl Marx, with his
beard and a heavy watch chain stretched across his waisteoat.
Both of them looked like average, decent middle-class citizens.
‘The furniture consisted of a deal table, two chairs, a2 bed, and 2
wash-basin and water-jug standing on a packing-case. Loan lit
the gas fire which emitted more fumes than heat.

“Get into bed,” she said to Frangois, addressing him by the
familiar “”. “You’ll be warmer there. 'm going to make the
tea-”

Frangois lay down half-dressed between the damp sheets. He
was shuddeting with cold. The tea warmed him up a little.

Loan slipped out of her clothes, revealing the body of a young
boy or immature girl: scarcely noticeable breasts, flat stemach,
small waist, narrow hips, and exceptionally slender wrists and
ankles.

“Women in my country are extremely reserved,” she said.
“The teaching of Confucius. They are slave-women. None of
them would ever dare behave like this with a man, especially a
white man. Not even a whore. Communism has freed me from
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those secular chains. You’re the best student in our class. One day
you'll speak our language perfectly. You mustn’t get to know us

in our ancient aspect but in our new one.”

Loan got into bed beside him, unbuttoned his shirt and
adroitly but dispassionately removed the rest of his clothes.

Frangois Ricq acquiesced, sutprised all of a sudden to feel the
blood thtobbing in his veins and thundering in his ears. Loan’s
skin was soft, her nails were sharp as claws.

She crouched over him, a slendet youthful body of exceptional
beauty surmounted by that ghastly mask of a face with its pug
nose, jutting checkbones and prominent teeth.

At the moment of climax she jetked away from him, and the
cold air on his damp body made him shiver.

“Another time I'll take the necessary precautions,” she said.
“I’'m shocking you, I can see, but I like to speak frankly about
anything connected with sex and the sexual act.”

Francois longed to rush away but did not feel up to it. In order
to avoid seeing Loan again, he kept away from the school for a
week. When he came back, the Laotian girl gave him a quizzical
look. But she never spoke to him again and Little Ricq realized
she regarded him as a lamentable scrap of French petty bourgeoisie,
who was incapable of facing up to his destiny and physical
constitation. He was to mn into Loan again ten years later.

In July 1939, Little Ricq passed his second-year exams at the
School of Oriental Languages. He obtained his additional diploma
with distinction. His professor, Marcel Odelin, invited him for a
two weeks’ holiday to the villa he rented every year at Tréport.

“You’re working too hard,” he told him. *You Iook like a
piece of chewed string. The sea air will do you good. I’ll show
you some Pali manuscripts, you can help me deciphet them.”

Marcel Odelin already regarded Frangois Ricq as his future
assistant, maybe even his successor. He also had three danghters
to marry off, none of whom was very pretty.

The professor, his wife and daughters lived in a big uncomfort-
able building corroded by the salt-laden air. The food was poor,
the conversation was highbrow. Frangois Ricq accompanied the
Odelin girls to Mass, and went bathing and played tennis with
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them. He carried the rackets and towels, and was bored to tears.

The sca, either green or grey, full of algae and smelling of
iodine, the huge beaches under an invariably grey sky, the sea-
gulls uttering their forlorn cries, dispirited and depressed him.

He could easily picture what his life would be as the husband of
one of the Odelin daughters, the son-in-law of Professor Odelin,
doomed to years of sterile research into the origin of the Thai
branch of languages. A congress, a contraoversy or the discovery
in a2 manuscript of some new root would occasionally stimulate
this studious and monotonous existence with a semblance of
ferment and excitement.

One evening he found a bunch of fowers in his bedrcom but
made no attempt to find out which of the girls had put it there.

Dan, meanwhile, had become a journalist. In 2 bar in the Rue
du Croissant he had come across Maurice Paget, a reporter on a
daily paper who was only three or four years older than himself.
Paget had extolled the joys of his profession-the personal free-
dom, the incessantly renewed interest, the prestige it bestowed in
the eyes of women—to such an extent that Dan decided to “have
2 go at it”. With extreme condescension, Paget offered to take
him on an assignment as his assistant. A year later he could be
heard declaring at the top of his voice in the editotial office:

*I hatched a viper. If 1 had to paint a portrait of a 1939 Rastignac,
I'd choose Dan Ricq as my model. His background is very, very
. . « humble. One might almost say he comes from nowhere. He
has no political views and even fewer principles. He’d do anything
for money and position. He accepts presents from women, and
only a vague prejudice prevents him from zccepting them from
old gentlemen as well. His pet subject is war with Germany,
because that gives the readers a thrill.

“But although he’s in perfect health, he managed to get himself
exempted from military service. Rastignac can’t afford to waste
two yeats in the service of his country. He can’t wtite for toflee,
but gets his articles ‘vetted’ by an eldetly mistress or a discreet
younger brother at the university. If I were you, I wouldn’t touch
him with a barge-pole. Mark my words, he’s going to come to 2
sticky end.”
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For two weeks Dan had run errands for Paget and taken
photographs for him. Subsequently he was sent out on assign-
ments of his own, doing the rounds of the police stations where
his breezy hail-fellow-well-met attitude stood him in good
stead.

One fine morning he had leaped on to the front page with 2
stoty of some political and at the same time sexy scandal. A
disillusioned old news editor had taken him under his wing. He
had found it amusing to make a political correspondent out of
this young hooligan who was so quick on the uptake and at the
age of twenty seemed more cynical than an octogenarian. He had
packed Dan off to Germany, where his personality and handsome
Aryan features had opened all doors to him.

On 3 August, a telegram from Dan snatched Frangois Ricq
from his gloomy research. “Return to Paris. War Imminent.”

“My mother’s seriously ill,”” said Litle Ricq, who promptly
packed his bags and took the first train home.

Six months earlier he had been passed fit for military service,
but, like all students, had been granted a deferment. In wartime
deferments would be rescinded. Was he going to find himself
toting a haversack and rifle?

In the papers he bought to read in the train, there were some
big photographs of the Maginot Line and a statement by General
Weygand:

“The French Army is more powerful today than at any time in
its history; it possesses first-rate material, first-rate fortifications,
excellent morale and an exceptional high command. No one in
this country wants war, but if we are forced to fight we shall be
victorious.”

Once again Dan must have been carried away by his over-vivid
imagination.

He was waiting for him at Ira’s, with his bags all packed and
ready.

“I'm taking you with me to Poland,” he said. “I've got your
visa for you. Things are hotting up there.”

“How do I come into it ?” asked Little Ricq.

“Don’t worry. I told my editor you spoke Polish, and he at
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once coughed up your fare as well. You work yourself to death
at the University and, as though that wasn’t enough, you go off
on holiday with your prof!”

“I don’t know a word of Polish.”

“The only Poles that matter will speak French, German or
English. The rest are bumpkins. We’re taking the Orient Express.
We'll be travelling through countries that are all a-flutter, in big
silent coaches crammed with beauntiful spies and pimply
terrorists.”

It was difficult to resist Dan’s high spirits. Frangois acquiesced.
He even agreed not to show up at the Brasserie, so as to avoid
complications and delays. Dan spent the night with Ita, whom he
had dropped for several months.

From the pext room Little Ricq heard her long moans of
pleasure. Her young lover had come back to her at last.

“Ira makes too much noise in bed,” Dan told him next day on
the train. “It’s amazing, the pleasure women get out of it. When
there’s nothing left but force of habit, it’s just like any other job.
But you, at least, don’t bother your head too much abour girls.
I think about them all the time. I’'m always scared of missing the
essential girl, the girl who'll send me into raptures. So I try them
all cut.”

At Berlin, Dan bought some newspapers. They ali denounced
the brazen Polish provocations.

Dan shrugged his shoulders.

At the German-Polish frontier there were lengthy police formal-
ities. One of the German customs officials asked Dan with a
grin:

“Tell me, is it true the French all want to die for Danzig 2

“They don’t want to die for anyone,” Dan grunted in reply.
“But there’s a limit to what they can stand. They might recover
their taste for dying.”

In Warsaw, Dan was able to meet one or two generals in Marshal
Rydz-Smigly’s set-up. They paraphrased Marshal Weygand’s
statement:

“The Polish Army is more powerful today than at any time in
its history . . .7
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But one of the French assistant military attachés, Captain
Durozel, did pot share this optimistic view.

A graduate of the Polytechnic, lean-faced, hard-working and
ascetic, whose only vice was tobacco, in which he over-indulged,
Captain Durozel had a passion for information and organization,
a horror of romanticism. He laboured under no delusion as to
the result of his arducus toil. One day Dan had asked him:

“What difference is there berween a spy and a jouznalist

The captain had replied with a smile:

““Thousands of readers, my dear fellow, read what a journalist
writes and, though they say, ‘He can’t fool me,” they nevertheless
believe him. A spy, an agent or an intelligence officer drafis
confidential reports which he sends to other specialists who chuck
them into the waste-paper basket because they think they know
more about the subject than he does.”

Durozel asked Dan and his brother to a Spartan dinper in his
small bachelor apartment near the Church of the Visitation.

He endeavoured to give them an idea of the complexity of the
Polish problem. Little Ricq bore in mind that the large number of
Jews in Poland tended to be pro-Russian, while certain elements
of the army admired the Nazis.

As they left Durozel’s, he szid to his brother:

“T think you ought to look into the question of the Jews and
those pro-German elements in the army.”

Dan shrugged his shoulders:

“That’s a spy’s job, not a journalist’s. Leave that to Durozel.
In any case war and peace are matters that are thrashed out above
the heads of the people.”

“What about revolution, isn't it the people who are responsible ?
Look at the Russians of yesterday, the Chinese of today.”

“I might have expected you to bring in those precious Chinese
of yours. The Russian Revolution was organized by specialists
in chatge of 2n army that had mutinied and kept its arms. I don’t
know about the Chinese. All the Poles want is to kill off the Huns.”

Francois petsisted:

“You might at least make contact with certain Poles, students,
intellectuals, local doctors. They could then write to you . . .”
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“What a mania you have for information! You ought to get a
job in Durozel’s outfit. You expect me to set up an inrellipence
network. I haven’t the time. It’s too dangerous. One needs money,
one has to know the language and have a cover story.”

“It’s fun having a cover story. A language is easy to
lcam_,!

Frangois did not press the matter any further, but on several
occasions he went off by himself to bathe in the Vistula. All those
white bodies stretched cut beside him ser him thinking. What
did these men do when they went back home? Most of them
natorally believed what they read in the newspapers. The news-
papers said what the government wanted. But what of the others?

How would these people react to war and defeat? In two
weeks his practised ear had already grasped several words and
expressions. One day he lost his way in the Warsaw ghetto and a
young Jew who spoke French walked back with him to the hotel.

He invited him to meet “some friends”. Ricq realized he had
made contact with a pro-Communist. It was easier than Dan
thought.

He even had an adventure with a waitress in a restaurant. She
had rosy cheeks, came from Silesia, spoke German and hated the
Jews. So there were Germans in Poland. But ever since the night
he had spent with Laon, Frangois had 2 sort of hotror of women.
He went for a walk with the girl one afterncon and when she
gently suggested he came back to her place he took to his heels.

The Ricq brothers left Warsaw for Cracow. It was on arriving
in that ancient city, which was shrouded in blue mist, that they
heard of the signing of the Russo-German pact. The two dictators,
the red and the brown, had carved up Poland between them. All
that remained was to help themselves.

Dan and Frangois got back to Paris as the Panzer divisions were
sweeping across the rich plains of Silesia.

A month later rancois Ricq was called up. He was allowed to
choose his branch of the service “provided it was in the infantry”.
France seemed to be short of cannon-fodder.

He opted for the Colonial Infantry, hoping to be sent overseas.
The fighting in the mud of Flanders and the forests of the
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Ardennes had always struck him as repellant. The stories of the
baker Picut, who had cleaned up whole trenches with a knife,
were partly responsible for this.

Promoted a cader officer in 1940, Little Ricq was given ten
days’ leave before rejoining his unit “somewhere in the front line”,
in other words at Chalons-sur-Marne. He ran into Dan who was
wearing the uniform of a war cortespondent. Having at last found
a regular job and “a livery which was in fashion”, he had healed
the breach with his parents. Dan had discovered 2 new dodge:
each time he came back from an assignment, he made vp some
fantastic stories for the benefit of the “regulars™. It was a sort of
testing-bench.

Cadet Officer Frangois Ricq found himself slapped on the back
and stood rounds of drinks although he never touched alcohol.
But he realized yet again that Dan was the hero, not he. The
window-panes had been painted blue “because of the air raids®,
and entering the Brasserie was like plunging into 2 pool of water
tinged with litmus.

Eugtne Ricq was happy. He had been right to lay in supplies
and now waited with secret delight for the ration cards which
everyone was talking about but which had not yet been issued.
He already rationed his own customers, telling them, for instance,
that he was short of Pernod although his cellars were crammed full
of it. To anyone who protested, be tersely replied: “Don’t you
know there’s a war on ”* For fear of being suspected of defeatism,
his victims would order Byrrh, St-Raphael or Noilly.

Ira, who dreaded air raids and all forms of patriotic hysteria,
had taken refuge in the South. There were no air raids or hysteria
in Patis, only gloom and apprehension. Dan lived alone in the
studio overlooking the Jardin des Plantes. One evening he asked
his brother out to a Russian restaurant in the Champs-Elysées.

Thete was vodka, smoked salmon, shashlik and gypsy violins.
Pretty girls smiled at Dan. But in the last few months he had
altered. He no longer told lies except to overawe the regulars. It
was therefore about lying he spoke first of all. As he raised his
glass to little Ricqg, he gave this toast:

“Here’s to lying, litde brother, to the lic that surrounds us and
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in which we’re wallowing, to the curtain of lies that’s going to be
torn apart tomorrow. You know what we'll see when that
bappens—an army taking to its heels, a country taking to its heels,
with a few armoured cars up its arse. And the clown of Berlin and
Nuremburg, with his hands on his hips, laughing his dirty little
head off.

“Mark my wotds, Francois. When you regulars and conscripts
have lost yout war, it will be our turn to fight—we the unregi-
mented, the useless, the bolshy-minded. Maybe we’ll win. I drink,
little brother, to your war that’s coming to an end and to my war
which is zbout to begin. Now I’m going to take you to 2 brothel.
I'm beginning to get fed up with girls who don’t do it for money.”

“I’d rather go home.”

“Good old Little Ricq! So you want to go off to the wars 2
virgin, with your rosary round your wrist. Do you know at least
how you’'ll react under fire?”

“T’ll certainly be frightened. But I'd never allow myself to run
away. Everyone would laugh at the sight of me taking to my
heels. Like all small men, I don’t like being laughed at.”

Frangois Ricq was never to see his brother again. On his
atrival at the Nith Colonial Infantry Regiment, he was posted to
the Congo where instructors were needed to transform semi-
savages straight out of the bush into valiant riflemen in hobnailed
boots who were to be packed off to defend justice and civilization
in 2 temperature ten degrees below freezing point. The colonel
had considered Cadet Officer Ricq too weedy, too feeble, too
small *“to make a good scldier, damn it all.”

Like Frederick of Prussia, the colonel cared only for giants.
If he had been given his way, he would have pinched them from
other units. It was on the boat, off Dakar, that Ricq heard of the
German offensive in the Ardennes. The captain in command
of the detachment stoed drinks all round in the bar.

“The Huns are going to get a goad licking,” he proclaimed as
he raised his glass.

But Cadet Officer Ricq remembered Dan likewise raising his
glass and drinking to the big lie, Dan predicting defeat and a
whole army, 2 whole country, taking to its heels.
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On landing at Pointe-Noire, Cadet Officer Ricq was sent to
Brazzaville and from there posted with two other cadet officers to
Maugin Camp. This camp, which did not yet exist, was to serve as
a mraining centre for Equatorial African troops. It consisted of a
few straw-huts and a little landing-strip covered in yellow grass.

Wircless communications with Brazzaville were poor and the
only occupation of the officers and handful of European N.C.O.’s
was hunting game in the savannah or on the banks of the two
neighbouring rivers, the Sangha and the Lionala. The rest of the
time was spent chatting together, playing cards and drinking
Pernod, while waiting for the Adrian hutments and equipment
which never arrived.

The captain in Command of Maugin Camp, Marcel Creyssel, was
a French Colonial Office administrator. He had spent the whole of
his professional life in Equatorial Africa, systematically choosing
the least privileged districts and the most backward tribes. He had
been seen in the Tibesti, among the Goranes, and with the naked
savages of Oubangui-Chari. Short and thickset, dark and hirsuce,
looking ill at ease in uniform, he was alternately familiar, voluble,
sarcastic, haughty and sharp towards his subordinates. With him
one never knew what line to take. He had nicknamed Ricq the
“Chinaman™ and seemed to prefer the company of the other
officer cadets to his. But on the evening of 17 June, while everyone
was confidently awaiting the new miracle of the Marne, Captain
Creyssel asked Ricq to come back to his quarters with him after
dinner. He pouted him out 2 tumblet of brandy. Insects fluttered
round the lampstand, sizzling as they burnt their wings. Some-
where outside, 2 rifleman was singing a song, beating time on a
mess-tin,

“I know,” said Creyssel, clearing his throat at regular intervals,
“that you’re not in the habit of drinking. Bad for a Colonial Army
man. But knock that back. You’ll need it. I've just received a
signal from Brazzaville. Marshal Pétain has asked for an armistice.
"The roads of France are clutrered with refugees flecing with noth-
ing but theit bedding. The French Army has ceased to exist. The
British have re-embarked at Dunkirk.”

Ricq took a gulp and choked.
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“I can’t stand people like you,” said Creyssel, “university
graduates, chairborne ethnologists who believe in the worthy
Negroes without having ever lived among them. You'’re the
weediest of the bunch. Yet on hunting expeditions you show the
most staminz. Even when you’re exhausted, you’te 2 good shot.
T've also ooticed you never lie. When you’re thirsty you don’t
drain your water-bottle. When a native tells you his endless stories,
you listen to him with patience. You never behave itritably or
roughly with your riflemen. Instinctively you treat them like
human beings who happen to be younger than yoursclf. That's
what made me have second thoughts about you. You’te the only
one here who can understand me. Since I don’t often unburden
my scul, I’'m liable to take a long time over it.”

Captain Creyssel spoke all night. He told Ricq what he knew
about the Blacks of the Congo, of their immoderate zespect for
power, of their simple-mindedness and cruelty.

Accotding to him, they belonged to the oldest and most under-
privileged race in the world. But they had petrified round their
taboos, their customs and strange gods, like insects which, without
knowing why, continue eternally to make the same gestures, take
the same paths, build their ant-hills or nests in the same manner.

“The Blacks won't understand our defeat,” Creyssel asserted.
“If they hear we’ve ceased to be powerful, they’ll reject us. There-
fore I don’t agree with this armistice, becanse I’'m fond of the
Blacks, knowing what they are—the oldest children in the world—
and because no one in Africa can replace us for the time being.

“Are you with me, Ricq? Good.”

“Now all we have to de is wait for the first opportunity and
meanwhile keep our traps shut. Defeat always gives rise to
cowardice, waywardness and treachery. But I’m going to continue
the war for the sake of my Blacks. What about you?”

Ricq screwed up his eyes.

“Look how small T am, Captain—5 foot g4—and weedy. I
weigh 110 pounds. I need to assert myself. There’s nothing like a
defeat to which everyone else consents.”

“Are you trying to be funny?”

“I’m not only trying to be funny. I have a brother back in

¥

Irg



THE BRONZE DRUMS

France. He’s nall and strong and handsome. But he was tumed
down for a malformation of the heart. He too must be thinking
this defeat is going to enable him to take his revenge.”

“Against whom ?”

“Against what he calls “the old boys, the regimented and fit for
military service’, those who prepared for this war inadequately
and those who wete incapable of waging it properly.”

“He’s an anarchist.”

“Worse than that, Captain. After lying all his life, he now
dreams of truth. After being amoral, he dreams of purity; after
being idle, he dreams of effort. I came across a passage in a book
which he had underlined with his thumb-nail:

“ “Pray God that men reading the story will not, for love of the
glamour of strangeness, go out to prostitute themselves and their
talents in serving another race . . .” 7*

Captain Creyssel continued the quotation:

“ ‘A man who gives himself to be a possession of aliens leads a
Yahoo life, having battered his soul to a brute-master. He is not
of them . . .” Believe me, Ricq, I've often thought of that sentence
in connection with my Negroes. A white man can never melt into
Africa or Asia without degrading himself. I've had to struggle
against this temptation . . . in the first place because . . .

The captain lowered his eyes:

“1 love African women, their smell, their skin, their warm, soft,
contractile sexual organs, their splendid lack of modesty, like Eve
at the dawn of time. Eve was a black woman. Did you know that ?

“Presently, Ricq, I want you to fall in the riflemen, the orderlies,
the boys, all the N.C.(Os. for a ceremonial saluting of the colours.
You will parade the detachmeat. An idiotic ritual, but we're going
to need every bit of ritual we have, however out of date it may be.”

General de Gaulle’s appeal was not made known in Camp
Maugin und! the end of June. It met with a mixed reception. This
uanknown general did not carry sufficient weight compared to the
victor of Verdun. Captain Creyssel considered de Gaulle had one
merit that was greater than all the rest: he wanied to continue the
wat. What did it matter, then, if he was a regular soldier, brought

* Sevew Pillars of Wisdom, by T. E. Lawrence.
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up by the Jesuits, a follower of Maurras, and even born north of
the Loire? In July the captain crossed the river several times to
attend some mysterious conferences being held in the Belgian
Congo.

“Things are moving,” he merely said to Ricq. “Pve seen some
men who came from London. Be ready when the time comes.”

On 27 August, Captain Creyssel left for Brazzaville without per-
mission and appointed Ricq commander of the detachment even
though he was the youngest. The two other cadet officers were
furious at being passed over and consequently refused to join the
Croix de Lorraine when, on the following day, the Gaullists
seized the capitzl of Equatorial Africa.

Ricq found himself a second-lieutenant in the Free French
Forces without having done anything except listen sympathetic-
ally one evening to the sexuzl and patriotic ramblings of Captain
Creyssel. A week later Ricq was summoned to Brazzaville, the
camp was wound up and Creyssel, now a major, took him on in
the Political Department of Government House. It was merely an
intelligence organization in disguise. Creyssel avoided the office
and encouraged Ricg to do likewise. He promised to initiate
him intc what he called “applied ethnology”, in other words
intelligence activity in African surroundings.

He took Ricq to the Etoile du Soir, a night-club in Poto-Poto.
It was a squalid dive consisting of a few tables of planks nailed
down on piles, some wooden stools 2nd a roof made of several
layers of palms piled one on top of the other. The rain came
through but no one seemed to mind. Beer and wine were available,
and also a horrid local drink called bamgwi which gave one a
splitting head-ache.

Qil or carbide lamps lent a touch of mystery and glamour to
this wretched joint swarming with flies and naked children, their
stomachs swollen by manioc.

A group of women in long gold or mahogany-coloured robes,
with scarves round their heads and with their finger and toe-nails
varnished bright red, sat huddled round a fatter, older woman
who was telling a story. They punctuated each of her sentences
with sycophantic giggles.
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Hungry-looking men prowled around, clad in pale pink or
rosewood-coloured suits, some of them wearing crocodile ot
snakeshin shoes, clumsily trying to assume the manner of Place
Pigalle pimps.

Everyone greeted the major, even the sham pimps, whose
haughty and distant faces split all of a sudden into wide grins. He
embraced the women, fondled their rumps and ordered beer all
round. Then he sat down at a separate table with Ricq.

“They’re all tarts,” he said, “and they make quite a packet.”

“For the pimps.”

“Not at all. These girls don’t have pimps. Those oddly-dressed
fellows ate sweating blood to pass themselves off as such. ‘The fat
woman who was talking when we arrived, she’s the sama-mozonki.
Her name is Epiphanie. She’s got her head screwed on the right
way! She’s the one who rakes in the dough and handles the
accounts. When there’s enough cash in the kitty, these girls throw
a big party. One day Epiphanie, who deesn’t know whete to draw
the line, even invited the Governor. The invitation fell into my
hands and I came along. The wine was served in old tins. The
gitls were dolled up to the eyes. Epiphanie has about fifty girls
on her pay-roll, all of them the same tribe as herself. Some of them
occasionally get into trouble with the small-time pimps who'd like
them to work for them, with the police who demand “protection’
money, with the health authorities since they catch diseases.

“I handie all that. I give the over-ambitious lad a spell of stone-
breaking, I have the policeman removed, and I tell the doctor to
give the girl a clean bill of health and leave her in peace in future.
In exchange, Epiphanie provides me with information. Through
her network of girls she knows all that’s going on in Poto-Poto.

*“I use Epiphanie, but I'm also fond of her, even though she’d
sell her eight-year old danghter to any old bastard if he gave her a
good encugh price.”

Epiphanie waddled up to their table with a cigatette in her
mouth. Her robes were stretched tight over her well-upholstered
frame which rolled and wobbled at every step. Het face was flat,
her eyes small and sharp.

“Will you stand me a beer, Dudule ?*” she asked as she sat down.
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“How’s the war going ? Do you think N'Gol’s* going to win?”

‘The band started up and the strutting peacocks in their pastel-
coloured suits asked the girls to dance. They shuffled round the
floor with a glazed expression, as though performing an unpleas-
ant dury.

Creyssel gave the fat procuress a slap on the thigh.

“Epiphanie, old gizl, I shan’t be coming to see you any more,
in future you’ll be dealing with Lieutenant Ricq here. He’ll be able
to do you the same favours. I'm beginning to get a litte too well
known in Poto-Poto. Is that dear? From now on you’ll tell the
licutenant what’s going on, what people are thinking and what
they’re saying.”

“Try and get some information on what the Laris are saying
about Matswat}, Pitain and N’Gol.”

Ricq and the major came back from the native city along a dirt
track littered with refuse and full of pot-holes across which some
rickety planks had been laid. At certain points they had to light
their way with a torch and the glow would send figures scattering
into the shadows: some dogs or famished children fighting over
the garbage. The various stenches were dominated by the more
pungent small of charred grass.

“They smoke hemp round here,” said Creyssel. “It sends them

* De Gaulle. They even made a fetish of him in Poto-Poto. It had

two faces, like Janus, but painted lemon-yellow and culminating in
a handle.

1 A strange figure who emerged from the African darkness. Starting
off as a catechist, he worked in the customs, then as an officer’s house-
boy, and finally joined the Colonial Infantry. As a rifleman he took pant
in the Rif campaign, on the strength of which he was engaged after
demobilization as a runner at the Colonial Ministry in Paris. He stole
some official note-paper and wrote in the name of the Minister to his
tribesmen, the Laris, promising them his protection in exchange for
certain sums of money. Matswa’s swindle was discovered and he was
hauled before the courts at Brazzaville. But on the day of his trial the
Laris tried to batter down the door of the law court. Matswa was
sentenced to five years® ptison and deported to the Chad with five
hundred of his followers. While working as the houscboy of the prison
governor, back in the Congo he became a god. The Laris engineered
his escape. He landed in Marseille on the day of general mobilization.
The police caught up with the god Matswa in a blockhouse in the
Maginot Line and sent him back 1o Brazzaville, where this time he was
given a life sentence.
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mad, especially those who believe in the black Christ, Matswa.
André Matswa was born in a shack in Poto-Poto, not far from
here, about forty years ago. Some missionaries picked him up in
the street, where he had been abandoned stark naked by his
pareats, like those kids you saw just now fighting with the dogs
over the garbage. Do you believe in God, Ricq?”

“On certain days, Major.”

“Why only on certain days ?”

“Because I don’t always feel in need of Him. I’m often amazed
at the way men manage on their own. Then I see them sink,
struggle, cry for help and die, clamouring for an explanation. I
believe God may be that explanation.”

“Unlike Asia, Ricq, Africa wallows in godliness because every-
one here is sinking and eternally crying out for help.”

In one week Major Creyssel introduced Ricq to all his agents:
a Iloussa Muslim, who from time to time needed the help of the
administration to get his debts collected; a Dahomey quack, who
was only a medical orderly and anxious not to draw too much
attention to some of his activities; a bar proprietor who served
adulterated liquor; a Cameroun truck-driver who carried other
things besides the groundnuts for which his licence was valid.

“What about the missionaries?” Ricq asked.

““As a last resort, as the Jast resort of all. They’ll only help us if
the situation becomes dangerous for their flocks.”

“They refuse to serve France ?”

“Don’t forget that today there are two Frances, Pétain’s and de
Gaulle’s. The missionaries don’t want to let down the Africans by
betraying their secrets or to get on the wrong side of the Pétainists.
The paternalism of the National Revolution suits them. What clse
have they done here for the last fifty years except drive the slogan
“Wotk, Family, Country’ into the Negroes’ thick skulls?”

Ricqg made a habit of going on his rounds every evening. The
Blacks Jooked upon him as » 55t of white maniac, a missionary
without 2 religion to sell, a soldier who did no soldieting.

One morning Creyssel summoned his assistant to Government
House and showed him a hand-written document, soiled and
tattered by all the fingers that had touched ic:
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“War is close at band. At the start of the rainy season perbaps . . .
We bave emerged fo annownce these good tidings to the whole world. Those
who belong to our church are ordered not io speak to anyone comnected with
the Government arnd the Missions or anyone who bas remained in the back-
ground. The time for bloodsbed bas arrived . . . Those who return from the
dead will enter the glory of the victorions kingdom.”

“It’s getting serious,” said the major. “In the bush this leaflet
has stitred up 2 certain amount of agitation, as usual among those
damned Taris. They might decline military service, which would
be the last straw in war-time. It would be playing into the hands
of the Vichy people who still hold Gabon but are frightened Free
France might attempt to seize it. Come back and see me when you
have something to report.”

“How do I go about it?”

“I haven't the faintest idea. Put pressure on your sources one
way or another. Make them more frightened of you than of those
bloody Matswanists. Get in touch with the police commissioner of
the native city. He knows his job and he’s used to this sort of thing.”

Four of Epiphanie’s girls were put in quarantice in the hospital.
The daughters of six others took legal action and asked for their
daughters back. The Etoile du Soir was closed three nights running
on account of the brawling there. Then the dive was put out of
bounds. The truck-driver had a cargo of tinned food confiscated
which he had smuggled across the river. The Dahomey “‘doctor’
was threatened with prasecution for an abortion that had turned
oot badly. The Houssa was expelled from the colony; his papers
were ocut of order. He was given cight days to pack up and leave.

Grieved at having to play this game but convinced that it was
necessary, Ricq went and saw all his agents one after the other,
commiserating over the misfortunes of all these colourful rogues.
They knew perfectly well what he wanted: one name. But either
they did not know it or else were afraid to give it.

One evening a young native boy as unctuous as an archdeacon
came to Ricq with a message from Father Froment of the Lazarist
Mission. The priest wanted him to come 10 a little evening cere-
mony in honour of the Virgin.

He was 2 tall, gaunt cld man who roled his little church with
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a rod of iron. Normally he stecred dear of the licutenant, even
though the latter was a regular member of his congregation. Ricq
was therefore surprised but accepted the invitation.

In the clear equatorial night he attended 2 service punctuated
by hymns, and was moved by the innocence and touching faith
of the wortshippers. A hundred all told, they had put on their
Sunday best and each held a candle in his hand, so that only their
heads wete illuminated—their heads and their red lips opening
like flowers in their faces.

Afterwards the priest took Ricq into his little shack and gave
him some lukewarm water mixed with orangeade. Without any
preamble he went straight to the point.

“I know you’re looking for someone and I can give you his
name. But before I do 1 must have your word as an officer and a
Christian that you won’t do him any harm. Expel him, and that’s
all. He’s just a crazy wretch whose head has been turned to make
use of him. Give me your word, otherwise I'll tell you nothing.”

“I give you my word, Father. All we want is to get rid of this
fellow . . .”

“His name is Honor¢ Batéga. He lives near the goods station
and has been in Poto-Poto for two months. He’s not short of
money and he’s sufficiently conversant with religion to make
people believe he was once a sacristan.”

“Thank you, Father, but . . .”

“I'm not doing this for your sake, Licutenant Ricq, or for your
blasted General de Gaulle. I was at Verdun, and Pétain was in
command there. De Gaulle was a prisoner at the time.

“Several members of my flock have been beaten up. One of my
choirgirls has heen abducted. No doubt she’ll end up as a tatt at
your friend Epiphanie’s. Thiee others have joined the religion
of Matswra.”

“You're eliminating all competition, Father?”

“No, I'm protecting my flock and 1 know how weak they are.
Good-bye, my son, no one must ever know it was I who gave you
this information, least of all that dirty Freemason Creyssel. To
think of him being made a majot! It’s disgraceful!”

As soon as Ricq was able to provide a name, tongues began to
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Ioosen. Batéga, Epiphanie told him, was an old man with a beard
“who kancw the Bible by heart and many other books and also the
secrct of poisons that kill from afar”. He was an “absolute saint”.
He went around saying that the white men’s war was their own
affair and the Laris and Bakongos ought not to fight for them.
When all the Whites were killed, then the Negroes would be free
and God Matswa would return in 2 white aircraft.

The Baték¢ truck-driver confirmed that Batéga was often in the
bush and that he had driven him on several occasions. Batéga
would spend 2 week or two near a military camp 2nd talk to the
soldiers. Afterwards there would be palavers.

The Ioussa, like a good Moslem, despised the Negroes even
though he himself was coal-black. But he wore a flowing white
robe. He was interested in the financial aspect of the man.

He made a gesture of counting out money.

“He has any amount . . . He says Pitzin gave it him to liberate
the poor Negroes, that Pitain and Matswa are the same thing . . .

Ricq longed to go and see what this strange character was like,
but was afraid of alerting him and so went off to report 1o the
major, stressing the fact that he had obtained his information only
by giving his word.

Creyssel congratulated him:

“Good show. Anyway, it's not this fellow Batéga we’re after
but the people behind him. Now I’ll take over. Go and have a
few days’ leave in Leo. It's full of buxom Flemish girls pedalling
about on bicycles with packets of sandwiches strapped on to the
carriers. You might find your heart’s desire there since you seem
so scared of black women.”

Ricq spent three days in the Belgian Congo, found it boring
and so came back. On his return he asked Creyssel:

“YWhat about our ‘absolute saint’ ?”

Creyssel pointed to the sky:

“He’s up in heaven.”

“What!”

“Poisoned. Batéga must have taken sotne herb or noxious brew
which our Dahomey friend made up for him to cure a stomach-
ache.”
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“You mean . ..

“Do you suppose we have time to waste over fellows of that
sort, Ricq?”

*“I gave my wotd of honour . . .”

“To Father Froment, wasn’t it? Qut here Froment is some-
thing like the Deuxiéme Bureau of the Church. In cur job we
make lots of promises. Sometimes we keep them, when it’s in our
interest to do so. But even so, these promises had to sound
sincere for Father Froment to be willing to talk. They could only
be made by the sort of man who was liable to keep them. You, for
instance. That bloody priest would never have believed me. He
can’t stand me because I sleep with Negresses and pervert the
black race. As though it wasn’t already perverted! He’s also con-
vinced, poor fellow, thar I'm a Freemason.

“I dangled you before him as a bait. You were a nice quict lad,
you knew how to serve at Mass.”

“You might have told me, Major.”

“If I had told you, you wouldn’t have played your part so well.
Father Froment is an old fox. He too compromises with his
conscience. If he didn’t give the information to me personally it
was because he knew I’d put paid to the fellow. It was in you he
confided. But he knew perfectly well that you would come and
report to me and that I would therefore liquidate Batéga just the
same.”

“Father Froment isn’t such a tortuous character as you think.”

“Let’s act as if he were. You can’t get out of it now, Ricq.
You're made for this fascinating disty work which is half way be-
tween 2 policeman’s and a spy’s. Try and appease your scruples by
setting yourself a principle which is so demanding thar it forces
you to overcome them, or a purpose that makes every sacrifice
worthwhile.”

“Thanks to you, I’'m an accessory to 2 murder and also guilty
of a lie.”

“Your first blood. In the old days German university students
used to duel with sabres. They were muffled from head to foot in
protective clothing which left only their faces exposed. The only
wound they risked was a cut on the cheek ot the chin. The duels
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wete fought till blood was drawn for the third or fourth time.

“Let’s call the Batéga affair your first blood, Ricq, but at least

you didn’t shed it for the sake of some vague point of honour.
It was to serve your country.”

“I want to be posted to a fighting unit.”

“Don’t be silly. In this war men of your sort are more important
than platoon or company commanders. You can put in an applica-
tion, but we shan’t let you go. There are no more than a handful
of us to drive the Germans out of France, the Italians out of
Tunisia, the Pérainists out of French Equatorial Africa, the
Japanese out of Indo-China. We’ll never have enough men, or
enough material or money. So 1'll be forced to fight with secret
agrents. Your brother was right. We . . .”

“Who do you mean by “we™?”

“The B.C.R_A., the Bureau Central de Recherches et 4’ Action—
the Free French Intelligence Service, if you prefer. An organization
to which I've belonged ever since I crossed the river after the
armistice to attend a certain meeting, a2 conglomeration of the
best and the worst. You’re going to be attached to this organiz-
ation.”

“I don’t want to be.”

“There’s a war on. No one’s asking your opinion. At the
moment the B.C.R.A. is looking for specialists in Sourh-East Asia,
to be sent out to India on 2 course with a curious unit which is
known only by a number: Force 136. You have a smattering of
Laotian and Annamese, a knowledge of ethnology and other
qualifications. Furthermore, your English is excellent. You’re not
cut out for regular warfare.”

“No, I’'m t00 small and weedy . . .

“But for another form of watfare which is infinitely harder,
because it demands courage, stamina and strength of character,
since you’re mainly on your own.

“You’'ll be engaged in this form of warfare in Asiz. You’ll have
the good fortune to fight in 2 country where you already know
you’ll be at home although you haven’t yet set foot in it. I felr the
same about Africa. Major Durozel, one of the B.CR.A. chiefs,
wants to have a word with you. He’s passing through Brazzaville.”
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“Durozel ? Wasn’t he in Poland in 19397”

““Yhat’s right. He was captured by the Germans but escaped
in December that year, bringing with him some valuable informa-
tion on the Wehrmacht’s use of tanks and support planes. He was
sent away with a flea in his ear and given command of a tesritorial
company. He has just spent six menths in occupied France setting
up some intelligence networks. Durozel remembers you well, and
also your brother Dan—handsome Dan Ricq, as he calls him_ It
would amuse him to have both brothers working for him.”

“Why both ?”

“Dan Ricq is running one of our initial networks in Paris.
Durozel stayed in his flat.”

“Near the Jardin des Plantes ?”

“I think s0. We're lunching together tomorrow. Come and join
us—wearing your new badges of rank.”

“What badges of rank *”

“You’ve been promoted to lientenant, the reward for your first
blood.”

A few days later the native boy who looked like 2n archdeacon
came and called on Ricq. He intoned:

“Father Froment says that if you come to the mission he’ll
bash your face in, because you're a . . . a . .. filthy swine and a
murderer. Good-bye, Monsieur. Thank you, Monsicur.”

Ricq was grieved. But it was too late; he was caught up in the
machine.

Major Durozel still looked like an austere Spanish priest, with
his thin lips and forbidding manner. But it was in a tone of
admiration that he said:

*“Dan Ricq frightens me. He's our best agent at the moment and
I wouldn’t like to lose him. Incidentally, we promoted him to
captain and he seemed quite pleased. That rather surprised me.”

In October 1943 Lieatenant Ricq went up through the Chad,
crossed Tripolitania, flew over the carcasscs of Rommel’s tanks
in the desert and landed one afternoon at Maison-Blanche aero-
drome.
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The town of Algicrs was full of drunken, loud-mouthed
American soldiers, quiet but still drunker English soldiers, and
Frenchmen wearing shabby 1940 uniforms. The French were
divided into Giraudists and Gaullists. The Giraudists, upholders
of tradition and the regular army, were by far the more numerous.

A staff car that had seen better days drove Ricq to the Palais
d’Ee¢ where the B.C.R.A. headquarters were installed.

With his kitbag on his knees, he waited in an anti-chamber with
a matble floor and tiled walls. The kitbag served him as a briefcase
and contained a number of folders that Creyssel had asked him to
hand over direct to Durozel who had just heen promoted
lieutenant-colonel.

“Watch your step up there,” he had told him. “There are heaven
knows how many chiefs, each one trying to recruit his own
personanel, and all of them at daggers drawn. A real feudal set-up!
Durozel’s the only technician who keeps his head in the midst of
that crowd of madmen.”

Durozel himself came to fetch Ricq and showed him into a
completely empty office where there was not even a telephone.
He shook hands and even patted him on the shoulder, which was
uttetly unlike his usual distant manner. His ashtray, as in Warsaw,
was full of stubs.

“You’re a soldier,” said Durozel, “and we’re at war, so I shan’t
beat about the bush. Your brother Dan has just been shot by the
Germans., His network is completely blown. There were thirty-
seven arrests.”

Ricq felt as though he was going to faint. The only link that still
bound him to France was his brother. Dan was one of those
people it was impossible to imagine dead, so self-assured and
uninhibited was their manner of life. With Dan deceased, a whole
slice of his past went down the drain.

“That’s not all,” Durozel went on, “your brother was horribly
tortured by the Gestapo.”

Ricq now understood why he had been shown into this office.
The colonel was going to ask him to give up the idea of India and
the Far East and take his brother’s place in France. Otherwise why
was he being forced o picture a disfigured and mutilated Dan who
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had had to be dragged to his execution because he was no longer
able to walk ? It was horrible. Like Creyssel, like the rest of them,
Durozel could think of nothing but the efficiency of his service.
Was he going to be used as bait again, as he had been in Poto-Poto ?
A pawn which would be moved about on the huge map of France
hanging on the wall? But the pawn was a human being who risked
being tortured and shot.

“I’'m ready to go to France,” said Ricq. “Tll take Dan’s place.”

“No question of that, old boy. It’s even impossible.”

Durozel rose from his armchair, looked at the map, then turned
round to Ricq:

“Your brother failed to hold out; he gave away his network,
his safe houses, his letterboxes, his contacts, everything, with
one exception—myself. 1 had been sent into occupied France to
tidy things up 2 little, because you can’t imagine the mess there.
Y our brother had found me 2 hiding-place ; he didn’t give itaway.”

“And why not? I'll tell you. It wasp’t Dan who talked but
another member of the network who knew as much as he did
except for your safe house. It’s obvious, sir. If he had given every-
thing away, you would have been caught.”

“I’ve given the maiter a great deal of thought, as you can
imagine. I even conducted the court of enquiry myself. I find
it unpleasant to accuse a man who saved my life of being . . .
let’s not say a traitor, but a weakling who overestimated his
strength. I haven’t been able to account for it. Maybe the Germans
tortured him so much that after spilling the beans little by litde
he was incapable of walking any more by the time they came to the
most important point: where the envoy from London was hiding.
I prefer to think he finally had the courage to pull himself together.
Like all our agents, Dan had instructions to hold out for twenty-
four houts so as to enable us to break contact with the network
once it was blown. If he felt he was incapable of doing so, he
should have swallowed his cyanide pill. But Dan never carried
this pill on him. He had a horror of it, like some people who can’t
bear being anywhere near invalids or corpses. He was captured
because of his lack of security and caution, and thereby destroyed
my network, the best of the lot because it had infiltrated collabora-
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tionist circles. It had been created by him, I admit. The men who
were arrested—journalists, politicians, professors—almost all
belonged to the extreme left wing.

“You understand now why I don’t want to drop you into
France ?”

“Because 1 would give way as well 2

“No. But if you were known to be Dan’s brother, certain
elements might distrust you. Some left-wing groups have spread
the mmour that Dan, in agreement with the B.C.R.A., had orders
to get rid of certain agents whom London and Algiers considered
undesirable because they were working with the Communists. As
proof of this, they point out that I never had any trouble. That’s
tantamount to calling your brother 2 double agent. When clan-
destine warfare is complicated by political rivalries it often
becomes ignoble.”

“I had conceived a different picture of the Resistance.”

“We’re working with human beings and in every human being
there’s a mixture of good and bad. We have to eliminate certain
competition. I may find myself one day impelled to do what my
service is already accused of doing, in the name of some interest
or other that 1 consider to be higher.”

“I can’t understand it . . . Men are dying for their country.”

“We’re on stage. But in the wings everyone makes use of the
living as well as the dead, according to his needs. We don't all love
our counttry in the same way, we don’t all picture it with the same
political régime. In the Resistance there are already the seeds of
what we shall have to fight against later.”

“I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”

“You’ll see; one gets used to it. In three days’ time you leave
for Calcutta, You’re attached to Force 136. You'll go through an
extremely arduous but, I hope, intensive course of training. We
need to get some agents into Indo-China as soon as possible.
There’s a lot of work to be done there.”

“In Indo-China the fighting will be simpler than in France.”

“Not at all. You’ll have to work against other Frenchmen,
those who back Admiral Dacoux, and who are not completely
wrong or completely right; against our American allies, whose
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soldiers are going to be killed in thousands to liberate France but
who don’t want to see us back in our former colonies; against the
British, who are helping us but who want to take the lion’s share.
You can always count on me. I was very fond of your brother even
though he was only an amateur. Even in Poland I already felt you
were of quite a different calibre, that this work of ours was in your
bleod. Your strolls through Warsaw and that young Jew in the
ghetto, you remember ? He was one of my agents. I had instructed
him to follow you. He contacted you but you never mentioned
this to anyone, not even to me when I made a point of seeing you
again next day. You already knew how to bide your time. An
excellent reaction. Captain Dan Ricq has been posthumously
awarded the Légion d'Honneur for his resistance activity. The
citation was published yesterday. I consider he deserved it. And
besides, it was also necessary to put 2 stop to certain rumours.”

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Keep vour ears open, learn what you can, train yourself to live
as the poor do, without means. The vanquished ex-colonialist
returns to Indo-China in rags. His former protégés have turned
against him. They have gone over to the stronger side, the
Japanese. You will therefote have to rely on the least privileged
elements in the country: the racial minorities, the lower classes
and all the young ragamuffins who may be captivated by the
prospect of adventure. To my mind, you have one great advantage:
you already have the mudiments of the local dialects. You are
therefore six months ahead of anyone else I would have to train.
Does that suit you?”

“Yes, of course, Colonel. I want to leave Algiers, start a new
life . . . if possible under a different name.”

“No one in Asia will know about Dan Ricq and his story. One
of my assistants will make you oot a2 movement order. Good luck
and good hunting.”

Durozel got up and showed Ricq out, still with his hand on
his shoulder, as though he was henceforth promising him his
ptotection.

Ricq embarked on the Empress of Australia which had been
converted into an auxiliary cruiser. She was equipped with two
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guns, a false funnel and anti-submarine devices. The voyage lasted
forty-seven days, the ship putting in at every port on the way to
embark or disembark more troops.

Ricq retained a confused memory of that crossing. He recalled
the noisy binges in the bar, the brawls between Australians and
New Zealanders, the constantly repeated air raid drills, the pro-
hibition to smoke after dark on deck, and the ports of call where
all the soldiers rushed off to find themselves women, get drunk
or else buy horrible local “curios™.

Thirteen months later Lieutenant Ricq was dropped by para-
chute into Laos, in the vicinity of Paksane.

The Liberator was flying over Burma at a height of twenty-five
thousand feet. The eight members of the crew and the ten pas-
sengers all wore oxygen masks which turned their faces into pig-
like snouts. On an aerial map the pilot had shown Ricq and Sydney
the route they were going to take. In order to avoid the Japanese
fighters and anti-aircraft defences, they would pass north of
Mandalay. They would swing round above Lashio and come back
towards the four frontiers, where China, Thailand, Laos and
Burma touched. Captain Sydney’s stick would jump with all its
material to the east of Taunggyi, the capital of the Shan States. It
would then be 1945 hours. The plane would afterwards head due
south as far as the Mekong. At 2200 hours Ricq and his wireless
operator, Sergeant Meynadier, would in their turn drop into a
clearing half a dozen miles north of Paksane. The weather was
fine, the sky sufficiently overcast for the operation not to entail
too many risks.

Through the perspex porthole, Ricq tried in vain to get his
bearings. The ground was barely visible. In the rays of the sctting
sun the clouds looked as though they were on fire. Then they went
black at the edges like burnt newspaper.

Sydney, in a blue padded flying suit, came and sat down beside
him on the metal bench. He tapped him on the shoulder and
pointed out a stretch of river the colour of tarnished pewter:

“The Terawaddy.”
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His men were already beginning to get ready. In a few minutes’
time they would launch themselves through the trap and float
down suspended from their rigging lines. Some friends would be
waiting for them down below, or else some Japanese who would
shoot them on the wing like game-birds. The only risk Ricq and
Meynadier ran was getting caught up in the branch of a tree,
twisting an ankle or breaking a leg. In front of their colleagues they
felt shamefaced, as though they were cheating.

Licutenant Francois Ricq was completing his traiping in
Calcutta by learning how to print leaflets on lavatory paper when,
on 3 December 1944, at eight o’clock in the moming, he and
Captain Sydney had been ordered to report to Commodore Fayne,
who was in charge of Force 136 operations. Major Durupt, the
French liaison officer, was already there. Spread out on a table,
opposite a big bay window giving onto a lawn on which monkeys
scampered about, was a2 map of South-Fast Asia covered with
ted and blue pencil marks. The few patches of white indicated the
ateas that were still unknown.

“In good form, both of you?” the commodote enquired, as he
sized up Sydney’s athletic frame and Ricq’s small stature.

He was 2 handsomne, jovial man who always had a cigarette
stuck in his mounth. A regular officer in the Royal Navy, he had
becn attached to this “crowd of visionaries and maniacs” and
seemed to cojoy going as far as he could to disconcert his trainees.
His dizbolical imagination invented the most incredible situations
from which the students had to extricate themselves by showing
even mote imagination, invariably playing the same unpleasant
role of the hunted beast. He would then send them off to some
country in South-East Asia with instructions “to get a move on
and start the ball rolling™.

Ricq and Sydney looked at each other, wondering what sort of
scheme Fayne had thought up for them this time: to leave them
for a month in the jungle without any food or weapons, with one
knife between the two of them, a handful of salt each and a coil
of wire with which to make traps; or else to abandon them in a
Calcutta suburb without any money or identity papets and set the
Indian police on their heels by depicring them as Axis spies. But
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this had all been done already 2nd they had acquitted themselves
with honour in these tests,

Whereas the commodote always showed supreme indifference
towards the men he commanded and the events he unleashed,
he now appeared, judging by the way he coughed more than usual,
to be slightly embarrassed.

“Gentlemen,” he went on, “I think we are at last going to have
a bash. Come and have a look at this map.”

With 2 commando knife he indicated Burma, Northern Siam
and Laos.

“We’re going to strike here. But this time it won’t be a hit-and-
run affair like the Chindit raid. We’re going to hang on to the
tetritory we seize. The High Command has decided to launch a
big offensive in January 1945, which should reach the Mekong
and French Indo-China by June.

“All along the route the regular troops will be taking, we shall
set up clandestine camps for training guerrillas and secret depots
for storing arms supplics. Meanwhile groups of partisans will keep
the Japanese troops under observation. When the time comes,
they will also carry out 2 number of demolitions and act as guides.

*“This is the task for which we have been training you for the
last ten months.”

The commodote then took Captain Sydney by the shoulder and
as jovially as ever broke the bad news to him:

“My dear fellow, according to all the instructors, you’re in
command of the best team on the coutse. Let me take this
opportuaity to congratulate you. You were to have been dropped
in to the Katens, who are loyal friends of England, Christians,
courageous and reliable. Unfortunately we’ve taken a bad knock
in the Shan States north-east of Burma. Major Edwards has been
caught by the Japs. We believe he was betrayed. Now, it’s abso-
lutely vital for us to control this region and establish communica-
tions with it. Out of the whole Edwards organization, there’s
nothing left but a small group with one transmitter. You’re going
in to join it. But the Japanese may possibly be using this group to
lure you into a trap and you may find them waiting for you when
you get there. ‘The Shans have never been models of loyalty. In
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fact they’re a lot of bloody bastards. As far as we know, Edwards
died a painful death. One wotrd of advice: if you see you have no
chance of coming out of it alive, defend yourself to the utmost
and keep the last round for yourself. I'm sorry to send you into
such a beasily mess, Sydney, but you’re the only one who might be
able to get out of it.”

Then he turned to Ricq:

“Lieutenant, you’re going to have the honour of being the first
French officer to be parachuted into Indo-China. Since we're
pressed for time, we consider you've completed your training.
The interior resistance movement is agreed for once on cur choice.
This movement exists above all on paper. It seems in 2 hopeless
muddle to me. But so far at least there are no Japanese in Laos
apart from an intelligence organization disguised as a mineralogical
mission.”

He pointed to a black dot on the map.

“You're dropping into Paksane, so vou’re not liable to have
any seriocus trouble, and you, Sydney, here, north of Taunggyi.
The Liberator in which you’ll both be travelling takes off at three
o'clock this afternoon.”

“But two members of my team, Cadet Jusso and Sergeant-
Major Perrier, are on leave,” Ricg announced in despair.

“Never mind. You're only taking a wireless operator with you.
Sydney alone will be jumping with a full team. Good luck to you
both, good luck and good hunting. I can’t do anything about the
luck. As for the hunting, what you’ve been taught here ought to
stand you in good stead. In so far as we can, we’ll keep in radio
contact with you and drop you anything that’s absolutely neces-
sary. Any questions, Sydney?”

Sydney snapped to attention.

*No, sir, except I'd like a bottle of Irish whiskey to be dropped
to me for Christmas.”

“Irish ? Well, there’s no accounting for tastes. What about you,
Ricq 2™

“I’d like to choose my wireless operator.”

“Very well.”

“P’ll take Sergeant Meynadier with me.”
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Ricq had chosen Meynadiet in spite of his spirit of independence
and lack of enthusiasm for endurance tests, assanlt coutrses and
anvthing else in the nature of “boy-scout business™. But on the
jungle course he had proved to be handy with a trap and endowed
with an antimal sense of direction and enotrmous stamina. Instine-
tively, he knew how to live in the jungle. He freely admitted to
being a pacifist, an anarchist, a syndicalist, an antimilitarist. But
he never managed to conceal how much he loved this form of
watfare, in which a man’s worth is judged by his natural capacities
rather than by his rank or milirary experience.

With a smile or two, a couple of jokes and a knowing wink,
Ricq had made a friend and accomplice of him.

Major Durupt was the Calcurta representative of the BCR.A.,
which had just changed its name to the D.CE.R. He was a
taciturn, red-faced man who smoked a pipe and held his tongue.

Durupt took Ricq into his office and filled his pipe while casting
penetrating glances at him which were meant to impress him.

“My dear fellow, it was London that chose you for this assign-
ment, Colonel Durozel himself. I had no idea you knew each
other. We've notified our man in Laos, Antoine Gibelin, who
seems delighted with this choice, Personally, I should have pre-
ferred this initial contact with the Resistance in Indo-China to be
established through Captain Puyseguin. Not that I doubt your
capacities, but Antoine Gibelin is 2 captain himself. It seemed more
sensible to send him an officer of equivalent rank.

“Y ou see, this fellow Gibelin knows the country backwards and
he has collected a gang of colourful rogues round him. But we
have another contact in Paksane, a2 man I consider more setious
and efficient: Father Maunrel, who controls a number of Catholic
villages. Gibelin and Maurel can’t stand each other and are
always at loggerheads. You’ll have to fix that for me. Just be tact-
ful, that’s all. I believe you already know Gibelin #”

Ricq recalled with pleasure the great lump of 2 man who had
butst into Ira’s studio. He barely had time to say good-bye to the
Frenchmen in his group. Caprain Puyseguin seemed resentful:

“Well, Ricq, still the blue-eyed boy of the British, eh? They
seem to have complete confidence in you. As far as I’'m concerned,
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the British will always be foreigners, today our allies, tomorrow
perhaps our enemies. I’ll never trust them. Mers-el-Kebir, Syria”

“You forget Dunkirk, Fachoda, Watetloo 20d the Hundred
Years War, Captain.”

“Good luck all the same, Ricq- I hope the leeches and mos-
quitoes won't have eaten you up by the time we arrive.”

Puyseguin had sauntered off to his quarters, swinging his
shoulders. But Lientenant Masson had shaken hands with Ricq and
said:

“1 wish I were going with you. Where are you going to be
dropped ?”

“Into Laos.”

“That’s where we’re going ta be dropped too; at least there’s a
rumour to that effect.”

Meynadier merely observed in his drawling voice, spiced with
a strong Southern accent:

“It’s a good thing I’'m going off on this show with my lieutenant.
1 was bepinning to get a bit fed up here. I can’t stand these
Indians.”

“Why not?”

“They’re filthy dirty and they’re dying of hunger. . . and they’re
resigned to being filthy diny and dying of hunger.”

They piled their gear into 2 truck and drove out to Jessore air-
field, twenty-five miles from Calcutra. They were made to put on
padded flying suits, in which they siifled. The big bomber,
bristing with machine-guns and painted in green and yellow
camouflage colours, 1ose ponderously from the strips of sheet
metal that served as a runway.

After flying for five hours at a hundred and twenty miles an
hour, the Liberator began to lose height. The morse on the wire-
less stopped. They were passing close to some Japanese airfields.
The roar of the engines grew irregular as the aireraft bounced
about in the air pockets. A sergeant handed round slices of cake
and tea in enamel mugs.

“Only another quarter of an hour for stick No. 1,” the skipper
of the aircraft announced on the intercom. His distorted voice
increased the apprehension that reigned in the cabin.
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Ricq was amazed by the youthfulness of the crew. The pilots,
gunners and cbservers were all between twenty and twenty-five.
It had required the war, the failure of all military regulations and
all the old fogies on the staff who abided by them, for these ancient
Western countries to risk entrusting a bomber to a lad of twenty-
one and to tolerate an organization like Force 136.

“I’'m scared stiff,” Sydney said to Ricq. “My stomach’s heaving,
I can’t even get this tea down. Mustn’t let the men see. What do
you think the Japs did to Edwards? It seems they have Korean
executioners attached to them.

“Here we are sitting side by side, weighed down by our
harness. Our muscles are working petfectly, our hearts are beating
regularly. And all of 2 sudden a trap opens, a minute goes by and
a dirty litde bandy-legged Jap in spectacles puts an end to all one’s
hopes and dreams by squeezing a trigger.”

Sydney scized Ricq by the arm:

“I"dlike totell you, old man, Pve not always behaved as I should.
There was that vicar’s daughter in Poona. I promised to marry
her, just to get her o sleep with me. After a couple of weeks I
couldn’t stand the sight of her. I"d found another girl I liked much
better. To get rid of her, I told her I was already married. Lisbeth
said God would punish me. I’ve also occasionally cheated at
cards. The fellows playing 2gainst me were blind drunk. T’ve
always been able to hold my drink.”

Ricq realized Sydney was making his confession. Yet he could
hardly give him absolution for these pecadilloes, play the part of
the priest and order him as a penance to kill 2 dozen Japs and blow
up a couple of bridges.

Meynadier shifted closer up and produced a brandy-flask from
his flying-suit. He handed it to Sydney.

“One for the road, sit.”

Sydney took a gulp and thanked him.

“Any moment now.”

“Only five more minutes,” the skipper announced.

The aircraft was still losing height. The trap was unbolted and
warm damp air flowed into the cabin. The warning light came
on. Sydney stamped his cigarette out on the floor and, having

4z



THE BRONZE DRUMS

recovered his composure, swung his legs into the aperture after
fastening the static line of his parachute to the bar above him.
He smiled at Ricq and gave him the thumbs-up sign. The light
switched to red.

“Gol” yelled the dispatcher.

Sydney jumped, followed by the seven men in his stick. The
aircraft made another run, during which 2 dozen containers were
dropped, then climbed abrupdy. The pilot came into the cabin:

“I think it went off all right,” he announced. “The dropping
zone was correctly lit. All the same, it must be an odd sensation
to jump into the dack without knowing what’s going on down
there. Nine months ago we dropped an extraordinary character
called Edwards in the same area. He took his Malay boy with him
wherever he went. In the middle of the jungle his boy would put
on white gloves and serve him his tin of bully-beef or bowl of
rice on a silver dish. Came to grief in the end, poor fellow.

*“You have another two hours to go; try and get some sleep.”

Ricq was witnessing the birth of a legend, the legend of
Edwards, the man who went off to the wars with his native servant.
He temembered how, ten months easlier, the major had grected
the new trainees of Force 136 who had just landed at Delhi. There
were twenty of them all told, from every country and from every
army, who listened to him in a variety of attitudes and uniforms.
Some of them, like Ricq and Puyseguin, wore the American drill
of the African Army; others, British tropical kit with rolled np
sleeves; still others, shorts and singlets without badges of rank or
regimental insignia. Some lay back in their armchairs craning their
necks so as to inhale the air from the big fans in the ceiling. Others
sat round 2 table shuffling their feet. Two Dutchmen from
Indonesia, with ash-blond hair and brick-coloured complexions,
stood leaning against 2 wall, each with 2 beer-mug in his hand.
Captain Puyseguin sat stiffly at a table, with his elbows tucked in,
his legs pressed close together and a notebook lying open in front
of him.

Major Edwards had a bony face, a prominent nose, carefully
brushed fair hair and stooping shoulders. He wore spectacles and
was not yet thirty. A product of Eton and Cambridge, he spoke
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with an aflected drawl which he enjoyed exaggerating, for the same
reasons that he enjoyed making himsclf unbearable wherever he
went.

His opening words were:

“Gentlemen, in a few months we hope to tum you into bad
soldiers but first-rate guerrilla leaders. We shall be forced to
teach you che opposite of what staff officers call the art of warfare.
None of you is 2 regular officer. Our job will therefore be all the
easier. By rejecting the humiliation of being mere regimental
numbers buried in some vast unit, you have insisted on maintain-
ing your dignity as individuals. That’s a privilege beyond price.”

He had raised his glass of whisky:

“I welcome you to Force 136.

Edwards drained his glass in one gulp and hoisted himself up
on the bar.

“We offer you a conception of warfare based on experiments
recently carried out by people like us, civilians. But whereas the
regular soldier pig-headedly continues to apply the same old
methods, even though they've been proved useless, the civilian
tries to adapt himself by inventing new tactics.

“In December 1941 the Japaoese invaded the Malay Peninsula.
The British regular forces insisted on fighting a classic engage-
ment; they were crushed. Our commanders reasoned, stupidly,
as follows: since the Japanese are yellow men, and since they’re
Asians, they must be expert at jungle and guerrilla warfare.
Let’s fight on our own ground, in our own way, with artillery and
tanks. So no one went into the jungle, least of all the Japanese.
The Japaoese, gentlemen, will soon be your opponents. They are
a sort of white race who live in a cold or temperate climate. They
don’t take kindly to heat; they are afraid of venturing into
anything unfamiliar like the jungle. There were a few of us who
taok the risk of moving off the beaten tracks. The convoys of
enemy trucks used to go past a few yards away, within hand-
grenade range. They sped along without taking the slightest
precautions. 1 could hear the angry parrot-like cries of the
officers of the Mikado. The Japanese advanced down both sides
of the road, wheeling their bicycles. They went by in long
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columns, in the most amazing 1ig, heavily clothed and heavily
laden. 1914-18 infantrymen encumbered with out-of-date equip-
ment! My colleagues and 1 drafted a report entitled The Jungle is
Nentral. We were given the brush-off and, by way of punishment,
were sent to dig slit trenches to defend Singapore. Singapore fell.
Thousands of men allowed themselves to be taken prisoner and
turned into coolies. Not us. Qur little group had already taken
to the jungle. When we turned up in India in relatively good shape,
we were asked what our secret was. We produced our report. We
are now going to subject you to the same experimental conditions
as ourselves and we’ll see how you manage once you've learnt
the tricks of the trade. Afterwards your own adventure will
begin, without any wet-nurses to tell you how to cook your rice,
throttle a sentry, booby-trap a trench or tend your sores. Once
your training is over, you will have become the most expensive
soldiers in the wotld, for we’re going to spend a fortune teaching
your how to live like primitives. Success or failure, survival or
death will depend above everything on your intelligence, your
endurance and all the litde tricks you will have leamnt from us.
This will be my first and last period of instruction. In a few hours’
time I shall be dropped somewhere in Burma. There’s quite a lot
to be done aver there; I've got to persuade people, who are none
too keen, to fight on our side and give them a good reason for
doing so. Soon it will be your turn. It’s a good thing I’m leaving
you; I'm a rotten instructor.”

Major Edwards jumped down, gave z little wave and marched
out.

Captain Puyseguin came up to Ricq. He had closecropped
hair, a sturdy yet supple body and a strictly military demeanour.
Cut out to be a soldier, chance had made 2n agricultural engineer
of him. Luckily the war had set things to rights.

“Well, old boy,” he asked, “what do you think of Major
Edwards’ act ? I hope cur instructors are going to be more serious
than that degenerate, affected fellow. He’s so well-bred he barks
rather than talks.™

Ricq could not stand this typically French atticude of Puyseguin,
who never stopped ctiticizing forcigners, their mode of life, their
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cocking, their method of fighting, the way they smoked a pipe
or their awitude to women. The captain’s exaggetatedly martial
air was equally repugnant to him, so he made no attempt to
conceal his feelings:

“On the contrary, I hope the other instructors zare all like
Edwards. He tries to turn warfare into a sport and de-mystify it by
removing all its awsome and sacred attributes. The major lived
for six months in the jungle near the Chin and Naga Hills, where
there are still head-hunters.”

“He was accompanied by his houseboy who carried his haver-
sack for kim. At least, that’s what I was told in the mess this
morning.”

“I had breakfast at the same time as you, but at another table.
I was told that for the last month Major Edwards carried his
servant, who was exhausted. He was given the D.5.0., which of
course he doesn’t wear, out of snobbery. In a few hours” time he’s
going to drop into Japanese-occupied Burma ™

“What’s so wonderful about that? One day we’ll also be
dropping, but without making such a fuss about it. I'd like things
to be clear between us. 1, Charles Puyseguin, like war and I don’t
like sport. I like wine and I don’t like tea or whisky. Sessions like
that disgust me. War’s too serious a thing to joke zbout or de-
mystify. T agree that during training we should obey our instruc-
tors, if only to show these bloody English that we’re every bir as
good as they are. But off duty, we are entitled to behave and amuse
ourselves according to our own temperament, that’s to say like
fighting men, not alcoholic old maids. This evening we’ve
organized a jaunt down to the out-of-bounds brothels in Delhi.
Arte you coming along #”

“No, Captain. We're in British command. Since those brothels
are out of bounds to officers, I feel it’s only right we shouldn’t
go there”

“We’re Frenchmen, not Englishmen. We've come to India on
a training course. As for the rest, it’s no business of the Anglo-
Saxons. Are you afraid of women ?”

“Who knows?...”

“Were you in 2 seminary before the war? Setting a good
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example, with a rosary in your pocket ? Run along, then, and have
tea with your little pals. We’ll see which yields the best results,
first of all on the course and then on active setvice afterwards: tea
or wine, brothels or rosaries.”

Tea and wine both yielded good resalts.

Camp F., to which the trainees of Force 136 were posted, lay
ten miles or so away from the big garrison town of Poona, on the
edge of a flooded valley which served as a water reservoir. The
Western Gates, with their dilapidated old Mogul forts, rose three
hundred feet above the plain. But the days of Kipling were
over. Camp F tutned out men whose main role was to destroy
what other white men had built: dams, bridges, roads. They were
instructed, in the first place, in the art of silent killing. One of the
weapons they were taught to use was the edge of the hand, which
had to be hardened. It served to strangle, break shoulder-blades
or wind 2 man with a blow in the liver. Another was the knife.
They were shown how to grip it and thrust it in, aiming at a
point where hones and equipment did not impede penetration.
At the end of the course the trainee had to hold his own against
half a dozen others. The assaunlt course, dotted with obstacles,
catwalks and tunnels, and booby-trapped with plastic charges,
served to eliminate anyone lacking in resolution. Thirty per cent
of the trainees were retumed to their units. Several times a week
there were night marches—thirty miles on a compass bearing—
through an area infested by tigers, with each man carrying a
seventy-pound pack. To defend himself or hack his way through
the undergrowth, he was equipped only with a knife. Then there
was instinctive firing with every sort of weapon, especially
Japanese, more marching, firing on the march, firing at the end of
a march when fatipue made one’s hands shake, and still more
marching—marching for a whole week, with tea, salt and prunes
as one’s only food, and hooks and lines with which to catch fish
in the rivers.

The trainees were also taken on to the lake, where the British
had collected every type of pirogue existing in South-East Asia:
Laotian and Burmese pirogues, Malay pirogues with outriggers,
Vietnamese sampans and Indian junks.
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From seven in the morning till noon, from four in the afternoon
till seven in the evening, they were taught to use every kind of
oar and paddle, while Major Skinney kept telling them again and
again:

“South-East Asia is a mass of water, a few strips of dry land
surrounded by water. It’s more useful to know how to handle
one of these damned contraptions than a camel in the desert.
Heave-ho, my lads. I want your hands to become as hard as cricket
IJats.”

The French were divided into two teams of eight men each, the
first commanded by Captain Puyseguin, the other by Licutenant
Ricq. The rivalty between the two officers, their different con-
ception of human relations, had quickly set them one against the
other.

Puyseguin was out to break records and tried to inspire his men
with the competitive spirit. He insisted on taking them with him
on his binges in Poona. He would get them drunk, then drag
them off completely sozzled on 2 difficult exercise, a dangercus
assault course or an exhausting march. He despised the weak and
the irresolute, was only too ready to lash out against his sub-
ordinates but always showed exaggerated tespect for the
instructors.

Ricq, on the contrary, encouraged his men and in spite of his
short stature showed exceptional endurance. He was considerate,
and respected the whims and independence of each of them. But
once the exercise was over, the elusive Lieutenant Ricq would
take refuge in his quarters. He had found some excellent wotks
on the ethnography of South-East Asia in the camp library.

The instructors’ respective opinions of these two French
officers reflected their own temperament and background. To
Major Skinney, who was a rubber planter, Puyseguin had all the
attributes of the Prussian officer, whereas Ricq fitted in perfectly
to Force 136 in which civilian qualifications ought to outweigh
those of a soldier. The colonel in command of the camp belonged
to the Indian Army. He considered that Ricq lacked moral fibre
and was a mere civilian in disguise, whereas Puyseguin seemed
to be a born leader.

147



THE BRONZE DRUMS

The commando course lasted two months. It was followed by
the marine course. On the coast, near Bombay, they learnt how to
land in pitch darkness among enemy sentries, how to handle a
sail and what precautions to take when organizing a rendezvous
with a submarine out at sea. At Rawalpindi, in the foothills of
Kashmir, they went through their practice jumps and marked out
dropping-zones. In a game reserve in the Mahratta Forest, which
had not been hunted over for a centuty, the foresters taught them
how to use snares, build a bamboo hut, find their bearings, conceal
themselves, march barefoot, take shelter from the rain and cook
their rice.

In Calcutta they were taught all the secrets of clandestine
propaganda and the subjects that were liable to carry weight with
primitive people. They learnt how to otganize a resistance move-
ment and how to turn to their own advantage the gross errors
committed by the Japanese in regard to the people they had
conguered.

One evening Ricq had let himself be dragged along unwillingly
by Puyseguin and 2 few other trainees to a bar called The Cat.
There were two American officers there, dead drunk. They came
from Lousiana and spoke perfect French. Puyseguin asked them
to have a drink and the conversation turned 10 Indo-China.

“We’ll get there before you,” said one of the Americans. “By
the time you arrive the place will be taken. At least, that’s what
that goddam snob Captain Cosgrove Tibbet told us.”

Ricq managed to keep Puyseguin calm—the captain was always
ready to start a brawl, “to keep up zppearances™—and feigned
astonishment, which unleashed 2 flood of boastful confidences
from the two drunks. It was thus he leatnt that the American
clandestine organization, O.5.5., was combing the United States
and even the theatres of operations for officers, warrant officers,
N.C.O:s and privates who spoke French and knew the South-
East. They were given intensive training in China. But it was from
India they were dropped, disguised as engineers, doctors or
pastors. They had orders to evict the former colonizers by playing
on local national feeling. In India, to get their hand in, they openly
indulged in violent anti-British propaganda.
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Ricq mentioned this next day to his instructors. One of them
replied:

“What do you expect us to do about it? It’s the Yanks who
hold the purse-strings. They’te the ones who provide the arms,
the aircraft, the ships. We can’t very well expel them from India.
We’'ll soon be faced with the painful but only solution: stealing
a march on them. lmmediately after the war we shall grant
independence to this caste-ridden country which is incapable of
surviving. You'll also have trouble in Indo-China. You’ll be
forced, like us, to grant independence to people who aren’t yet
ready for it. The Americans are fighting against the Japanese in
the Pacific Isles, but in India and the Far East they’re doing the
same job as them: inciting Asia agaiost the white man.”

Once again the Liberator started losing height. Ricq’s ears were
buzzing.

“You jump in ten minutes,” the skipper announced. “Get
ready, you Frogs. May God and the devil help you.”

The gteen light came on.

Ricq was sitting on the edge of the aperture which contained a
sort of slide, with Meynadier behind him. The only equipment he
carried was a revolver, a folding spade to bury his parachute and
flying-suit, a compass, 2 map, a movement order from the French
delegation and a wad of Banque d’Indochine piastres. The rest
was stowed away in the containers which would be dropped after
them. ‘The sergeant despatcher checked the parachutes, the static
lines and helmets. The light switched to red.

“Gol

Ricq turned round and saw Meynadier giving the thumbs-up
sign. He launched himself through the aperture and was happy
to find he felt neither fear nor regret. The air that lashed his face
was as sharp and invigorating as the first breath inhaled by 2
prisoner who has just escaped.

The rigging-lines of the parachute jerked tight. Below him he
could see some light flashing.
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N Monday 18 July, the day after the coup d’étatr, Muguette

went to the Vientiane post office early in the motning to mail
her sister a letter in which she gave her own muddled version of
the incidents that had just taken place.

“Bao, it’s for my letter.”

Bao was in a bad mood. He had been to a baun the night before
and drunk some raw rice spirit which had given him a splitding
headache.

“A hundred kips,” he said, as he took the letter.

“But Bao, you must be mad! That’s much too much.”

“Sixty kips.”

“At least weigh my letter.”

Almost prostrate from his hangover, Bao suggested:

“Thirty kips, will that do you?”

Muguette left the post-office in amazement. She had seen all
sorts of things in Laos but had never yet bargained over a postage
stamp.

With difficulty Bao looked for the stamps. They had run out.
At the bottom of a drawet he found some old sheets issued before
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independence and surcharged “Union Francaise”. He affixed them
to Mupuette’s letter and all the other letters that were posted
during the morning. Then, when there were no more stamps left,
he locked up and went home 1o sleep in peace.

As they arrived for work, the entire staff of the Ministry for
Foreign Affairs, from the runner to the Chef de Protocole, were
mobilized, but in vain, to look for the text of the Franco-Laotian
agreements of 19 July 1949.

The French Ambassador had rung up about some additional
protocol concerning the export of stick-lacquer which was not
being put into effect. The Secretary General then sent out for
Koutsoulat, an elderly derk who had worked all his life in the
colonial service and whose administrative competence was for
that teason undisputed. After an hour’s search he was found at the
Chinaman’s where he had breakfast every day and read the
morning paper.

“Where are the agreements with France ?” the Secretary General
asked him.

“Bo mi.* Monsieur Troussier put them away before going off
on leave.”

“Where did he put them away 7"

“Bo how. 1 don't know.”

Monsieur Troussiet, although pensioned off, had retained his
mania for official documents and wax seals. Appalled by the
disorder that reigned in the Ministry, he had one day started sort-
ing out the archives. Since he knew what the Laotians were
like, he had locked them up when he had left for France to collect
a small inheritance.

“When is Monsieur Troussicr coming back?” the Secretary
General enquired.

“In two months, maybe three. Be boa.™

“Very well. As soon as he’s back, remind me we need those

agreements.”

* Literally, “there aren’t any”. The phrase denotes ignoctance com-
bined with lassirude.
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“What about the French Embassy ?”

“Ring up the Councillor and tell him we have to study certain
legal aspects . . . that it’s liable to take some time.”

“Couldn’t we ask the Minister about it?”

“No one knows where he is, no one knows if he’s still a minister,
not even himself. What do you think of all these incidents,
Koutsculat ?”

“Nothing so far, Monsicur le Secrétaire Général.”

“Did you see, they even arrested Ricq. Are they going to
release him ?”

“Provided he’s not found in the Mekong, like Gibelin. Did you
listen to Radio Hanoi?”

“A Coordination officer has just moved in next doot. 1 daren’
listen to that station any Ionget. What about you ?”

“They said Monsieur Ricq was a friend of the Laotian people.”

“The Laotian people have far too many foreign friends looking
after them.”

Half an hour later Monsieur de Sazint-Urcize burst in on Xavier
Pipsolle and announced in consternation:

“The Laotians are now questioning the 1949 agreements.”

“That’s all we needed!”

“What do we do about it, sir?”

“As usual, we wait and see. We wait for them to forget about
questioning those agreements, we wait for the men in power to
swap ministries, we wait for the dry season to replace the rainy
season . . . We'll have to send a coded signal to the Quai, all the
same. Draft it for me. Pve other things to worry about. Is there
any news of Ricg?”

Jacob Flayelle, a Protestant from La Rochelle, an agronomical
engincer by profession and a humoutless, conscientious man by
nature, was one of the best European rice experts in the world.
U.N.E.S.C.O. had therefore sent him to Laos a year eatlier to
improve the cultivation of this cereal. Jacob Flayelle had a
secret—a certain species of rice that had just been discovered by
some Japanese scientists. Without requiring additional attention,
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it yielded an output three times greater than the ordinary cereal.
The expert had been told that the Laotians were idle, but this
made him all the more resolved to improve their lot. Jacoh
Flayelle belonged to the tribe of Bible readers who rush all over
the world educating people, rescuing them from destitution and
introducing them to the blessings of science, on condition they
are officially catalogued as under-developed.

No sooner had he arrived at Vientiane than he sclected some
candidates for instruction. He put them through 2 course and
taught them how to grow the Japanese rice. Then he sent them
home to their villages. No sooner were the instructots back in the
bosom of their families than they forgot the famous secret or,
better still, refused to divulge it. Te make sure it was not
discovered, they even allowed the seed they had been given to
rot without planting it. But do-gooders like Jacob are gencrally
pig-headedly intent on doing good. He mounted a shaggy
pony and rode from village to village, a new missionary of
Japanese rice, planting the paddy-fields with his own hands
and thus showing the peasants how to set about it. He
caught dysentery and malaria, and on several occasions went
so far as to infringe the laws of Our Lord with some merry
phousaos.

Despite these ups and downs Jacob was finally victorious, for
he managed thereby to demonstrate the outstanding qualities of
his rice. During the next season these peasants, who by now were
reasonably well instructed, made use of the miraculous seed . . .
and planted three times less rice than usual. They had seen no
point in producing more than was needed for their own require-
ments.

Jacob Flayelle sat bent over his typewriter in his room in the
bungalow. The report he had started drafting for VLN E.S.C.O.
opened with the following sentence:

“The Laotians, for all their good qualities, are still a disconcert-
ing people who are difficult to instruet . . 7

On the bed, with its mosquito-net drawn back, a little prostitute
from the Viengrathry sat polishing her nails. Jacob Flayelle was
no longer exclusively intent on doing good.
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The rate of exchange of the kip, the national currency which was
secured on nothing except the goodwill of the Laotians and a few
foreign powets, had dropped hour by hour on Sunday, when the
coup d’état became known. The dollar went from three hundred
kips to five hundred and sixty. The news of the release of Prince
Sisang and of the confetence that was due to be held at the royal
palace in Luang-Prabang brought the dollar back to four hundred
and eighty kips, and the franc to one hundred.

Ven had left Cléach’s shack at dawn. She was frightened of being
left alonc with Flore and did not wish to miss the collection for
the bonzes. Back in her own house, she told ber servant Phila to
make up 2 basket of stodgy tice and another of fruit decorated
with banana leaves and frangipani flowers. She put on a purple
sarong with a broad gold fringe and wrapped a shawl of the same
colour round her white bodice.

Ricq did not like her going out with bare shoulders and this
morning Ven wanted to behave as he would have liked her to
behave always. She would not play with Phila, who was the same
age as hersclf; she would not go round all the haberdasheries in
the market or saunter along tesponding to the sometimes un-
couth, sometimes render compliments from the phosbaos.¥ How
pleasant it was, however, to know that one was preity and to
hear men say what they would do to one if one were less hard
hearted.

Since becoming Ricq’s mistress, that night the guns wete
firing and bullets kept whistling through the thin partitions of the
house, she was no longer afraid of men. Even at the time of his
arrest she had not been seized by the tremor that used to paralyse
her and deprive her of all defence. She was cured.

The mirror had been shattered with a tifle-butt. Phila came and
squatted in front of Ven, holding a sliver of looking-glass up for
her while she tugged and twisted her thick black hair into a bun.

She wound a necklace of hollow gold round the bun and fixed
it in place with a large pin. That was how it was worn by the gitls

* Young man, as opposed to phousas or young girl.
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up north, at Phong Saly, which the Chinese were reported to have
occupied recently.

Phila was more of a friend than a servant but Ven, enobled by
the drama through which she was living, miserable at having lost
Ricq and at the same time happy to have such a fuss made over
her, felr an urge to put her in her place:

“Phila,” she said, “hold the mirror higher, no lower, and stop
pulling a face. Get to work on the food for the master. I want him
to have everything he likes most: stufled fish cocked in banana-
tree bark and some &boo-posn.* Make sure the coconut milk is
fresh and the vegetables finely chopped. You'll have to go out and
buy some noodles. Not at the market. You loiter too long there.
Are you listening, you little goose?”

Phila replied crossly: “He’ll burst. Besides, he’s in prison.™

“Phila, you ought to know that when a meal is sent in for a
prisoner there must be enough food for the guards as well.
Otherwise they keep it all for themselves.”

“So far I've never known anyone who's gone to prison.”

But Phila, who was very fond of Ricq and her mistress, was
ashamed of what she had said. She apologized to Ven and offered
to go with her to Xien Nip, despite the fear she felt at the very
name of the camp.

Ven declined. Cléach was going to drive her there. One
evening she had come upon Phila and the journalist embracing
against a pillar in the shack. Cléach was stroking her waist, her

* Here is the recipe for £baso-pown, which Muguette sent to her sister,
and which her sister never once used. She was natrow-minded, in
culinary matters at least, and would not countenance mixing meat with
fish. Spices burnt her tongue and upset her stomach. Finally, she
mistrusted anything her sister told her:

*“Take 1 kilo of lean pork and 1 kilo of fish. Cut the pork into small
cubes and simmer in salted water together with garlic and onions.
Plange the fish into this broth, withdraw it to remove the bones and
put it back to boil.

“Reduce the broth and add 1 cupful of coconut milk per person,
crushed dried peppers, fresh red peppers, two cupfuls of crushed roast

uts.
“Bail for 45 to 6o minutes so that the fish and meat are thoroughly

combined, thus producing a thick grey sauce to which is added some
tomato purée to turn it red.
“This sauce is served with rice vermicelli.”
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hair, her breasts, and kissing her neck, where the smell emanating
from a woman’s bedy is more warm and disturbing than in any
other part. The little hussy was giggling and letting him have his
way. While she was at the prison talking to the guards, Cléach
would come and fondle Phila again. One fine morning the girl
would wake up, as she herself had, with a white baby growing in
her belly. But Cléach would not want it and would give her a few
kips to pay for an abortion. He was in love with that hatlot Flore.
Ricq, because he loved Ven, had naturally wanted her 1o keep the
child. He had even promised to marry her.

Ricq was notlike a foreigner; be had been her father’s friend.
Everyone knew him in the village of Nouei-Phou Lak, even the
Meos in the highlands who grew poppies and cultivated opium.
Ven was very fond of Ricq, as though he had taken the place of
her father. When he was by her side, she knew she could come to
no harm. But she never felt like langhing or singing. When she
put on her finery, it was not for his benefit. Did he even notice
her dresses and arifully draped shawls? Ricq lived on another
planet, where men thought only of politics, war and conspiracies.
One evening, when he had come back uttetly exhausted from one
of his mystetious ttips, he had told her he had to do what he was
doing in order to protect Laos against her enemies. When peace
was restored, he sometimes promised, he would lead a calm and
tranquil life with her. Maybe they would go back together to
Nouci-Phou Lak?

But Ven knew that white men like Ricq can never lead a
tranquil life, that they die of beredom in peaceful villages.
Or else they bring with them war, suffering, disorder, soldiers
looting the huts and raping the women. Chanda, who likewise
waated peace, was the same sort of man as Rieq.

More than money or jewels, mote than love itself, Ven wanted
a tranquil life, geared to the thythm of the seasons, punctuared
by feast days and bathing parties, singing and music—everything
Koumane would have giver her if he had martied her. She
recalled the sound of his laughter, his jokes and his particular
way of dancing, with 2 grave expression on his face as though he
was praying. Koumane was young and handsome and when he
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went bathing up stream from the girls, all the phossaos used to
hide in the bushes to warch him. But the child Ven was carrying,
this child which had not yet begun to move but only made her
feel sick in the mornings, bound her for ever to Ricqg, that gentle
little elderly white man. Ricq bad brought her to Vientiane, to
this town she hated, where she knew no one of her own race.
He had given her clothes, jewels and a servant. But there was
nothing for her to do to while away the time except buy more
clothes and more jewels.

“You’re nothing but a whore because you sieep with a Phalang,”
she had been told by Soumboun, the tubby Cocrdination captain
who had come and arrested Ricq.

She had been able to see the lust glinting in the eyes of that fat
pig. Ricq was under arrest, Chanda was on the run, but everyone
was still frightened of them both. Khammmay, the other captain,
hzd intetvened because he secretly belonged to Ricg, like many
other men who indulged in war and politics in Laos. She knew
Soumboun would come back, that he would try to possess her
by force, like the soldiers last year. But the friends of Ricq and
Chanda would protect her. Once again there would be an outburst
of disorder and violence.

Everyone now kept saying Ricq was an important man. Even
the Communist radio had spoken about him. Ven bad always
hoped to become the wife of someone unknown who would spend
long hours lying beside ber instead of rushing about the jungle
or organizing plots and revolutions. Yet she liked it when Ricqg,
after making love, went limp on top of her, weak and defenceless
as a child. She was so grateful to him for restoring her enjoyment
of life. But Ven could never forget Koumane’s smooth brown
body, his thick black hair, his sturdy powerful thighs when he
went out stark-naked in a pirogue or emerged laughing from the
watet, playfully splashing the girls and the other boys.

Several times this month she had dreamt it was Koumzane who
had made love to her, who had given her pleasure. But on
waking in the morning she found herself beside her Phalang, who
exuded that slightly sour smell of sweat which white men never
manage to shed.
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Hearing the gongs that announced the collection for the
bonzes, Ven picked up the two baskets and made her way to the
little tree-lined square in front of the Vat Sisaket pagoda. She
lined up with the other women. The bonzes, with their shaven pates
and saffron-coloured robes, strolled past disdainfully and, as they
helped themselves to the food and put itin their begging-bowls,she
pressed the palms of her hands together and bowed her head.

The Maha Son appeared, preceded by a pair of slender litte
acolytes. People said the Maha enjoyed the company of beautiful
boys. Antoine Gibelin, who was his friend, used to call him
Soczates. But Ven did not know who Socrates was—probably a
scholarly bonze from the far side of the ocean who likewise spoke
the language of Buddha, Pali.

Ricq often visited the Maha Son in the Vat Sisaket library,
where there were piles of holy books written on palm leaves with
a hard etching-needle. But Ven knew Ricq and the priest did not
confine their conversation to Buddha and his exemplary life.
Other men coming from the north or south would join them there,
taking care not to be seen. Why did Ricq’s friends always have to
take care not to be seen?

The Maha Son had long skinny legs and hunched shoulders,
which made him look like a heron. He was always protected by
a black umbrella and wore cheap sun-glasses which concealed his
sharp little eyes. On several occasions General Si Mong had
wanted to have him arrested. But he was afraid the population of
Vientiane might rise in revolt, so great was the prestige of this
wise and holy bonze among these ignorant lunatics.

The Maha Son had placed his aggressiveness, the influence he
had over countless monasteries and countless pagodas, at the
disposal of Chanda’s and Prince Sisang’s Neutralist cause. Dis-
regarding the rules of “Moderation and Impartiality”, he had
engaged in political agitation. His intelligence network covered
the entire capital and extended into the countryside. No incident
could occur without his hearing about it even more rapidly than
the Coordination men with all their wireless transmitters.

As he drew level with Ven squatting on her hecls, he bent down,
put a handful of rice in his basket and said:
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“Nothing will happen to Ricq now. You can go back to your
house. No one will come and harm you there. We are keeping
watch on it. Place your trust in us.”

Strutting along on his heron-like legs, followed by his little
disciples and accompanied by deep bows from all the wormen,
he entcred the pagoda.

Ven would have liked to hold Ffis Reverence back by the hem
of his robe and ask him if it would not be better for her to go
back to Nouei-Phou Lak and wait for Ricq there. But she did not
dare. How could the Maha Son have understood? He too had
forgotten that thousands of Laotians belonging to every race
longed only for the end of the war and for everything to be the
same as before.

Ven picked up her baskets and went home. Phila, in 2 state of
great agitation, told her she had seen a samle prowling round the
house with his bicycle-rickshaw empry. He had refused several
customers. Everyone in Viendane knew that the samlps were
controlled by the Coordination and acted as spies and informers.
Ven felt an urge to collect her few possessions, koot them in a
handkerchief and rush away from Vientiane, from the war, the
soldiers and the policemen, away from Ricq who needed her.

At cleven in the morning everyone took the plane to go and sce
the king at Luang-Prabang: Prince Sisang, who was far from
delighted at the prospect of confronting his cousin; General Si
Mong, whose hooded cyes revealed no emotion of any sort; the
White Prince, Phoum Sanakon, who was suffering from a hang-
over; two or three ministers, who did not yet know if they still
held their posts or not; a couple of Coordination colenels, looking
rather sheepish; the British Ambassadot, Sir Thomas, who
happened to be responsible for this expedition and was already
beginning to pride himself on it; His Excellency Pinsolle, clad all
in white and puffing his chest out like a pigeon; Nicolas Ordinsky,
in a muck sweat and no longer even surprised at finding himself,
a former collectivist farmer, involved in a musical-comedy royal
court; and finally, Hugh B. Vandemalle, representing the United
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States, who had no idea what was going on but hoped the king
would make him a gift of one of those little gilded wooden
buddhas on which his young wife Barbara doted.

The news of the desertion of twe Neutralist battalicns in the
Plain of Jars had caused consternation. The Communist attillery
was now pounding Muong Pham, the command post of those
Neutralists who had remained loyal, and no one knew where
Chanda was.

At Xien Nip Camp, Captain Khammay’s and Captain Soumboun’s
men were still on guard, two by two, outside the door of Ricq’s
prison. But, no longer bearing av.j animosity towards one another,
no longer even temembering why they had ever felt any, they now
sat on the floor together playing dice.

Sergeant . D. MacMallay of the Rangers, who had a passion
for craps, wandered over every now and then to watch them. He
did not understand their game at all and was left with the impres-
sion that the loser always pocketed the stakes. This was typical
of Laos, where everything was contrary to commonsense. The
serpeant was conscientiously learning French, the rudiments of
Laotian and even 2 few words of a strange language which
he had been told was of Sino-Tibetan origin. He still hoped to be
posted “up there”, to Colonel Cosgrove’s Meo maquis, which
was said to be 2 modern replica of the old-time Far West. The men
wote silver collars round their necks, the women gold jewels with
theit rags. The Meos cultivated opium in the highlands and rode
shaggy little ponies. At night they would go off with their
American advisers to lay mines and set ambushes along the tracks
used by Uncle Ho-Chi-Minh’s dirty little bastards.

It meant wart, adventure, treble pay. What did it feel like
for a boy of twenty-two to become a petty king on a mountain
peak?

Will Dupont appeared at the end of the corridor, his hat pulled
down over his pasty face, wearing a tie and a grey suit with the
sleeve of his missing arm tucked into a pocket. He had lost it
ten years eatlier in a car accident. But everyone nowadays was
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convinced it was in action, while tending some wounded. His
personal prestige had thereby been considerably enhanced. An
officer in paratroop uniform and a shabbily-dressed police
commissionet tried to hold him back.

But Will Dupont, on the strength of his infirmity, refused to
acquiesce. He was Swiss, a nationality that did not tally with his
pugnacious nature but which was useful to him in his position as
a Red Cross delegate. He lost his temper:

“Gentlemen, in accordance with the International Geneva
Conventions, to which Laos adheres, 1 demand to see in what
conditions Monsieur Francois Ricq is being held. I have General
51 Mong’s consent . . .

Will Dupont had been notified in the middle of the night
through the good offices of the French Ambassador at Pnom-
Penh. He had taken the first plane and, on landing at Vientiane,
had immediately had a talk with Pinsolle. The ambassador had
asked him 1o share what he modestly called “pot luck”: chicken
in aspic with tarragon, duck pité and a spread of French cheeses,
washed down with claret. He explained he was going to Luang-
Prabang and was taking his precavtions. The king, who had
become a vegetarian, was bound to ask him to lunch and he would
have a poor meal.

“Gao to Xien Nip straight away,” he added, ““and try to see
Ricq. If necessary, say you have 5i Mong’s permission. That old
regue will be in the same plane as myself on his way to Luang-
Prabang: he won’t be able to contradict. Draft a teport which we
can use to prove that Ricq is officially detained by the Coordina-
tion. After that, they won’t be able to put him out of the way.
That’s our main worry. Pm counting on you, as usual. I've laid
on a car for you.”

The police commissioner and the Special Forces lieutenant,
who were more and more impressed by the delegate’s self-
assurance, signalled to the soldiers to get to their feet and to the
guard to open the door.

“Particularly revolting conditions,” Dupont observed as he
entered the police puardroom.

Ricq lay stretched out on the palliasse that Khammay had had
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brought in, delousing himself with the conscientiousness of an
old lag. He still had fever and the blood was drumming in his
head. He tried to get up and said:

“Oh, hello, Will. Don’t touch me or you’ll be covered in
vermin. The palliasse is crawling with bugs. Since you have only
one hand, it will be difficult for you to scrarch.”

Dupont did not mind people joking about his disability. He
turned towards the police commissioner, the licutenant, the two
soldiers and the American sergeant who had followed him:

“Insufferable, is’t it, gentlemen? Frangois Ricq is a political
ptisoner. He is being held, I'm told, because of a difference of
opinion. He’s being treated like 2 common thief or murderer.”

He went up to the latrine bucket and held his nose:

“I demand he be moved from here and given a clean bed with
2 mosquito-net, a table, a chair, writing materials, be allowed to
have food sent in from his own house ot a restaurant of his
choice, and to be visited by his consul and lawyer. He is also
catitled to take exetcise in the open twice a day.”

“Good old Will,” Ricq cried out in astonishment. “If I'm
entitled to all that, they may as well allow me to go home.”

“1 forgot to add,” the Swiss went on, “that his wife can visit
him. Make a note of it, Commissioner, make a note of it . . .7

“Will,” Ricq pleaded in an undertone, “get me some tobacco,
shaving-kit and quinine, because I've got a touch of malaria,
and let me stay here”

‘l-‘wl,ly?”

“It’s the only place in which I’m safe.”

Two hours later, together with the meal Ven had prepared for
him, Ricq was brought another latrine bucket, which this time
had a lid, an exercise-book and a pencil, a jug of water, a cake of
soap and some cigarettes.

“We haven’t been able to find you 2 lawyer,” said the guard,
squinting at the food. “There aren’t any mote French lawyers.
‘The Laotians are either scared or else they’re too busy. But if you
have any kips, I can go and buy you some beer or even some
choum. The doctor will be coming shortly.”

Ricq rinsed his face, tore off a few shreds of fish with his fingers,
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Ieft the tasty khao-posn untouched and finished off with three
mouthfuls of rice.

Utterly exhausted, he fell asleep, holding the exercise book
and pencil, tortured by the thought that he might lose Ven or
that something might happen to her.

She was all he had left; she was more precious to himn than life
itself. She was his only reward for twenty years’ self-sacrifice and
effort.

‘The first evening showers roused Ricq from his sluggish torpor.
The sweat was streaming down his chest, his throas was parched.
In his hand he still held the exercise-bock and pencil.

He wanted to write a letter to teassure Ven. But she had difh-
culty in reading Laotian, even great difficulty in reading French,
and he could not think of the simple words to suit her. The letter
had litde chance of ever reaching her. Khammay was willing to
deliver any oral message, but a sheet of paper would scare him.

Khammay came in, followed by some soldiets carrying a trestle
table stained with rifle oil, a chair, an old hospital bed—there were
still traces of white paint on the frame—a dusty grey mosquito-net
which locked like a spider’s web, and a parcel of clothing.

He was accompanied by a Filipino medical officer in American
uniform. Dr. Ramon Sanchez was as plump and fidgety as a quail.
He examined Ricq from every angle and declared in English that
he could not give an opinion without a blood and urine test,
which of course could only be made at the Camp Kennedy
hospital. He spoke airily of sedimentation rates, globular numera-
tion and haematuria, then, having come to the end of his trained
chimpanzee act, produced a couple of cigars from his pocket and
offered them to Ricq and Khammay. Ricq refused his, so Kham-
may took both.

Ricq wanted to shave. But his hand was shaking. Khammay sat
him down on a chair, took a dirty handkerchief from his pocket,
wound it round his neck and went to work with the masterly skil}
of a professional barber. In fact this was his former profession,
before Ricq had recruited him to slit throats instead of passing a
razor over them.

Over the bloodstained mattress, an old army “biscuit™ had been
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laid which still bore the stamp of the 3rd Colonial Infantry Regi-
ment. Ricq lay down for, with the coming of evening, the fever
had returned more violently than ever.

Some Japanese, then some Vietminhs, were chasing him along
2 path which was suddenly blocked by a torrent in spate. Dan
stood on the other side holding on to a tree and stretching his arm
out towards him, while Gibelin brought out his black notebook
and recited an incompeehensible poem in honour of Don Quixote
and his madness. Big bronze drums were beating in his head,
calling to war the Khas and all the other primitive tribes of the
mountains and valleys, those drums of Chinese legend which
Gibelin had wanted to make the symbol of Laos, her pointless
wars and futile agitation. They beat louder and louder and drops
of blood splashed down on the bronze surface adorned with its
copulating frogs.

A hand shaking him roused him from this feverish nightmare.
It was Father Olivier Maurel, accompanied by a sentry. The light
in the ceiling of the prison had been switched on and the electric
generatot was grinding away.

Father Maurel took hold of his wrist and brought a big steel
watch out of his pocket.

“My son, you’ve got a raging fever. You're delitious. You were
talking out loud to yout brother, the one who was shot by the
Germans. Your temperature’s over 1o4; Dupont asked for you to
be transferred to the infirmary. Seems it’s impossible.”

“I’'m thirsty.”

The missionary turned to the sentry and said in Laotian:

“Go and get some tea. You can sce for yourself, your prisoner
isn’t going to escape; he can’t stand upright.”

Creaking in every joint, Iather Maurel lowered himself on to
the edge of the bed.

“You’ve played with fire too long, Little Ricq. I told you so.”

Father Maurel held his hand under Ricg’s head so that he could
drink the tea.

“The Laotians don’t want to have anything more to do with us,
even the ones who are fond of us. I'm bringing you the succour
of religion—you’re liable to need it—some pipe tobacco, which
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you must be missing most of all, some quinacrine, two tablets
every three hours . . . and some bad news if you caa bear to hear
it.

“Your efforts to create a third Neutralist force through Sisang
and Chanda have come to nothing. Everything has collapsed. Qur
little Thon, Pierre Thon, has gone over to the Communists with
two parairoop battalions. I’ve just been to the French Military
Mission, where I heard the news. Naturally you’re being held
responsible,

““ ‘Monsieur Ricq thought he was a Lawrence of Arabia but he
was just a booby’, General Molliergues said ahout you. Aadelot,
who happened to be there, was lapping it up.”

“Is that all 2”

“Without Thon, Chanda’s done for, as you know. Without an
army to support him, Prince Sisang will have to rely on Si Mong,
who at least has some bands. He’ll fall into the clutches of the
Americans and the right wing. The Coordination officers have
just brought off another successful coup. On the pretext of Colonel
Thon’s treachery, they filled five aircraft with all the Neutralist
officers, their wives and children and landed them on the Plain
of Jars. In the midst of the fighting, mind you, in the rain, the
cold, the mud, among exploding shells and mortars, acts of
treachery and settlements of old scores. The general called
Meynadier up on the wireless in front of me and asked him what
he was doing up there.

“Meynadict, as usual, was up to the mark and replied in that
ghastly accent of his:

““I'm suckling the kids they’ve just sent us from Vientiane,
General. After this you can’t say I'm not in line with the new
army in wet-nursing the babies of the Third Werld. On the
strength of this I ought to be made a major’.”

“He sounded as though he was on the verge of a nervous
breakdown. Molliergues shrugged his shoulders and switched off,
saying:

“ “Those paratroopers are as sentimental as schoolgirls. To
think we were frightened of them!]””

“Where’s Chanda, Father?”
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“They say Cosgrove picked him up and he’s with him some-
where in 4 Meo maquis. It’s a total collapse. Do you want to hear
any more, Little Ricq #”

“Go on.”

“Pinsolle thinks he'll be able to get you out of here . . . provided
you don’t have an accident. There’s no one in command in
Vientiane any mote. Even the Laotians working for you don’t
want to get involved. You’ll scon find yourself back in Frqnce.
What are you going to do with Ven?”

“Marry her.”

I should hope so. Where will you live ?”

“I don’t know. In Paris, but I don’t know anyone there any
more. My father died of boredem in his cottage in the suburbs,
which I sold to pay his debts; my mother died of grief when my
brother was shot. Apart from the gap of twenty years, my fate
and Dan’s are identical. But he died fuil of illusions. He dide’t
know the world was a barren desert, and adventure a form
of masturbation. This evening I have nothing left in life. Little
Ricq is at the end of his resources.™

“You’te mad. You've left your mark on this country . . .”

“The pitiful mark of the White Man in Asial Neither you nor I
will leave the slightest trace. Remember what Gibelin used 1o say:
“The yellow races have their own laws; they have their own gods
and their own customs. They don’t react as we do; their nervous
system is utterly diflerent from ours.’

“One fine day they revert to their own people. It’s not that
they’re betraying us; they’ve simply had enough of our protective
friendship. Yet they’ve made the effort, they've fought on our
side. Some of them, like Thon, have even consented to accept our
God. It’s so silly, Father! We've failed because our skin was a
different colour and we didn’t have the same nervous system.”

“Do you remember, Ricq, when you came and knocked on the
mission doot? You were in rags. You told me a cock-and-bull
story about having lost your way and being robbed. But I noticed
the revolver under your shirt. I've never since met a man who
believed as much as you do in his mission in Laos.”

“It took me hours, Father, to persuade you to help us and
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make it up with Antoine Gibelin. Yet that was all you wanted.”

“I was playing for time. I wanted to sum you up. I didn’t want
to launch my Christians into this adventure without knowing
exactly who you were and whethet you wete man enough to bring
Gibelin to hecl and make him a little less erazy. I had asked
Calcutta to send us an officer who was up to the mark a2nd would
not be impressed by Antoine’s line-shooting and eccentricities.
At one moment that wretched fellow Puyseguin was suggested.
Luckily for him, he was posted to the Meos. My judgment of you
was favourable, since I wanted Thon to be your right-hand man.”

“Four months later Thon brought Chanda to my shack in
Nouei-Phou Lak. Because of those two meetings, becanse Gibelin
dreamt of dying 2 hero’s death in Laos, and because 1 was obsessed
by the sound of the bronze drums, ten thousand men have died.™

“I must be off. You don’t want to make your confession? No
need to give me a list of your sins. I know them all. You’ve been
forced to kill and get people killed, to lie and make others lie, to
snatch men from their peaceful life and urge them to fight. You
thought it was for their own good. Today you realize it was point-
less. So you feel guilty. You have loved without benefit of
marriage, but you had to love in order to escape from your little
hell of intrigue 2nd conspiracy. You will make amends by marry-
ing Ven.”

The sentry made z sign to the priest, who rose to his feet:

“I'll go and see Ven tomorrow. After all, she must learn the
rudiments of catechism before marrying a Catholic. You still are
a Catholic, aren’t you, my son?

“Deon’t forget to take your quinacrine, two tablets every three
hours. The box is under your bolster. If I'm allowed to, I’ll come
and see you again tomorrow. You think you haven'’t left your
mark on this country, yet everyone who was with you remembers
you, even that rogue Khammay. Good-bye, Little Ricq.

“I thought you were no older than sixteen and were telling a
lot of lies when you informed me you really were Licutenant Ricq
of Force 136 and that you’d just been parachuted from Calcutta.
To impress me, you tried to light your pipe, which made yoe
almost choke.”

167



THE BRONZE DRUMS

Ricq had waited a month before going to call on Father Maurel
at the Paksane mission. During 2l that time, from the motnent he
had dropped through the trap of the Liberator up to the night he
had returned to the banks of the Mekong, he had been living in
the forest and Gibelin had not left him for a moment.

As soon as he had landed on the hatd ground, he had been struck
by a peculiar smell, a pungent and putrid mixture of charred grass
and decaying leaves, the smell of the jungle during the dry season.

Gibelin had come striding up, wearing an extraordinary
Australian hat with one side turned up, with a carbine slung on
his shoulder and an clecttic torch in his hand.

Ricq had snapped to attention in his blue flying-suit.

“Lieutenant Frangois Ricq reporting for duty, sir.”

Gibelin had burst into a loud guffaw:

“Welcome to this bloody paradise. But I say, Little Ricq, this
won’t do at all. I'm only 2 captain for the benefit of those people
in London, who need to dole out labels and ranks to everyone.
You're not under my orders, we’re going to work together to get
things moving in this country where nothing ever happens but
where any amount of things are being prepared . . . Take that
boiler-suit off and tell me how Ira and your brother are faring.™

Evety time Dan’s name was mentioned, Ricqg felt uncomfortable
and at the same time anxious to bare his claws 1o defend his
memory. But Gibelin did not know the circumstances in which
he had died; Ricq merely told him he had been shot by the
Germans.

Gibelin did not utter a wotd of sympathy but simply observed:

“Plenty of girls must have shed tears over the end of the
handsome leopard. What about Ira?”

“When war was declared she took refuge in the south of France
She must still be there. I don’t think she was in any way involved
in my brother’s activities.”

““That surprises me. She was so keen on him that in order to keep
him she put up with his infidelities and even helped him seduce
the girls he found attractive. She would have been even more
willing to live a dangerous life with him, carry his messages and
hide people. Ira’s a brave girl.”
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Ricq could only reply:

“If Ira had belonged to Dan’s network, she would have been
arrested, tortured and shot.”

Gibelin calmly lit a cigarette, without masking the flame, while
his men dragged the containers away under cover of the forest.
He went on:

“Ira had a yearning for unhappiness. I was once in love with
het, you know. We lived togcther for three months, in the middle
of the forest, on my estates in Upper Laos. Clear streams, blue
mountains, herds of elephants and wild deer. She never stopped
painting them and enthusing over them. But 1 made her happy,
and she couldn’t stand that. I believe her mother was Russian.
Well, we'd better be moving off.”

“What about our stores ?”

“We’ll come back and pick them up tomorrow with some Public
Wotks Department trucks. In any case, you mustn’t deceive your-
self. The Japanese will know all about this drop. There are almost
two thousand Anpamites living in Paksane. With very few
exceptions, they’re all prepared to give information to the enemy,
cither for a reward, or for nothing, or because they can’t bear the
sight of us.”

“Why's that »”

““The French are preventing them from gobbling up Laocs. Laos
is 2 paradise, as I told you in Paris. Only, like paradise, Laos doesn’t
exist; it’s a figment of the imagination of a few French adminis-
trators. The Annamites lock upon it as a colony of their own ™

“Let’s bury the parachutes and flying-suits at least.”

“The coolies will only come and dig them up to resell them.
We'll burn the whole lot.”

Meynadier arrived, dragging his parachute behind him. He took
Ricq aside and complained indignantly:

“These bloody monkeys tried to pinch my chute to make
knickers for their women. The chaps on the reception committee
look an odd lot to me!”

He nodded in the direction of Gibelin:

“Who’s this fellow *”

“Captain Gibelin.”
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Ricq heard Meynadier murmur:

“Nevet seen such a dirty, shabby caprain before.”

But Meynadier was delighted with the sloppy appearance of his
new chief.

Ricq and the sergeant spent the night In the vicinity of the
dropping-zone. Gibelin’s men had lit some fires and, crouching
round the flames, chatted rogether endlessly as they passed round
the choam and little baskets of stodgy rice. Gibelin proudly listed
their qualities:

“Stout fellows! ‘They belong to every race under the sun and
they’ve done every kind of job. Those two lean-faced chaps with
striped handkerchiefs on their heads are Hos; they smuggle in
the Chinese opium coming from Yunnan. Their ancestors looted
and destroyed the villages of Laos. They even seized Luang
Prabang. In their sacks they have little ivory scales and egg-shaped
Burmese weights. The four others over there, with beards and
moustaches, and stark-naked, are Khas; they’re the best trackers
I know. The ones just behind them are Laodans from the river
district, first-rate boatmen. Throw in a couple of Phoutengs and
a handful of Vietnamese I can tely on, and I have a team with
whom I can take to the maquis for months on end. They know
how to hunt; they know all the tracks. Father Maurel says they’re
a lot of brigands and that brigands make bad fighters. His men are
a bunch of choirboys . . . as though choirboys are any better.”

“I'd like to meet Father Maurel.”

“He’s a hopeless pessimist.”

“The fact that he made contact with Calcutta shows he wants
to carty on the war. It’s men like him we’re looking for.”

“Like all priests, Maurel is backing both sides. He’s well in with
Admiral Decoux’s set-up and well in with London and de Gaulle.”

Ricq was unable to get anything more out of him.

They were woken at dawn by the Public Works Department
trucks that had come from Paksanc to pick up the containers.

An engineer and a couple of foremen, all three Europeans, were
squeczed into the front seat, with a dozen coolies crammed onto
the loading platforms in the back. They had brought hampers of
food and bottles of beer with them, as though setting out on a
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picnic. For two pins they would have brought their wives and
children along as well. They were big brawny fellows who clasped
Ricq’s and Meynadier’s hands in a vice-like grip as they greeted
them:

“Glad to see you here at last. Must come and dine with us one
evening.”

The engineer, whose name was Guérin, winked at Ricq, then
tock Gibelin by the arm and said:

“I say, Antoine, we notified Father Maurel on our way here. He
says half the weapons and dough are for him. But he doesn™t mind
your keeping those ‘blasted Gaullists’ who were dropped as well.”

“He can take a running jump at himself,” Gibelin roared. “He’d
better stick to those little choirboys of his. The arms are for us,
and s50’s the money. Isn’t that so, Ricq? Maurel’s already financed
by the Residency. He’s not going to have it both ways!”

The Laos resistance movements seemed to be animated by a
spitit of fantasy. Gibelin always struck out on his own, according
to his moods and grievances, and paid little or no attention to the
orders and instructions he was given.

The lumberman also had an odd idea of security. Qut of boast-
fulness, or just from a sense of fun, he had let the entire population
of Paksane into the secret. The three Frenchmen from the Public
Works Department would go around tomorrow saying they had
just collected a parachute drop. Their Vietnamese houseboys or
their cook would hear them and spread the news abroad, or even
report it to the Japanese.

In order not to get on the wrong side of Gibelin, Ricq told him
at great length that he had been ordered to establish 2 number of
camouflaged depots where arms explosives, food and medical
supplies could be stored. These depots shonid not be too far from
the dropping zones on which the Liberators from Calcutta would
come and launch their containers, but far enough from the
Mekong and the R.C.13 which ran alongside, a road that was kept
under close observation since Japanese convoys used it the whole
time.

“You'te the head of the resistance,” he finally said. “Pm just a
technician entrusted with a military operation which head-
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quarters in Calcutta is planning to launch in January or February
1945. When Pve finished installing those depots, I'll come and
put myself under your orders.”

“This operation’s a lot of balls,” Gibelin replied. “Staff plans
ate never put into effect. The big offensives peter out or else
they’re postponed, either because it’s raining too hard, or because
it isn’t raining hard enough, or because the Japanese don’t do
what they were expected to do. I can see it 2 mile off. You want
to slip away and do a Robin Hood act all on your own. Out of
the question. I’'m not leaving you for 2 moment. You don’t know
the country and you wouldn’t last 2 week in the Laotian jungle.

“Pm coming with you. I'll take a dozen or so of my thugs
with me. We'll install your depots in the Phow-Khouay range,
twenty miles further north. It’s a mass of rocks, jungle and ravines
where the Japanese will never venture,

“Let me tell you how I conceive resistance work—not as a2 mean
little business of plots, contacts, conferences, meetings and rendez-
vous, but a heroic enormity. A Spanish author, Miguel de
Unamuno, once suggested, as an enormity, launching a new
crusade, setting off in quest of the tomb of Don Quixote which,
as everyone knows, doesn’t exist.”

Gibelin brought a black note-book from the hip pocket of his
1attered drill trousers and began reading a long quotation, beating
the air with his free hand, the very picture of Don Quixote, as
lean and also appatently as mad:

“There are but a handful of us to liberate a country which is not
even our real country and to re-establish a colonial system which
can no longer endure. We need a justification. Our justification
will be this quest for a tomb that does not exist, in a country that
does not exist either.”

Gibelin suddenly changed his tone and at the same time his
expression:

“We can go our separate ways, Little Ricq, before having
joined forces.”

“I’ll make him see reason,” reflected Ricq, who had likewise
come to Lacs in quest of the tomb of Don Quixote, but with a
plan, a compass and maps.
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The containers were unpacked and butried. The stores were
loaded on to the trucks, which then set off along the bumpy road
leading notrth to Ban Ta Hua. After two hours’ drive they reached
the village, 2 few huts built on stilts on the edge of a river, the
Nam Leuk. Some girls were bathing in the clear water, splashing
one another and uttering shrill little cries. Their damp dresses
clung to their firm breasts and graceful hips. The stores were
transhipped onto some flat pirogues, which were punted up-
stream until the water became too shallow and the rapids too
frequent to enable them to continue. Guérin, the Public Works
Department engineer, and his two assistants then started back for
Paksane. Their pirogues disappeared, bouncing along in the strong
cutrent, manned by stark-naked boatmen singing and shouting.

“How happy these peaple are,” Ricq observed. “I'm ashamed
of bringing war to them.”

“No need for remorse,” Gibelin intetjected. “They’ve always
known war. They’ve never stopped being invaded, except since
the French conquered Laos without firing a shot. The looting,
the destruction, the invasions made no difference. The Laotians
are incapable of foresecing the future and detive all their enjoyment
from the present moment. The white men who live in Lz2os have
grown to be like them.

“We’ll spend the night on the bank of this river and move up-
stream tomorrow on foot. In Laos, the tracks are usually the beds
of totrents like this one. Now all weve got to do is find some
coolies.”

Meynadier came up, soaked to the skin:

“My God, what lovely girls! All these people living more or
less statk-naked in all innocence! After the war ’'m coming to
scttle in Laos. T’ll start a hotel, get tourists to come cut. No, 1
shan’t do anything of the sort. ‘Fourists would spoil everything.”

“Wait until you know the country and the girls a little better,”
Gibelin advised him, “not to mention the leeches and mosquitoes.
Now try and get that box of tricks working.”

“That’s no way to refer to a Mark B 2, the most up-to-date
transmitter in the world! What shall T tell Calcutta ?”

““That you’ve arrived safely, that the situation is calm, that the
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Japanese on the Mineralogical Mission are dead drunk because
today they're celebrating the anniversary of some victory or
other. You might add that we’re moving up north to establish
our first camp in the Phou-Khouay range. It will be Camp A.
In three days, time we’ll signal our new map-reference and the
position of the dropping-zone.”

“What’s your code-name, sit? I have to send all messages in
code.”

“Frangipani, and Ricq’s Jasmine. I keep forgetting these codes
and cyphers and formalities. War is becoming a crossword pozzle
competition. Sign the message with the two names, Frangipani
and Jasmine—from crossword puzzles to flower shows.”

“It’s necessary,” Ricq pointed cut. “I think we’re being careless
as it is.”

“What are the girls like ?” Meynadier enquired. “Easy ?

“If they find you atiractive. Tarts don’t exist. Yet the Laotians
spend a large part of their lives making love, the fest of the time
they think about it or sing about it—extremely well, incidentally.
Love to them is, above all, the joys of the body.”

“You talk like a book, sir.”

“You don’t have to call me it’, call me Gibelin.”

“T wouldn’t dare do that with Lieutenant Ricq.”

“You could always try,” said Ricq with 2 laugh.

They pitched camp on the edge of the Nam Leuk. The reflec-
tions of the fires were like red scales shimmeting in the water. The
nimble little Laotians chatted merrily away as they cut down some
batnboos which they made inte windbreaks by tying them to-
gether with fibre. Then they covered these with palm fronds to
make 2 roof and some litters. The sweetish smell of rice on the
boil tose from the cavidrons.

Stripped to the waist and glistening with sweat, Meynadier
crouched over his transmitter, trying to get through to Calcutta.
As soon as it was dark thousands of mosquitces fell upon them.

“What do I do about it #** bellowed the setgeant, as he went on
fiddling with his set.

“Nothing,” Gibelin replied. “Just wait unil you get used
to them. In a month’s time you won’t feel them any longer.
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Have you taken your quigine? Good. That’s all that matters.”

Sounds could be heard coming from the forest, muffled growls
and whines. All of z sudden some branches snapped and the ground
shook, as though a huge herd of wild beasts was forcing its way
through the bamboo thickets.

“What on earth’s that?” said Ricq, who had grabbed his car-
bine.

Gibelin slapped his thigh:

“Elephants. They always make an infernal row. As they’re
inquisitive animals, they come and prowl around. If you leave
them alone, they never attack. I like elephants. I've hunted them
in my time. Now 1 only shoot the solitaries, to spare them suffering.
I can’t think of a worse end than an old elephant’s once his tusks
are womn down and his defences are cracked. The pain’s unbear-
able. He goes mad, the herd abandons him. Then he dies of hunger,
alone, for he becomes incapable of feeding himself. I do them that
favour. I only hope that when my time comes a friend will do the
same for me.”

“Ate there a lot of elephants in Laos ?”

“No more than in the rest of South-East Asia, less than in
Africa”

“Yet they call Laos the Country of the Million Elephants.”

“You know the origin of that name? Just a phonetical error.
The Chinese had called all the territory between the Mekong and
Yunnan ‘Lan Tsang’, which the Laotians distorted into ‘Lan
Xuang®, which means ‘million elephants’. Do you like stodgy rice,
Little Ricq? And what about this fish sauce that goes with it,
padek?

Ricq followed Gibelin's example and helped himself with his
fingers from the little basket of rice he had been brought.

“I’s an odd taste and makes you thirsty. Can one drink the
river water 2

“No, Full of bugs. It kills mote surely than anything else.
Nothing but tez for you.”

Gibelin got up, took a billy-can, plunged it into the river,
drank half the water and washed his face with the remainder. Then
he turned round and said:
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“I was born with bugs in my blood. They can’t hurt me. When
I have dysentery I chew opium and get over it.”

One of the two Hos, lean-faced uwander his tutban, came and
squatted next to Gibelin. They spoke in a dialect which Ricq tried
to identify. The Ho nodded and vanished into the darkness.

*“A mixture of Chinese and Thai, the /ingaa franca of all the opium
smugglers of Upper Laos,” Gibelin explained. “I asked him to
find some coolies.”

“Isn’t there a village near here?”

“I know of only four within a radius of two miles. But you can
walk right past them without seeing them. The paths leading to
them are hidden in grass or undergrowth. The jungle is a world
of initiates. It’s full of surptises, resources and snares. You may
be sure everyone knows we’re here. The bush telephone! The Ho
is going to reassure them by saying we’ll pay the porters. The
inhabitants of these villages are fed up with working for a pittance
and for the administration. Allowances in kind, they call it. One
month a year to build roads which the jungle swallows up in the
rainy seasons. And the taxes! Since they never have any money,
they have to sell their buffalo, their pigs or their girls. How silly
to muck up an entire race for ten piastres a year! You watch, the
porters will be here tomorrow.”

Bitten by the mosquitoes ot roused with a start by the infernal
din made by the elephants, Ricq and Meynadier did not sleep a
wink all night. At dawn the noises stopped and the mosquitoes
calmed down.

Gibelin shook Ricq, who was dropping off from exhaustion:

“On your feet, we’re ofl.”

“What abont the porters ?”

*“They’re here. The loads have been distributed, fifry lbs. a man.
We’ve agreed on the price. What the hell are we going to do with
all these tins of bully-beef and dehydrated potatoes? Everyone
here eats rice.”

Ricq rubbed his eyes. Gibelin was standing there stark-naked,
with nothing but his Australian hat on his head, his carbine on
his shoulder and, on his belt, a little leather sheath with a sliver of
bamboo stuck in it.
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“You’d better sttip as well,” the lumberman advised him. *“On
account of the leeches.”

“But the water’s low. I'll never be over our knees.”

“The river leeches aren’t dangerous, they’re known as buiflalo
leeches. But the others, the ones that drop from the trees and are
no bigger than a pin-head, penetrate any clothes you’re wearing.
Much better to be starkers.”

He took the sliver of bamboo out of its sheath:

“You dip it in tobacco juice. Every time you halt, you dab it on
the leeches; they drop off. I've already persuaded Meynadier to
get into his birthday suit. He’s very proud of showing the other
lads he’s as hairy as a bear and well endowed for the ladies.
Modesty—yet another Western vice. In Laos there’s no modesty
and no vice. Take your boots off as well, you’ll only slip on the
pebbles.”

Ricq stripped off his clothes and Gibelin peered at him:

“You’re the right type, Little Ricq. Lean and well muscled. I
know from personal experience, your sort have far more stamina
than gymnasivm athletes.”

Preceded by the two scouts, the long column of naked porters
with their loads strapped on their backs set off along the bed of
the Nam Leuk. Ricq noticed that, unlike the Laotians, these
porters had long hair, many of them were bearded, and they all
smoked long clay pipes. Their sexual organs were enclosed in a2
bamboo sheath and dangled between their legs like a donkey’s
penis. They were tall, sturdy, with dark skin and sharp features
like 2 white man’s. As they filed past, each of them was issued with
a small chunk of blackish substance that looked like liquorice.

“Opium,” Gibelin explained. “That’s all they’ll eat on the
march. In the evening theyll be given another ration, two
grammes. Those who don’t want it get a piastre in cash. But they
all prefer opium. The Hos tutn them into addicts so as to use them
as low-priced coolies. They'te Khas, the ancient inhabitants of
Indo-China. Kha means slave. The Vietnamese call them Mois,
Or savagcs.

“They’re good lads, but they’re frightened of everything: the
phis or evil spirits, the dead, the rain, the sun, fire or wind. They
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spend their time making sacrifices to all the powers of nature.
A dog’s life. And touchy into the bargain. No one’s allowed to
tamper with their filthy females.”

Ricq followed in the wake of Gibelin’s scrawny buttocks, long
leps and knock-knees. Only yesterday he was listening o Com-
modore Fayne in his big office in Calcutta, guarded by Sikhs in
immaculate turbans. Here he was, twenty-four hours later, in the
midst of one of the most primitive and mysterious people in Asia.
The porters were paid for their toil in opium, wild elephants kept
one awake all pight. The hear was siifling, the jungle dense. But
torrents flowed between the rocks, as clear and sparkling as any
in France. After a few steps Ricq followed Gibelin’s example and
slung his carbine on his shoulder. He felt happy. Laos was indeed
the “bloody paradise™ of his dreams.

They skirted a path tucked away under the trees and Ricq felt
the first bites of the leeches. He had a horror of these slimy
agimals, which dropped from the trees in clusters, chafing his skin.

At the first halt Gibelin handed him his sheath and he set about
detaching the little black tongues swollen with bloed. The
porters performed this function for one another, like monkeys
getting tid of their fleas.

In the evening the mosquiroes returned in even greater numbers.
They stuck to the men’s skin in solid slabs. Bloated, dazed and
deafening, they kept sizzling in the naked flame of the carbide
lamps.

The trackers had killed a big sambar. The animal had been
skinned and was now roasting over a fire. With their dagpers, the
pattisans detached long strips of blood-red meat and stuffed them
into their mouths, yelping with delight.

On the third day they reached the foot of the Phou-Khouay
range.

This range was twenty-five miles from the Mekong as the crow
flics. Eight miles broad at its base, it rose to a bare two thousand
feet at its highest point. It was merely z big hill entircly covered
in forest and dense, mostly impenetrable jungle.

The Phou-Khouay was inhabited by a few hundred Khas,
dispersed in four villages tucked away in the clearings.
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These villages of high-rcofed houses built en stilts stood on
both sides of the Nam Leuk, into which flowed several other
smaller streams that went dty in the non-rainy season.

The tree-trunks, milky-white, black as marble or blood-red,
rose like pillars to a height of a hundred and even a hundred and
fifty feet in the glaucous, aquarium-like light. Their foliage
formed a roof which the sun never managed to pierce. There was
not a single flower in sight. The ground was covered in a thick
layer of humus, while the undergrowth and slimy lianas rose to
the height of a full-grown man. A path had to be hacked through
these tentacles which, on being touched, exuded a thick evil-
smelling sap.

Other lianas bung from the high branches, floating like algae
in this greenish motionless sea, or clse connected one rmunk to
another like rotting ropes. Rarely did the visibility exceed twenty
yards.

“A rifle is uscless in the jungle,” Ricq diffidently explained to
Gibelin, “when you come face to face with an enemy patrol. No
time to take aim. All that connts is the rate of fire. The only worth-
while weapon is the submachine-gun. Or else hand-grenades. We
tried it out in India.”

Gibelin fingered a Sten without much enthusiasm:

“What a lot you’ve learnt since I last saw you, Little Ricq. That
gun of yours is made of odds and ends of sheet metal, and a length
of old bath-pipe for a barrel. At twenty yards you couldn’t hit an
elephant. P've always liked accurate weapons with a long range,
which kill cleanly. T hate anything that maims, anything that
mangles. Gas gangrene sets in. A hideous death. Before you die
you inhale the stench of your own putrescence. A filthy weapon,
that Sten of yours!”

“In 1944 there’s no such thinyg as fighting cleanly. One doesn’t
set out in quest of the tomb of Don (uixote on horseback, with
a sword at one’s side and cartying a banner embroidered in gold
thread: ‘I’'m off to commit an heroic enormity.” The weapons of
today are the knife, the hand-grenade, the Sten and the plastic
charge.”

The lumberman was amused :
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“You've not only learnt a lot but you’re a good talker.”

Gibelin and Ricq established five camps in the range, two or
three miles apart but linked together by tracks concealed by bushes
or peteting out into river beds. Each camp housed a group of
eight partisans. The thatch huts were carefully camouflaged. Ricq,
Meynadier and Gibelin set up their headquarters on the edge of a
big clearing which had been used as a timber yard. The clearing
was transformed into a dropping zonc.

In one month the Liberators dropped five tons of material there:
ammunition, medical supplies, food and explosives, which were
stored away in some nearby caves. Dragging the cumbersome
material, which had to be cleared before daybreak, over these
rough tracks demanded superhuman efforts. Ricq, Gibelin and
Meynadier were forced to work as coolies themselves.

A dozen Frenchmen, including Guérin and his assistants, joined
them for a ten-day training course. Ricq and Meynadier instructed
them in the use of the submachine-gun and the latest explosive,
plastic.

But Camp A, the one by the clearing, was the only camp they
saw. Rieq was anxious to keep his depots and other camps secret.
This mania for security irritated Gibelin, for whorm the jungle in
itself was a safe enough refuge.

Mysterious and withdrawn, the two Hos, after showing an
initial interest in the handling of weapons, now spent all day
crouching on their haunches, without saying a word, without
doing a thing, waited on by some Khas who had stayed behind
with them and whom they pzid in opium.

Osne morning they disappeared, each of them taking a weapon
and some rice.

Ricq was horrified and rushed off to Gibelin:

“They’re going to give us away to the Japanese. You’d better
watn yout friend, the chaw mong of Paksane, to have them arrested
before they go and report to the Mineralogical Mission. We’ll
change the position of all the camps tonight.”

Gibelin shrugged his shoulders:

“My two chaps have just gone off on a jaunt. Theyll be back.”

Ricq, who did not share Gibelin’s confidence, made enquiries.
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The two Hos had not taken any of the tracks leading down to the
village and the Nam Leuk. They would have been secn. They
could not have gone northwards. The impenetrable jungle and
sheer cliffs batred access to the ‘Fran Ninh platean.

They returned a week later, as taciturn as ever. They came to
see Gibelin, exchanged a few words with him, then made their
way up to the camp where they were installed. It was the highest
and most inaccessible of the lot

“Where did they go?” Ricq enquired.

“Pve no idea. To see what was going on elsewhere.”

“And they didn’t tell you?”

“I was careful not to ask them. That would have shown I mis-
trusted them. They would then have no further reason to remain
loyal. They’re Chinese. They hate and despise the Japanese. They
hate them for the harm they have done to China and despise them
because it was they who brought them their civilization.”

Relations between the partisans and the Kha villages on the
banks of the Nam Leuk were confined to an occasional exchange
of goods. The Khas had been wamed not to approach the camps.
They had taken the warning to heart, since they had no wish to
get into trouble.

Ricq and Gibelin attended one or two local feasts, at which they
were obliged to imbibe enormous quantities of rice-beer fer-
mented in jars. The women, stark-naked except for a strip of
material concealing their private patts, cooked the food between
the piles under the big rice stores, while the men palavered and
got drunk. The Frenchmen were not only obliged to drink
straight from the jars but also to consume a sort of greenish
portidge with chunks of buffalo offal floating in it.

“The animals aren’t de-gutted,” Gibelin told Ricq. “They’re
stewed in their own shit. Yow’ll have to get used to it.”

Not once did the Khas ask the Frenchmen or their partisans
what they were doing in the forest or why the big planes came once
a weeck and dropped parcels fastened to parachutes which opened
out like flowers. They merely traded their poultry, rice, fruit,
aubergines, sometimes a black pig, against lengths of coatse cloth,
tobacco and tin saucepans dropped by the Liberators. It was the

8z



THE BRONZE DRUMS

witch-doctor, the “medicine-man,” a shrivelled old fellow with
filed teeth and a black turban, who presided over the bartering.

Inside his hut Ricq came across a bronze drum. The centre of
the flat surface was adorned with a twelve-pointed star, and on
the outer tim with small stylized frogs astride one another. It
looked like an old cauldron.

“It’s to make the rains come,” said one of the Khas, who had
followed them from Paksane.

The drum emitted a sound like thunder. The croaking of frogs,
as cveryone knows, attracts water. The twelve-pointed star
represented the sun that appears after the rain.

Gibelin shrugged his shoulders:

“They’H also tell you that they’re old pots which were used at
ceremnonials meals and turned upside down to serve as drums.
They'll tell you anything, that they’re the signs of investiture
bestowed by the Chinese on the chiefs of the mountain tribes. I've
heard yet another explanation. It’s not worth any more than the
others but at least it has the merit of being connected with a fine
legend.”

At this moment the Khas arrived with the little black pigs
which the Frenchmen had come to buy. Gibelin went no further.

On Christmas Day, Gibelin and Meynadier got drunk on a
couple of bottles of whisky which had been dropped by parachute
at the same time as some Australian tinned turkey, red currant
jelly, some Bibles, pipe tobacco and cigars.

“Y always hated Chtistmas,” Meynadier told them. T had to
help the cook at my patents” hotel and used to spend the day
peeling potatoes or tunning round the markets in search of
lobsters. To me, the festivities merely meant dishing up what the
clients had otdered. By the nme they came 1o an end, it was three
in the morning. The streets of Antibes were empty and the last
whotes had gone off to bed.

“I’m much better off here—almost dying of heat on Christmas
Day! So what? Didn’t I also almost die of heat every Christmas
in my parents’ kitchen ?*

“What persuaded you to join us#” Gibelin asked.

“I always wanted to see the world. Youth camps, to begin with,
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then Spanish prisons, then Morocco and Indiz. There were
always too many people around for my liking. I’'ve never been
very fond of army types, but with Ricq I hit it off straight away,
So here I am, a5 happy as a sand-boy on this Christmas Day on
which the temperature is ninety in the moonlight!

“It is true that miracles happen at Christmas? You know the
miracle I'd like ? For the mosquitces to stop biting, for once.”

Gibelin took a long swig of whisky.

“We could do with a few gitls here,” he said without much
conviction. )

“I don’t agree,” Ricq retorted. “They wouldn’t contribute any-
thing. In Paris, Dan and I used to climb up to the Eglise Saint-
Edenne-du-Mont at the top of the Rue de la Montagne-Sainte-
Geneviéve. On our way back, in the freezing cold, we used to stop
and have some oysters. What do you think the Japanese are going
to do? They’re losing the Pacific Isles one after the other. The
Bzss are bombing Tokyo.”

Gibelin wiped his mouth in disgust:

“If this goes on, we shan’t be needed any longer. When we talk
zbout our war in Indo-China we’ll say. “We went camping for a
couple of months in the Phou-Khouay range. It wasn’t even
uncomfortable. For Christmas, we had cigars, turkey and whisky.”
We must get a2 move on, though. Tomorrow I'm going down to
Paksane with Ricq. You, my poor Meynadier, will remain glued
to your Mark Bz. But we’ll try and arrange for you to come down
some other day to get all that dirty water off your chest.”

“I've already seen to that, sir.”

“What!”

“With 2 widow, in one of the villages. She’s filthy-dirty but not
bad-looking. One of the new recruits put me on to her. I hope
I haven’t done something silly

“No,” said Gibelin, “not if she really is 2 widow and as ugly as
I think she is.”

“What'll we do in Paksane?” asked Ricq, who bore in mind
that they cught to steer clear of towns.

“We'll go and stir up that sleeping ant-hill 2 bit. We’ll recruit
some more chaps to come out camping with us. Youw’ll have the
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opportunity to make your devotions at Father Maurel’s. Damn it
all, the Japanese can’t do this to us—leave us in peace until they
surrender. The Samurais have become a lot of cissies. Maurel lived
ten years in Japan. Maybe he’ll know something about their
intentions. Tty and pick his brains.”

Four days later Ricq knocked at the door of the Paksane Mission.
The Public Works Department truck which was meant to come
and fetch them at Ban Ta Hua had not turned up. It was a feast
day, to which war took second place. They had had to come the
whole way on foot.

Father Maurel opened the door. He was then about fifty years
old and his sly peasant face was adorned with a great beaky nose.
The Viets had not yet smashed 2l his tceth with rifle-butts.

Ricq made up some story or other to account for his torn
clothes and unshaven checks. The missionary let him flounder in
his lies, gazing all the time at the revolver which made a bulge
under Rieq’s grimy shirt. Then he showed him iato the bare room
which served as his office. A crucifix hung on one of the white-
washed walls, above a map of the region marked with red dots.
The furniture consisted of a hig deal table, an old rocking-chair,
an uptight chair and a prayer-stool. There was no fan.

Father Maurel sat down in the rocking-chair, while Ricq, to
give himself an air of self-assurance, brought out the pipe Gibelin
had just given him and started smoking. The only result was a fit
of coughing. The missionary went on rocking to and fro. Ricq
looked up at the map.

“Those red dots are Catholic villages ?”” he asked.

“Alas, no. They’re the towns and villages in which the Japanese
and their agents are installed. The latter are almost always
Annamites ot Siamese. I take an interest in what’s going on in
the district. That’s not forbidden, is it >

All of a sudden he rose to his feet and thumped the table:

“Enough of this nonsense, my son. You must be Lieutenant
Ricq whose arrival was reported to me. Judging by appearances,
you seem just about capable of serving at Mass. 'm told, however,
that you’re not doing so badly at Camp A in the Phou-Khouay.
1 also have a map showing the positions of your other camps. You
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see, I'm not badly informed. You’ve allowed Gibelin to get his
clutches on you. What nonsense has he told you, I wonder? That
I’ma Pétainist, a collaborator ? 1diotic. ¥n Indo-China there can’t be
any collaborators among the white men. There’s just a handful of
us, surrounded by millions of yellow men and kept under constant
observation. We have to stick together in order to survive. We've
managed to do so up to now, thanks to the policy of Admiral
Decoux and his team. But 'm labouring under no delusions, it
can’t go on like this. I feel the kettle is on the boil.

“It merely needs someone to lift the lid for disorder and revolu-
tion to break out. We're all agreed on preparing ourselves for this.
T’'m a bad ptiest; I'm not keen on being a martyr. What do you
want from me ™

“Your help.”

“And my Christians, because they at least won’t let us down.
The Laotians like the French, but they won’t go so far as to die
for them. My Christians are another kettle of fish. In choosing our
God, they made 2 pact. They’re committed up to the hilt on our
side. Gibelin’s brigands are in the game for the money. Others
besides him could buy them out. I might be able to persuade a
hundred of them to come to your help when the time comes.

“How ?”

“By appointing them.”

“They must know how to fight, Father. Could you send them
in groups of twenty to go through a course in our camps? We'd
teach them how to handle a rifle or a machine-gun, how to use a
grenade or mine a road.”

“All right, but I'll come with them. I also ought to do some
training. Besides, I don’t want some dirty trick to be played on me
behind my back. You can tell Gibelin, I mean Captain Gibelin,
that Sergeant-Major Maurel says to hell with him and invites him
to dinner tomorrow evening at eight o’clock sharp. I offer him a
truce until the end of the war. I agree to obey him on condition he
agrees to listen to me. After that, we’ll both go our own ways.”

“And what if there was no fighting in Laos

“What on: earth do you mean? Of course there’s going to be
fighting here. Go and have a shower; FIl get you some clean
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clothes. You'll share my humble dinner and sleep here tonight.”

The missionary stopped all of a sudden.

“It’s funny, I used the familiar ‘/#* to you straight away,
Lieutenant Ricq. I always do to people I like. I can’t stand fools.
1 also address Gibelin as *##’. I've known him such a long time!
He’s a dirty dog, he has no religion, he has po morals, he ought to
be in a padded cell. But I address him as “##.” Has he shown you
his hold-all ?”

“What’s that?”

“A sort of notebook in which he jots down his personal
thoughts, his accounts—mostly debts—anything he picks up from
the books that happen to pass through his hands, and dirty stories
that no one but himself finds funny. Oh yes, also a list of the girls
of easy vittue with whom he sleeps, together with their personal
particulars. He grades them from o to 20, like a schoolmaster.”

“How do you know all this >”

“He got tight one night, I pinched his notcbook and corrected
everything in red ink ... Except for the girls, I wasa’t in a
position to know about them. It was full of spelling mistakes.
Antoine never passed school certificate but fancied himself as a
walking encyclopedia. The silly ass was terribly angry.”

“Maybe he had reason to be.”

“Misplaced personal pride. Antoine has always dreamt of being
the hero of one of those novels he despises so much. All that read-
ing went to his head. Now that I've flayed him alive, I'm willing
to start the truce. I'm going to introduce one of my young
believers to you. His name is Pierre Thon. He says he wants to be
a priest. In actual fact all he thinks of is fighting, hunting and
Pphousass. You can take him with you. I think youll find him
usefal.”

Father Maurel clapped his hands. A young Laotian with a square
intelligent face and an already massive body came in with a Sten
gun in his hands. Ricq saw at once that it was cocked and equipped
with a full magazine.

“What’s biting you ?** Father Maurel asked him.

Thon indicated Ricq with the barrel of his gun:

“I don’t like the look of him, and he has a pistol under his shitt.
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I saw it when he came in. Hand over your pistol, Mensieur.”

“It’s Lieutenant Ricq. He has come from France to fight on
our side.”

“Why isn’t he in uniform? Why is he filthy-dirty and in rags?”

“It’s the latest fashion in London to wage war in rags.”

Thon struck the table with the butt of his gun:

“I don’t like the look of him, Father.”

“Look out,” Ricq warned him. “A Sten goes off if yon so much
as breathe on it.”

The burst riddled the ceiling and brought down a shower of
plaster.

Thon was furious at his own clumsiness, but Ricq noticed he
had not even jumped.

He picked up the weapon and showed it to him:

“Loak, this is the safery-catch. Didn"t apyone ever teach you
how to use it 7

“No.”

“Where did you get this gun?”

“Monsienr Guérin’s houseboy sold it to me. Thirty piastres.
Appatently there are a dozen more in the house. Was the price
too high ? There were a couple of magazines thrown in.”

Ricq tumned to the missionary:

“Fathex, you must help me establish a little order round here.”

“T’1l tell Captain Piétri to come tomorrow. He’s in command of
the Paksane garrison. I'd rather keep the administrator out of this
business. He’s a nice fellow but he’s afraid of his own shadow, and
his wife can’t keep her mouth shut. On the other hand, Pamphone,
the Laotian chaw-mwong, is absolutely trustworthy. We’ll ask him
along as well.”

“Is he a friend of Gibelin’s 2

“They do business together. All Laotians, even the most honest
ones, whether they’re princes, army officers, civil servants or
bonzes, are metrchants at heart. New arrivals are shocked by this.”

During the meal Father Maurel talked about the Japanese:

“They’re people who never feel at ease in their own skins, a
half-caste breed riddled with complexes, unbearable faults, remark-
able qualities, 2 mixture of tenderness and cruelty, nobility and
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vulgarity. Frugal, long-suffering, treated like dogs by their officers,
the soldiers put up with any hardship and never complain. But
they lack ipitiative and are bad shots.

“As soon as they join the army, whether as schoolboy cadets of
fourteen or recruits of nineteen, they ate drilled in Japanese pride.
The N.C.O.’s manual starts off with this sentence:

“ “Japan is supetior to every other nation in the world. Non-
commissioned officers must drive this idea into their men’s
heads . . ”

“This pride may be taken for granted nowadays, but the Japs
aren’t yet prepared to admit defeat. Before they do, they’ll go to
any lengths. During the recent fighting on Leyte Island, in
October, some Japanese pilots deliberately crashed their planes,
which were loaded with bombs, on the American aircraft carrier
Franklin.

“The Japanesc have demystified the power of the white man.
They have defeated him at Peatl Harbour, Singapore, the Philli-
pines. Before dying themselves under the American bombs, they’lt
succeed in exploiting the myth of the white man.”

Next day’s meeting at the Paksane Mission yielded few results,
since everyone wanted his own way. Captain Piétri demanded that
all weapons be handed over to him for storage in the military post.

He was a little Corsican of about forty who already had a bit of
a paunch. He was courageous, sharp-tongued, uncompromising
in matters of rules and tegulations except when one of his com-
pattiots was concerned. He would then obey other, secret laws
which wetre buried in the very depths of his being. For all his
efforts, he never managed to transgress them, even when they
came into conflict with regulations or his own rudimentary
conception of honour.

“No,” said Piétri, puffing his chest out, “we can’t let everyone
wander about with a revolver in his pocket or a machine-gun and
grenades in his car. One day there’ll be an accident. It’s 2 bad
example for the natives. When the time comes, I'll issue the
weapons. We'll draw up 2 list. Each man will have the number of
his rifle or machine-gun opposite his name. Like that, everything
will be ship-shape.”
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“By then it’ll be too late,” Ricq replied. “If the Japanese launch
an attack it’ll be without waming. The jungle alone can serve us
as a refuge.”

“Nonsense, old boy, nonsense I've had ten years’ service in
Indo-China; I know the country. When the Germans surrender,
the Japs will follow suit. They’ll come and hand over their arms.
I have reliable information.

“I get it from Si Mong, a cunning little fellow who's just been
commissioned. He’s well in with the Japs—passes himself off as a
natiopalist who wants independence for his country and believes
in the Co-prosperity Sphere. But he reports whatever they say or
do to me.”

Ricq was appalled that such a valuable agent should be identified
in public cut of sheer boastfulness.

“That Si Mong of yours is a dirty little sod,” Gibelin broke in.
“All he’s after is making money and betraying everyone. Isn’t
that so, Pamphone 7

‘The chas-muong nodded:

“If I had to give my opinion of him, even though he’s a com-
patriot, a native like myself, I'd say much the same as Gibelin.”

Pamphone was an elegant, cheerful young man. The upper lip
cutling back from the teeth gave his face an ironical expression,
while the square chin, candid eyes and broad brow accentuated its
look of determination.

Related to all the big families in Lzos but employed under
French statute as a civil servant, like his cousins Prince Sisang and
Prince Lam Sammay, he could afford not to be touchy and to
laugh at the Corsican captain’s blundering remarks. In a clear
voice he pointed out that if the general situation was calm in Laos,
a certain amount of unrest was nevertheless noticeable in the
Annamite quarter of Paksane. The agitators, he believed, were
paid by the Japanese secret service. But their orders came from a
pro-Communist movement which had taken rcot mainly in the
vicinity of Vinh and which bore the pompous and disturbing
name “Unique Front of the Anti-Imperialist Indochinese Pecples,™
or Vietmich.

Gibelin interrupted him.,
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“Their programme is to oppose Japanese imperialism as well.”

“Perhaps, but they don’t do much about it. What on earth are
the Americans up to? Some leaflets were dropped by their planes.
They promise the Laotians independence, but these leaflets are
printed in Vietnamese.”

“Stuff and nonsense, stuff and nonsense,” Captain Piétri
repeated.

Since no agreement was reached, they all took their leave sing-
ing the Marseillaise. On the following day Guérin provided Ricqg
with a foreman’s card, plane-table and surveyor’s chain. He
would thus be able to make an undisturbed reconnaissance of the
R.C.13, the main thoroughfare bordering the Mekong, and carry
out the orders he had received from Calcutta to provide for a
number of demolitions which would block it completely when
the British offensive was launched.

Ricq fell into the habit of calling on Pamphone at regular
intervals. The chas-muong would greet him with a bread grin. He
would lend him a sarong and, surrounded by boisterous children
and women trying to keep them in order, they would sit together
and talk about Laos, her history and customs.

Pamphone was touched by the regard the young officer showed
towards him and by his discretion, But he was amused by his
prudishness concerning women and the delusions under which he
laboured as to the motives behind men’s actions.

Pamphone felt that had it not been for France, Laos would
already have been parcelled out between Thailand, Vietnam and
China. He was therefore in favour of the French returning to
Indo-China, while wishing immediate independence for his country
within the framework of a sort of French commonwealth.

Thanks to him, Ricq was soon acquainted with all the police
reports and all the information that reached him from the members
of his innumerable family and the humble folk belonging to his
network.

“Intelligence work in Laos,” Pamphone told him, “is largely a
matter of friendships. When you have a friend, it’s natural to do
him 2 favour but it’s vulgar to offer him money.”

It was at Pamphone’s, whete he came for instruction, that Ricq
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fiest met Second-Lieutenant 5i Meng, who was seconded to the
youth movement.

He was then sbourt thirty, the same age as the chaw-muong, but
already worn out by anxiety and voracity.

He was of medium height, with carefully waved hair, a large
mouth, a pug nose, small lively eyes darting about in an abso-
lately inscrutable face. He spoke French in a somewhat stilted but
gentle voice. There was nothing of the soldier about him but
everything of the Florentine courtesan, always ready to use a
dagger or poison, and with a facile excuse on his lips if the
attempt failed.

Pamphone introduced Ricq as a new assistant of Guérin’s. 5i
Mong was not deceived by this.

When he had left, Pamphone tried to define his character:

“You see, Ricq, it’s too simple to say Si Mong’s a dirty dog.
He's very intelligent and yet he’s had a hard time making his way
in life. His father, who’s Siamese, runs a shop in Savannakher.
But his uncle, a certain Aprasith, is a police colonel in Bangkok.
Like most Thai officers, Aprasith is full of admiration for the
Japanese and actively collaborates with them. Si Mong, who
travels constantly between Thailand and Lacs, has come under
his influence. He went to school late; he showed an astonishing
zeal for learning. But all his work was of no avail to him. In 2 few
months he did better for himself in Vientiane by licking the boots
of a worthy colonel who promoted him from sergeant-major to
second-lieutenant. He now believes work is pointless and the
only thing that counts s inttigue. Captain Piétri thinks he’s play-
ing a double game at the expense of France. 51 Mong is playing
only one game, in favour of himself. He'll always serve the
stronger side. Unfortunately, France is in 2 bad position in Asia.”

Pamphone gave a roguish grin and tock Ricq by the elbow:

“I know evetything he does through his wife, a Sino-Laotian
woman, who’s in debt and occasionally comes and asks me to
help her out. She’s also very pleasant in bed. I'm able to give her
what she Iacks with her husband. Si Mong never laughs.”

“He might get his own back on you.”

“Pooh! He’s too ambitious and opportunist to be jealous.”
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It was also during this stay in Paksane that Ricq met Prince
Sisang at Father Maurel’s. He was impressed by the young man’s
intelligence and common sense but thought he already had a
tendency to take too lofty a view of events.

Sisang was more interested in the political programme of the
Resistance than in the number of rifles and transmitters it had at
its disposal.

Like a seasoned old statesman, he assured him of his full
support, promised to join the maquis when the time came, and
went back to Vientiane.

At the end of January 1945 Ricq returned to the Phou-Khouay
range, accompanied by Father Maurel and fifty young Christians
whom the missionary had selected with the insight of a veteran
recruiting-sergeant. But the priest demanded they be kept apart
from Gibelin’s thugs. Every morning, in the middle of the forest,
he said Mass for them. The big tree-trunks were the columns of
the church, the altar was a mosscovered rock.

Thon was made a corporal and Ricq adopted him as his body-
guard, much to the displeasure of Meynadicer who wanted to keep
him with him.

“He’s the type I need,” he said. “He’s as strong as 2 horse. In
two months I'll make a first-class wireless operator of him. He’s
quick on the uptake ™

Four more teams had been parachuted into Laos. Captain
Puysegnin’s, the neatest, was installed north of the mountains
ovetlooking Xieng Khouang. There was no news of them, since
each team had orders to remain completely antonomous,

Gibelin was absent for a month. He went first to Saigon,
then to Hanoi, and came back without any difficulty by way of
Luang Prabang and Vientiane. On 7 March he turned up at the
camp.

“Things don’t look too good,” he said.

“Commuagications between north and south have been cut by
the American air raids. A terrible famine is raging in Tonkin as a
result of the bad harvest of the tenth month of the year, further
aggravated by floods. Since autumn it has caused a million deaths.
The administration has fallen apart. Public services have come to
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a standstill. One nudge from the Japs and there’ll be a complete
collapse.

““Tempers are rising in the countryside and the Vietminhs arc
making clever use of this for their propaganda. We're going to
have trouble from the Viets, but also from the Chinese and
Ameticans. Meanwhile the Japanese have just moved an entire
division into Tonkin. That’s not for nothing.

“And those pro-Vichy idiots, instead of taking to the bush, are
calmly waiting to be nabbed. Anyone who’s pro-Vichy is a
bourgeois, and the bourgeois, as everyone knows, are always taken
in. They try to hang on to their possessions and in the process lose
everything. A free man shouldn’t have any possessions except...”

“Debts pethaps.”

“That’s another of Maurel’s lies.”

Gibelin shared Ricq’s thatch hut. After dinner, which con-
sisted of 2 bowl of rice and some boiled vegetables, Gibelin lit his
pipe. He seemed embarrassed and at the same time amused:

“You know, I had an interesting encouter in Hanoi. I went and
called on an old pal of mine, Prince Lam Sammay. He’s the
archivist at the museum. I spent the evening with him and a funny
little Vietnamese girl he has just married—a bit of a tough cus-
tomet, I thought. Lam Sammay was at the School of Palacography
and his wife, Loan, at the School of Oriental Languages, at the
same time as you.

“We happened to talk about the bourgeoisie. She cited the
case of Francois Ricg, a little French bourgeois, who had an
cxceptional gift for languages but was doomed to spend his whole
life in carpet-slippers deciphering ancient manuscripts. I couldn’t
stick that. T told her the little bourgeois had been living barefoot
in the jungle for the last month, that he had arrived by parachute,
was a first-class pistol shot with either hand and could use a dagger
like a professional killer.

“It’s amazing: she became quite furious. I've known other
women like her, who conceive an idea of a man at a given moment
of their lives and refuse to modify it. But they never behave like
this about someone who means nothing to them ™

Gibelin gave Ricq a hearty slap on the thigh:
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“Now I know you’re not & virgin. That woman Loan isp’t a
Viet, by any chance?”

“She may be.”

“I wouldn’t like Lam Sammay to veer in that direction. It would
be sericus. He belongs to the royal family. In Laos a prince can
afford to do anything, even the silliest things. People will still
follow him."

Two days later, on 9 March, Ricq and Gibelin learnt of the
Japanese offensive through a signal from Calcutta. The Langson
garrson had been massacred, Admiral Decoux and his staff
interned, the civilians imprisoned. Only 2 handful of troops had
managed to escape and were trying to get to Laos or China.

They struck camp A at once, destroying every trace of their
activity, and prepared to take refuge in the camps further off.

Each partisan had orders never to sleep without keeping a
haversack beside him containing ammunition, medical supplies, a
few hard rations and a couple of plastic charges. All contact with
the Kha villages was forbidden.

Since there were po further developments, Gibelin and Ricq
went down to Paksane again. The Japanese had not moved but
were preparing to invest Vientiane. In utter disorder, the military
and the French and Laotian administrators had set off in the
direction of China, abandoning the population to their new
masters who had not yet arrived. Captain Piéwi bad gone with
them reluctantly. But since the Resident was a Corsican, he had
obeyed. If he had been from Tours or Lorraine, he would certainly
have joined the maquis. Pamphone, the ches-muong, had stayed
behind. Guérin and his assistants went off with Ricq to blow up
the bridges on the R.C 13, the only way of retarding the Japanese
advance. When it came to demolishing the big metal bridge over
the Nam Nhiep, Guérin insisted on placing the charges himself.

“You see why, doo’t you?” he had said to Ricqg. “When you
have a hotse you are fond of, and he has to be put down, it’s
your duty to do the job yourself. I spent two years building this
bloody bridge; it goes against the grain to blow it up.”

The bridge collapsed into the river-bed, its platform cut in two
by the charges.
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“I wasn’t going to make a bosh shot all the same,” the engineer
concluded.

He was grieved at having to destroy his handiwork and at the
same time pleased to have acquitted himself so well with this
technically perfect demolition. AH the Public Works Department
coolies were mobilized to cut down trees, which were then used
to obstruct the road over 2 distance of half a dozen miles. Because
of these demolitions, it was not the troops of the Japanese garrison
of Vientiane that came and occupied Paksane but those from
‘Thakhek. They had just made a name for themselves by massacring
all the Europeans, men, women and children. The women and
girls, even the very small girls, had first of all been raped by the
Mikado’s soldiers in front of the husbands and fathers who were
buried alive with only their heads emerging above ground.

The Laotians were revolted. But a few Annamites, especially
the houseboys, had found it an amusing spectacle.

A hundred and twenty men eventually reached the Phou-
Khouay range, including thirty Europeans, Father Maurel, a
dozen minor Treasury and Customs officials, some N.C.O.s of
the Indo-Chinese Guards, and the Public Works Department
team. Guérin had even brought with him his Annamite saf, or
head coolie.

Pamphone waited for the Japancse to arrive on 13 April before
leaving for the Phou-Khouay. He learat how to throw grenades
and fire 2 sub-machine-gun, then, after a week, went back down
to the plain.

‘The chaw-muong moved into a house belonging to some relations
of his a couple of miles outside Paksane. The Laotian civil servants
who had stayed behind came and visited him there regularly and
be was thus able to continue to administer the region until 6 May.

No sooner were the Japanese installed in Vientiape and Luang-
Prabang than they declared the independence of Laos and the end
of French rule. The king had remained true to the protectorate
treaty and considered himself a prisonet in his own palace, but
the viceroy had gone over to the Japanese. He had immediately
appointed another chau-muong in place of Pamphone. The man he
had chosen was 5i Mong.
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But the Siamese halfcaste had been careful not to break off
relations with his predecessor, in pursuance of that everlasting
principle of Asiatic politics that decrees one should always behave
to one’s enemy today as though he may be one’s ally tomorrow.
He applied himself above all to filling his pockets. On two
occasions he notified Pamphone that Japanese patrols were on
the lookout for him. On the other hand, he was careful not to
send him any warning when the Japanese prepared their big
operation against the Phou-Khouay.

Thon served as Ricq’s bodyguard each time he went down to
see Pamphone in the plain. On several occasions he spent the night
at Vientiane without being bothered. He brought back with him
a certain Khammay, 2 bright young barber who had been beaten
with the flat of a swotd by a Japanese officer for whom he had
refused to make way. This had not pleased him at all.

Khammay knew all that was going on in the town, even the
names of the Vietnamese notables who consorted with the
officers of the Kempetar.*

Gibelin and Ricq decided to make an example of someone,
Khammay suggested teaching 2 good lesson to Ngoc, a rich rice
merchant who lived on the bank of the river.

The job tarned out badly. Khammay had gone to Ngoc’s in the
middle of the night armed with a club. But he stumbled over some
bodies lying on the floor and woke the eatire household. Women
and children began rushing about in all directions; the neighbours
lit their lamps. Thon, who was on watch outside, came to his
comrade’s help just as Ngoc, with a revolver in one hand and 2
torch in the other, was holding Khammay up. Surprised by his
arrival, the Viethamese turned his head. Khammay disarmed him
and slit his throat with a razor.

The two men only just managed fo get away in a pirogue,
pursued by a Japanese patrol. Gibelin congratulated Khammay:

“Well done. After the way the Japanese behaved at Thakhek,
there’s no need for us to be tender-hearted. Anyone working with
the Kempetai must be regarded as a traitor. Did anyone recognize
you?”

* Japanese military police, equivalent to the German Gestapo.
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“I don’t think so.”

“Would you do it again? A hundred piastres for cach execu-
tion, does that suit you ?”

Father Maurel intervened:

“The only time you ever think of paying, Gibelin, is either for
a woman or to have someocne killed. Traitors indeed! You know
how many traitors there are in Paksane ? Two hundred thousand,
and all of them Aaonamites. One barber wouldn’t be enough for
the job. If you start executing collaborators you’ll only thrust the
waverers into the arms of the Japanese. And once you've started,
you can’t stop. Why not instead ask your little pal Khammay to
bump off the Japanese major who ordered the massacre at
Thakhek ? T'll double the reward, out of my own pocket.”

“For a thousand piastres I'll have a shot at it,” Khammay
cz2lmly announced. “I know where he lives. His house is guarded
only by a couple of soldiers and he gets stinking-drunk every night.”

“It would have been better had we started off with him,” said
Ricq, “but it’s no good crying over spilt milk.™

Gibelin and Maurel looked at him in amazement. They had
been speaking Laotian and he had understood the entire con-
versation in thar language. His composure had impressed them.
But Ricq had had to make an effort. He had a horror of blood and
he pictured Ngoc, with his throat cut, in the midst of his family—a
cock killed by a fox in the hen-house, and all the feathers flying
about, the women’s dresses stained with blood. But a sound
thrashing with a stick was merely Moli¢re comedy. War was
tragedy; blood had to be shed.

Ngoc was the uncle of the Public Works Department cai. A
week later the caf disappeared.

On 6 May two Japanese battalions arrived from Thailand by
way of the Mekong and landed at Paksane. Pamphone at once
scunded the alarm. But on the following day he announced there
was no cause for panic, the Japanese were not being sent against
the Phou-Khouay. They were preparing to move off towards
Xien Khouang along the path bordering the river. Their mission
was to cut off a small French unit who were trying to get to China
through Northern Laos. Scarcely had they landed than their
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colonel sent some detachments in that direction to prepare the
camps and requisition food. The hundred and sixty men hiding
up in the Phou-Khouay had at their disposal only twenty sub-
machine-guns with four magazines, a score of rifles and a couple
of Brens, one of which had a broken fiting-pin. This was not
much with which to face a thousand well-armed Japs.

Once the alarm was over, Ricq, accompanied as usual by Thon,
had gone down for the night to one of the villages on the bank
of the Nam Leuk. Anxious to find out how the Khas would react
if the Japanese turned up, he intended sounding out the “witch-
doctor”.

At four in the morning Ricq was woken by the medicine-man.
He was still fecling queasy from the ritual drinking in which he
had been forced to indulge in order to find out that the Khas
would do nothing and would hide away in the forest.

The “witch-doctor’” told him to leave at once, in his under-
pants, barefoot, just as he was. The Japanese were surrcunding
the village, but he could still slip through the cordon by way of
the torrent. As soon as it was light, this would no lenger be
possible.

Ricq had te warn his friends at once. Thon had disappeared. He
left him to his fate and made his getaway in the dark, passing 2
few yards away from the soldiers of the Mikado.

By making them believe they were heading for Xieng Khouang,
the Japs had set a trap and they had fallen into ic.

Ricq woke Gibelin and Meynadier, who had no idea what was
happening.

“We’re getting out of here,” the lJumberman decided straight
away. “It’s impossible to defend the camp. What with? Three
Stens and a couple of rifles. We’ve been had for suckers. Let’s
make for Camp E up in the caves. After that we’ll see. Mcynadier,
pack up your equipment. Ricq, warn the other camps. Where's
Thon ?”

“When I took off, he had left the witch-doctor’s hut.”

“Chiist, I hope he keeps his trap shut if he’s caught.”

“What difference would that make ?”

“If the Japs discover we have nc weapons, they’ll set off in
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pursuit. We'te done for. More often than not they confine them-
selves to blocking all the exits, then they wait.”

“What for?”

“For us to die of hunger.”

Pamphone managed to join them nevertheless.

Thon turned up at the caves at dawn next day. He could barely
walk; his legs were bruised and lacerated from the blows he had
received, his body marked with cigarette burns. He had been
tortured throughout the day but had not said 2 word. In the night
he had even mustered enough strength to escape by killing
a sentry,

“How did you manage it?” Ricq asked him, as he dabbed his
wounds with mercurochrome.

“I dido’t know ope could hate people to the point of being
unable to feel their blows any longer. Am 1 going to be made a
sergeant now? The Public Works Department czi is with them.
They burnt me with lighted cigarettes. It hurt terribly, worse
than when they stuck daggets into my legs. Then they tied me up
to a tree. But T managed to struggle frec. When the sentry had his
back turned, I struck him, as you taught me to, with the edge of
my hand. His neck cracked.”

The Japanese blocked all the tracks and exits. On several
occasions the partisans tried to find a breach in the cordon, but
this merely drew the enemy’s fire. One of these attempts cost them
threc dead and four wounded. Guérin was to die inhaling his
own stench of decay.

Meynadier managed to get through to Calcutta. Throughout
Indo-China the Japanese were attacking the resistance groups,
all of whose positions were known to them. There had been
large-scale treachery.

Force 136 could do nothing about it, not even risk an aircraft
to drop them 2rms, ammmunition and supplies. It would have been
caught in the Japanese machine-gun fire.

“What did they teach you to do in this sort of sitvation?”
Gibhelin asked Ricq.

“Split up into small groups of three or four and try 1o break
through the cordon.”
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“Yes, but the Japs know all our tracks, thanks to that bloody
little eaé. And it"s impossible to cut new ones through this jungle.
It takes four hours to advance one mile.

“I hope my Hos aren’t wrong. Our last chance of getting out
of this mess is to take the opium smugglers’ track which climbs up
into the Meo country of Tran-Niah. It starts from this range
appatently.”

Gibelin forthwith issued a series of orders which astonished
Ricqg; he forbade anyone to carry more than 2 twenty-pound load.
Nothing but concentrated food, medical supplies and personal
weapons. These were to be carried in Kha baskets made of light
fibte. No rice—this was too heavy. So were mosquito-nets. No
change of clothing, and no boots or shoes, The wireless trans-
mitter was divided up into four forty-pound loads.

“What’s more,” Gibelin added, “if 1 wasn’t afraid of shocking
my friend Ricq and the few regulars who are with us, I'd chuck
out all arms and ammunition except for a few shotguns.

“Arms can always be dropped to us later, but we’ve only got
one life. To save it, we’ve got to be as nimble as monkeys.™

One of the men who had been wounded in the stomach died,
which spated them the nasty business of abandoning him. The
others, like the newly promoted Corporal Thon, were able to
walk. At dawn the long column headed due north in the wake
of the Hos through the jungle which the undergrowth, thorny
bushes, bamboos and sheer cliffs rendered impenetrable.

“Those bloody old Hos!” Gibelin exclaimed. “H they weren’t
in the same plight as ourselves, they’d never have divulged their
secret to 2 hundred and sixty people, including five Customs
officials. Bang poes their cntire livelihood.”

Hacking their way forward, the Hos advanced a few hundred
yards, then retraced their steps and started off in another direction.
Finally one of them gave a signal. Behind a tangle of black
bamboos there was a sort of trench which here and there turned
into a tunnel. Snakes went slithering along the ground or hung
from the trees, their necks distended with fury. The track came
to an end half a mile further on in front of a stream. They followed
this for three hundred yards to where a second track started,
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concealed once again by the undergrowth. It brought them
straight up against the side of a cliff.

Meynadier, who had collapsed on the ground with his load
beside him, lit a cigarette:

“I don’t see where we go from here.”

One of the Hos shinned up a tree. Thinking their guide was
trying to get his bearings, Ricq waited for him down below.

“You’re meant to follow him,” Gibelin shouted.

At a height of forty-five feer, the tree trunk was prolonged by a
big branch, a sort of slippery catwalk leading to a ledge carved out
of the rock. The ledge spiralled upwards round the rocky outcrop
until it reached the summit which overlooked a dark sea of forest.

The mountains opposite were gashed open, red earth pouring
from their sides like blood. The rock was damp and slippery;
there were many falls,

The exhausting march continued along further tracks cluttered
with roots, tree-trunks and stones. The Hos went trotting forward
without ever looking back, theit baggy black trousers flapping
against their bare calves.

“Hang on, hang on, they’re not keeping up in the rear.”

Twenty times the column had to halt and wait for the laggards.

When night fell, there was a nip in the 2ir.

“No fires,” Gibelin ordered.

They shiveted all night, huddled together, their feet aching and
swollen. There was no water and their throats were parched.

Next day they plunged once mote into the jungle, moving along
further glaucous tunnels, and towards one o’clock in the afternoen
came t¢ 2 halt on the edge of an icy torrent flowing over a bed of
sand and pebbles.

The Hos went off to reconnoitre and came back three hours
later. They then started climbing up an cutcrop of rock even
steeper than the one before. Streaming with sweat, they emerged
onto 2 denuded shelf on which a few rotting posts still stood.
The wind was icy-cold.

This was the site of a former Kha village. An epidemic had
broken out here and the witch-doctor had accused the phis of
having caused it. The entire population had fled.
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Gibelin gave permission for fires to be lit. But the sodden green
wood did not give out much heat.

At midnight a thick mist rose from the valley, blotting out the
trees below thetn and then the men themselves, who were unable
to see more than ten feet in any direction.

They waited until nine in the morning before starting off again,
but it was only after two hours’ marching that their cramped and
aching muscles could function without giving rise to a stream of
oaths.

In the evening they reached a poky little village of thatched
houses rising from a quagmire in which pigs wallowed. Its in-
hzabitants, hirsute natives with leathery skin and feverish eyes,
eked out a meagre living from a sparse forcst which they had
burnt down in order to plant rice and vegetables.

After 2 lengthy palaver the Khas agreed to sell a few chickens
and allow the white men to rest in their dark and dingy hovels.
They also brought out some haunches of smoked venison, but the
meat smelled so high that only the other Khas accompanying the
column ventured to taste it.

On the following day a thin rain started to fall. Black clouds
scudded across the pale sky.

The partisans made themselves raincoats out of some leafy
branches; the white men followed their example.

They finally followed a river running with pink-colouted mud.
One of the Customs officials and two Treasury employees spoke
of giving up.

“As you like,” Gibelin told them. “But where will you go? If
you stay here you’ll die.”

They threw away their baskets and went on.

“How far is the next village ?” Ricq enquired.

“The time it takes to cook five pans of rice,” said an old man,
pointing vaguely ahead.

On the fourth night, having encountered no village, they
pitched camp in some caves where they were able to heat some
water and dissolve some cubes of concentrated soup in it.

The trackers killed a couple of wild boar, but the mear was so
tough that each mouthful had to be chewed for several minutes
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before it could be swallowed. By then it tasted filthy. Three of the
Europeans went down with fever. They shivered all night, The
fever lifted in the morning, leaving them weak and light-headed.

“Jungle fever,” Gibelin said to Ricq. “How are you fecling ?”

“I'll manage, so will Meynadier. I was right about him. He
keeps swearing and cursing God and all the saints, but he’s carry-
ing his forty pounds. He won’t entrust anyone else with his set.
What about the others #”

“They can’t do anything else but follow. Tomorrow will be an
even more difficulr lap. We’ll have to climb to over seven thousand
feet. One of the most astonishing landscapes in the world!”

“Did you already know this Ho track?”

“I’ve done the trip once before, accompanying some worthy
opium merchants, just to see what it was like. Besides, damn it all,
I had financed the operation. I was going to be made bankrupt.”

I‘ather Maurel, who had exchanged his cassock for a tattered
shirt and drill trousers, came up to inform them that one of his
Christians had injured his foot on a splinter of bamboo.

“No question of abandoning him,” he said. ‘“What are we going
to do? His foot is suppurating. I opened the wound with a knife
and stuffed it full of sulphonamides.”

“Make him a stretcher,” Gibelin advised, “and find some
volunteers to carry him.”

“I’d find fifty at once, all fifty of my Christians. But I'd like to
make a suggestion: we white men, those of us who can still stand
upright, must take it in turns with the Laotians to carry the
stretcher. I know, the F.aotians are less tired than we are. But the
point is to show them we are all in this together, irrespective of the
colour of our skin, that we are waging the same war and have che
same end In view: the liberation of Laos.”

“Thete, Father, you're going too far. What the hell have our
worthy Laotians got to do with our squabble with the Japs? One
invader chasing another one out. They’ve secen 50 many pass
through !

“All the more reason for carrving the stretcher.”

“All right, then, we shall. We've given the Japs the slip and
there’s no need to hutry, If we had had themn on our hecls I should
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have given orders for the injured man to be abandoned. To-
morrow we'll reach the slopes of the Muon-Nghone. We’ll stay
there three or four days to recover our strength. There’s clear
water and any amount of game. You'll see fir trees, just as in
France. The Meos used to be encamped up there, but Pammphone
says they’ve now left.”

“Because of the phis?™

“No, the Meos don’t believe in the phis. They just felt like
leaving. So nothing could stop them.”

The sun rose and Ricq ordered some salt tablets to be issued.
There was still no water. They went on climbing for six hours,
along flinty paths and across large slabs of rock, stumbling over
roots, falling down and picking themselves up again, light-
headed with fatigue. The stretchet swayed above their heads,
carried for the most part at arm’s length because of the narrowness
of the path.

The stretcher-bearers had to take it in tutns every hundred
yards. Ricq, Gibelin and Father Maurel had set the example.
Mecynadier insisted on doing likewise. The contagion spread to
the flabby, idle Customs officers who were puffing like seals, 1o
the junior civil servants who only a few days eatlier had felt so
superior to their yellow-skinned colleagues, to the old re-ealisted
sergeants who used to beat up their houseboys ot congaer when
they got drunk. They all vied with one another to carry the in-
jured man,

The chas-muong, hatnessed to the tnakeshift stretcher next to
Ricq, was a far cry from the elegant Paksane official He had
turned out tough and courageous and invariably even-tempered,
occasionally breaking into song with his Laotians when the going
was patticularly bad.

Ricq reflected: it’s with men like Pamphone that the new Laos
must be created after the war. Not for 2 moment did he imagine
that he would be the one to attempt, albeit in vain, to create this
new country and that Pamphone would be murdered for having
believed in him because they had struggled together until they
were sick from fatigue to save the life of a little Laotian whimper-

ing pitiably at every jolt.
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The landscape altered. The winding tracks gave way to paths
covered in thick moss. They saw squirrels nibbling the pine
ketnels and they gathered wild mulberries. The air was beacing
and smelt of resin; sunbeams flickered between the trees.

In front of them there now rosc a solid wall of blue granite
with watetfalls flowing from it, silver ribbons that splashed onto
the black slabs of rock, forming at their foot a thick spray in which
the colours of the rainbow shimmered.

“Halt,” Gibelin cried. “We’re in paradise. The proof is, there’s
no one here.”

He led Ricq up to the foot of the waterfalls.

“It was here,” he said, “that Ma Yuan placed some bronze
drums like the ones you saw at the medicine-man’s at Phou-
Khouay.

“You hear the roar of the water? Imagine a bronze drum under
each of these falls. The Chinese Annals—a splendid collection of
lepends—say that a general in the Han dynasty, Ma Yuan, was
entrusted by the emperor with the task of defending the marches
of China, Laos, Tonkin, Burma and Notthern Thailand against
the rebel highlanders. But he had no soldiers to give him. The Son
of Heaven needed what soldiers he had to conquer other territories
to the north and the east.

“Ma Yuan then had the brain-wave of placing bronze drums in
all the watetfalls. The water made the metal roar and thunder. The
highlanders fancied they were hearing the innumerable armies of
the emperor and spent years and years up in their mountains
without daring to come down into the valleys.

“But one day, at last, the Khas—for that’'s who they were—
tumbled to this subrerfuge and took the drums away.

“I prcfer this explanation to all the others, even though it’s
certainly false . . . as all the others are.”

Some big fires were lit, over which haunches of meat were
placed to roast. The temperature stood at zero and the ragged men
huddled close to the flames, scorching their chests while their
backs remained frozen.

On the following day Meynadier set up his transmitter and got
thtough to Calcutta. He gave their latest map reference and in-
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formed them that the group was short of everything: food,
ammunition, medical supplies, but above all clean clothes and
blankets. In reply he received the following astomishing signal:

“On no account attempt guerifla action against the Japanese.
You are the last wireless transmitter in the whole of Tndo-China.
British offensive from Burma postponed. Move north towards
Xieng-Khouang. Find suitable dropping-zone. We shall parachute
you all you need as soon as you have signalled your position. Try
to establish contact with the Puyseguin group of whom we have
had no ncws since g March. Congratulations to Major Antoine
Gibelin, Captain Francois Ricq, Second-Lientenant Maurel and
Sergeant-Major Mcynadier on their promotion. Repeat; you are
the last transmitter still operating in Indo-China. Good huck.”

“I would have preferred a bottle of whisky and some cigars,”
said Gibelin aficr reading this signal. ““These promotions are like
bad jokes. We are merely the leaders of 2 band of ragged vaga-
bonds who have set out on some sort of pilgrimage or other. No
need for badges of rank to lead them. With Maurel, we're now
saddled with the oldest second-lieutenant in the French Army.
Move up north. Whete to, Christ Almighty 2 We have to rely on
villages for our supplies.”

Pamphone raised his head: v

“I’ve heard of a basin surrounded by mountains two days’
march from here. It's called Nouei-Phou Lak. Your Hos are
bound to know it. It’s one of the big centres for contraband
opium. One of my friends who was at the administration college
with me has retired there. He’s a villagpe headman. His name is
Chouc. tHe’s a ThaiNeua. Chouc left the service when he
realized he would never be a chawe-muang.”

“Why oot ?”

“We Laotians, or Thai Laos, are jealous of our privileges as the
dominant race. We keep the best appointments for ourselves,
that’s to say the appointments that bestow most prestige and
bring in most money. In the Kingdom of the Million Elephants,
the two are always interconnected. That’s yet another thing that’ll
have to be changed if we want to live in peace later on.

“Chouc will welcome us with open arms, I’'m certain. He loves
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France. He’s also on good terms with the Meos and speaks their
language.”

Gibelin Force set off once more; this was now the unit’s official
name, the name that appeared in the files and on the maps.

The hundred and fifty-four men, leaning on branches they had
cut down, bowed under the weight of their baskets, nibbling
grass to ward off hunger, shivering with fever or cold, had
resumed their pilgrimage.

The little Christian had died, and also one of the Treasury officials
who had been laid low by an attack of fever. They were buried
at the foot of the watetfalls after Second-Lieutenant Maurel,
hollow-chested and in tatters, had said a final prayer over them.

They were placed in the same grave, side by side, and under
the same cross, to which was pinned a sheet of paper torn from a
note-book:

“Pierre Loiselier and Bak Kham, who died for France and for
Laos.”

The day afterwards, the wind snatched the piece of paper away
and blew the cross down.

Three days later the group came upon a basin surrounded by
blue mountains.

Down below, on the edge of the river, was a large village
inhabited by the Thai-Ncua; and half way up the slope another
Kha village, built on terraces, with pointed-roofed rice-granaries.
Right up at the top stood some isolated Meo huts surrounded by
big fields of poppies in bloom.

The basin shimmeted with light, not the vitrous light of the
lowland plains, but bright and sparkling, and as invigorating as
running water.

“Now I know,” said Gibelin, *“This is where the temb of Don
Quixote is to be found.”

Colonel Sato Kamasaki waited a week with his two battalions in
front of the Phou-Khouay range. Then, since nothing happened,
he sent cut patrols. The forest was empty. So he returned to
Paksane.
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Major Homitono, the garrison commander, had had his throat
slit. The murderer had crept into his billet at dead of night.
Colonel Kamasaki gave the deceased a ceremonial funeral acc-
ording to the Shinto rites. He delivered his eulogy to the
assembled troops, although at Thakhek the major had behaved
like an absolute Moagol.

But a veil had to be drawn over that unfortunate affair, so as not
to rarnish the honour of the imperial army.
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HE morning of Tuesday, 19 July, was exceptionally quiet in

Vientiane. The ministers, generals and ambassadors were
seill at Luang-Prabang in consultation with the king. The Coordi-
pation patrols went on their rounds in a slumbering town.
The price of rice rose by several kips and the dollar dropped
a few points. The journalists who had not been able to find
seats on the official plane spent the day playing cards and
discussing the situation. They maintained the international
“suspense”, however, with a series of mysterious and vaguely-
worded cables.

Nate Hart, of Associated Press, who had been informed by the
American Ambassadot, was the only one who was able to point to
a hardening of the Neutralists in the Plain of Jars. He cited the
acticn of Colonel Thong Dy’s Russian tanks against a Vietminh
battalion which was trying to cut their line of withdrawal. But
the officer in charge of censorship saw fit to improve on this piece
of news and redrafted the American correspondent’s cable to read:
“Colonel Thong Dy’s tanks have routed two Vietminh regiments
who were attempting to check their victorious advance towards
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Muong Pham.” Convinced he had thus done his dury by Laos, he
locked up his office.

A tornado ravaged the district of Pakse, bringing down the
trees and telegraph posts and blowing the high-roofed Kha
houses off their stilts. In the forest it put to flight a big herd of
wild buffalo led by an enormous male whom the witch-doctors
had made into a god.

A dclayed-action grenade exploded in Joachim Mattei’s car a
few minutes before he was due to drive off in it. Martei tock no
legal action but he packed his bags. He knew he was no longer
protected, that his life was not worth a kip, and he went to ground
in the house of the Chinese ex-General Yong, his partner in an
opium den. Yong behaved perfectly but informed the Coordina-
tion. He was told he could keep his lodger on condition he took
the first planc to Bangkok in three days’ time. He was also
requested to find a new partnet, and for this purpose he was
introduced to Captain Seuam, a former officer of Chanda’s, who
had joined the bands of General Si Mong. When Mattei asked
Yong to settle up their partnership accounts, the Chinaman
pointed out with extreme politeness that life was worth more
than a few hundred thousand kips. Mattei did not press the matter
any futther and gratefully accepred the excellent luncheon his
former partner provided. Then he went up to his rocm to have a
siesta.

Joachim Mattei had come out to Laos in 1953. He had always
lived in one of the two hotels, the Bungalow or the Constellation.
Once a year he turned up wearing all his medals—there were
many of them—at the reception given by the French Embassy
for all French tesidents on July 14.

Mattei carefully steered clear of intrigues; he belonged to no
particular set and never meddled in politics. He was known to
have only one friend: Picarle, a former G.CM.A. warrant officer,
who was now living with the Meos. Officially, he was an Air
Transport Company employee. The Narcotics Bureau had shown
an interest in him and had him followed for months, with ne
result. Mattei was tall and thin, with fine dark eyes. He always
wore well-cut suits, grey ties and suede shoes. Every now and
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then he would disappear for a few days. These absences never
lasted morte than 2 week.

Mattei hung his clothes carefully over the back of a chair and
lay down under the mosquito-net with his hands behind his head.
His expulsion from Laos, he felt, was connected with the patsch.
The one man who could have saved his bacon was himself in
prison. This was Ricq. At Saigon, Mattei had been a great help
to the French special services, who had got him into Laos when
he had had a spot of bother. They had sent him to Ricq.

Ricq had received him with his customary gentleness and
watned him:

“Laos isn’t Vietnam; the business you're interested in is not in
the hands of little Corsican or Chinese gangs, it’s controlled
entirely by the men in power. I suppose you know the ones you
have to contact.

“You will be tolerated only if you’re nothing more than a
compradare, 2 middleman. You have a fine war record as an Ait
Force licutenant. You accepted all the missions no one else wanted.
Pity you should have been reduced to doing this job.”

Mattei had shrugged his shoulders with a deptessed tather than
a boastful gesture. Surely Ricq must know that there were certain
commitments from which it was impossible to escape?

“Hf I could be of any help to you at any time, Major?”

“I may need you one of these days. You may as well know,
however, that I shan’t in return facilitate your business as they
do in Saigon, even though the buying and selling of opium is
perfectly legal in Laos.”

When Ricq had asked him for help, Mattei had given it, landing
agents behind the enemy lines in a Piper-Cub, going right up to
the Chinese border to rescue some maquis chiefs who were being
chased by the Viets. He would sometimes bring back a few kilos
of opium “to cover the costs”.

Only once had Ricq thanked him:

“Mattei, I don’t know many men with your cooloess and
courage. If you should ever need me, I'll help you.”

He had shaken him by the hand; they had never met again. ..

When the Coordination had taken control of Vientiane,
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Mattei had worked with General Si Mong’s men. Now they did
not want anything more to do with him. If he did not manage to
remain in Bangkok, he knew he was done for. He was not allowed
into Phnom-Penh, Hong Kong, Singapore or Tokyo. He would
not even be able to cross the airport boundaries.

Duffault and Sebastiani would never allow him to come back to
France. In the Far East, he was useful to them and so they had
spared him. In France, he would be a nuisance and they would
have him bumped off. A sordid end: a petry killer would wait for
him in a doorway and shoot him in the back.

Si Mong was as powerful in Bangkok as in Vientiane. His
uncle Aprasith controlled the police. He could have had him
agsassinated, like Nutcracker two days before the parsch, but he
had preferred to force him back to Bangkok and France where
others would deal with him. Si Mong no longer covered his
costs with Air Transport now that Colonel Cosgrove’s special
forces transported the Meos™ optum themselves. 5o he had de-
cided to wind up the company. The grotesque incident of the
Nakom-Phanom radar had accelerated his decision and cost the
life of Desnoyers whom everyone called Nutcracker.

Mattei had flown the Piper up to Xieng Khouang as usual. He
had had great difficuley in collecting two tons of opium, even
with the belp of the dhawmuong, a customer and partner of Si
Mong’s. The Meos of Phay Tong refused to play any longer and,
had it not been for Picarle, he would have come back empty-
handed.

He had ferried the load back to Vientiane in three journeys.
The raw opium, wrapped in banana leaves, had been packed in
some zinc-lined wooden tea-chests.

Mattei had helped Nutcracker to load the cases onto the
Junkers. Trembling in every strut, the three-engined plane had
flown off, as it did twice a month after the poppy harvest.

Nutcracker had taken the usual route, cutside all the air
corridors, and landed on a small aerodrome twenty-five miles
from the Thai capital. A truck, escorted by a police jeep, was due
to come to fetch the consignment of “tea”. Nutcracker would get
five hundred dollars, which would enable him to live quite
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pleasantly until his next trip. He would fly back to Vientiane the
same day and by the same route.

In exchange, and under cover of some technical aid or other,
Aprasith would send his nephew money, arms, rice, information
and some experts in intelligence, torture and assassination who
wete worth any the Viets could produce.

To reassure the Thais, who were alarmed by the discomfiture of
the South-Vietnamese, the Americans had just given them a
splendid radar which had been set up on the other side of the
Mekong at Nakom-Phanom. The inauguration took place that
very day, in the presence of the king, who had brought along all
his Japanese cameras; the queen, who was extremely preity; the
ministers, who had no power whatsoever; the generals, who had
far too much; the ambassadors, who clucked away among them
selves like a lot of old women; and the journalists, who werte
bored stifft. There were fanfares and speeches, followed by the
American and ‘Thai national anthems. The king cut the ribbon.
An American colonel suggested giving a demonstration and
switched on the radar. To everyone’s stupefaction, an unknown
aircraft appeared on the screen, flying outside all the air corridors.
Orders were given to the jet fighters to take off, as though that
old crate droning along at ninety miles an hour might have been
catrying the atomic bomb. Marshal Aprasith came to his senses
too late. He had forgotien this was the day for the delivery of the
“tea”. Escorted by half a dozen Sabres, a very bewildered Nut-
cracker landed on the airfield cext to the radar. Some troops
rushed up to open the cases and found the opium. The journalists
made a dash for the telephones, the American officers slapped
one another on the back, the king looked flabberpasted, the
ministers laughed up their sleeves. Aprasith was furious. But he
could only congratulate the Yanks on the exceptional quality of
their radar. The opium was seized and placed under seal. Nut-
cracker was hauled off in handcuifs to Police Headquarters and put
in a cell. The French Ambassador asked Vientiane for instructions.

“Let them work it out themselves,” said Pinsolle, who was
fully aware of this contraband traffic.

Two hours later Police Headquarters issued a communiqué
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stating that the cargo of the unknown aircraft was indeed tea,
intended for a friendly neighbouring country. The cases had been
scized all the same, pending an official enquiry. But the plane
and its pilot had been allowed to leave.

Mattei had warned Nutcracker to keep his trap shut. But it was
too late. The whole of South-East Asia knew all about his
misadventure. With a limp cigar clenched between his teeth,
Nutcracker had held a press conference at the Constellation bar:

“Fancy those bloody Yanks doing that to me, an honest
commercial pilot! A radar as big as a block of flats, jets buzzing all
round e at five hundred miles an hour and firing short bursts
just in front or just behind me, an absolute swarm of hornets round
my old crate, and my lefi-hand engine spluttering as usual. As
soon as I land, a gun is stuck in my back. Then those maniacs
start opening the cases. ‘It’s tea,” 1 bellowed. But they don’t
understand. A young flatfoot who fancies himself as a sheriff
sniffs a packet and screams, ‘Opium/’. Then he snaps the handcuils
on me. Well, there’s yet another lad who'll end up somewhere
near the Malay Peninsula with nothing to do but control the
traffic of the wild duck.

“T let him have his way. A higher-ranking officer then whisks
me off before the journalists have time to take any pictures. At
the police station they’re quick on the uptake. I'm released and ¥
get my Junkers back. I delivered the goods all the same. So why
wasn’t I paid for it this time? Can anyone tell me that ?”

He was paid that very evening.

Nutcracker had drunk a dozen brandy-and-sodas and driven
home in a bicycle-rickshaw. A man was waiting for him, sitting in
the old armchair out on the verandah. As Nutcracker came in, he
rose to his fect, brought cut a pistol equipped with a silencer and
fired two shots into the pilot’s head. After making sure he was
dead, he sauntered out to the jeep that was waiting for him.

Next day’s coup d’état had put this incident out of everyone’s
mind. The consul had crossed off one of the names on his list of
French residents and Mattei had discreetly set about giving Marcel
Desnoyers a decent burial. There had been no question of an
inquest or autopsy.
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Father Maurel had blessed the corpse and taken it to the Euro-
pean cemetery where, amidst the coarse grass, the soldiers rotted
away under wooden crosses, the administrators and businessmen
under stone slabs cracked and pitted by the rain.

Mattei had waited, making no changes in his daily routine. Then
the warning had arrived—by hand-grenade.

He had thought of flying off in the Piper and landing some-
where near Picarle’s Meos. The Americans might have engaged
him to instruct and Jead their maquis.

The Piper was no longer on the airstrip and the Junkers was
burning itself out at the end of the runway. Ap accident...a
mechanic had carelessly chucked away a cigarette stub. A Co-
ordination sentry was on guard outside the lean-to which served as
the Air Transport office. Mattei had gone round to the Air France
agency to get his ticket for Bangkok. A seat was already reserved
in his name.

A heavy downpour slashed at the giant flamboyants in the
garden, plucking and scattering the scarlet flowers. The atmos-
phere was stifting. Mattei got up and went down to the opium den.

Flore, (léach’s mistress, lay on a bunk smoking. Her Chinese
skirt was hitched up, tevealing her long legs. Mattei lay down
opposite her. On two or three occasions he had slept with the
Eutasian gisl, before she had gone off to live with Gibelin. She
reminded him of that other half-caste woman he had known in
Hanoi. The latter had cost him his career; she had even urged him
to swindle Duffauly and Sébastiani out of a million piastres.

Flote was just as mercenary and heartless, but less intelligpent
and less dangerous because she smoked and because opium en-
courages indifference.

Everyone said that Gibelin had put Flote onto it, in order to
keep her with him. He was quite capable of it.

Before he left Saigon, a friend had given Mattei the following
advice:

“In Laos there’s a fellow you’d better not rub up the wrong
way. His name is Gibelin. He’s mad; he has a gang, the worst sort
of all, consisting of his old resistance pals. He can do as he likes up
there; no matter what he does, they’ll never let him down. If he’s
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running a racket, keep out of it. If he has a girl, don’t go anywhere
near her. Take it easy and wait. Some day or other the racket will
flop and the girl will walk out on him. Then you can help yourself.”

Yet Gibelin had been found in the Mckong with his wrists and
ankles tied together with wire. Mattei had not taken up with
Flote again, because he admired courage and felt that Gibelin,
though mad, was courageous. He had never done any deals with
him, because Gibelin talked too much.

“How ate you ?” Flore asked Mattei.

“Fine.”

“Don’t you ever get bored ?”

“Never.”

“How do you manage it ? Here, come and lie down next to me.”

“Don’t you think it’s too hot as it is 2

“Have a pipe. You won’t feel the heat any more.”

“No.”

Flore hitched her skirt higher and, in the manner of a litle
Rue Catinat tart, said:

“You’ll give me a nice little present, boss ?”

Then she burst out laughing,

He went off, because he desired the girl.

“G()Dd—ﬂight.”

But he no longer knew whete to go.

Before becoming a consul, Pierre Prestelot, an ex-administrator
in the French Colonial Service, had worked as private secretary to
the last governors and high-commissioners of Black Africa.

A few days befote his arrival in Vientiane, he ran into Ricq ina
cotridor in the embassy. He had introduced himself, ovetflowing
with cordiality:

“I'm Prestelot, the new French Consul. Mensieur Ricq, I
presume . . . of the French School of Far-Eastern Studies. I was
at the French Institute of Black Africa. You're at home in Asia,
T’'m in exile.”

“Why did you leave Africa?” Ricq had asked.

“Africa didn’t want me any longer! Every time I was appointed
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to a post, it was merely to pack my bags, leave the premises, hand
over the keys and receive the first insults. Those newly created
gentlemen, the Negro president-kings of our Africa, immediarely
found the residences of the former governors were not grand
enough for them. They asked me to summon architects from Paris
to draw up plans for their future palaces. They demanded new
cars, preferably Mercedeses and Chryslers. French models weren't
good enough. On the other hand, they didn’t mind if the cham-
pagne came from France. They also wanted a national anthem and
a flag. I did what I could to satisfy theit demands. I have three
national anthems and two flags to my credit. I liked my black
kings. Unfortunately, they always asked me to move elsewhere.
Yet I couldn’t have been more punctilious about addressing them
as “Your Majesty, your Excellency, etc.’

“] embarrassed them; I only realised this afterwards. I had seen
them arrive with their shabby suits, their down-at-heel shoes, thetr
briefcases containing nothing but old newspapess. I didn’ care,
but they coulda’t forget it. And that’s why your humble servant
Pietre Prestelot is embarking at the age of thirty-six on a consular
career in the Far East in which he has never before set foot.™

Pierre Prestelot’s tie was askew, the pockets of his suit sagged,
and he was shod in espadrilles. Within a few months his tie was
impeccably knotted, his shirts were as white as snow, and elegant
tropical suits had replaced his old drill trousers and shapeless
jackets. The dressier he became, the further did Prestelot withdraw
from Ricq.

He soon found himself at home among the diplomats in this
rarified but aseptic air-bubble, in the centre of this magic cirde in
which even imbeciles have every privilege. He was to be seen at
every cocktail party, every reception, but never set foot outside
Vientiane. On several occasions the date of his marriage to a pretty
Camp Kennedy secretary had been announced.

Pinsolle would explain, half in fun, half in anger:

“I asked fot Prestelot because I’d been told he was intelligent
and hadn’t been to the Sciences Politiques or the Ecole d’ Admini-
stration. He was already tiddled with snobbery at birth.”

The consul entertained him, however, with all the gossip he
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reported on the foreign and diplomatic colony. Since he did his
job competently, Pinsolle had put up with him,

Cléach, on the other hand, loathed Prestelot, who reciprocated
the feeling. Cléach always behaved like a lout in front of the
consul, who would then become exaggeratedly refined, each of
them trying to think of some ditty trick to play on the other.

“T might have a go at that American gitl of his,” Cléach used to
say to himself.

“I might,” Prestelot reflected, “force Cléach to change the
money he receives through the embassy at the official rate,
which would reduce his salary by half.”

For the last two days the whole foreign and diplomatic colony
had their eyes rivetted on one single person. That “insignificant
liztle Ricqg™ had suddenly turned out to be a master spy. That
grubby little scholar was a romantic figure, his life was fraught
with mystery and danger.

Hidden meanings were attributed to his tritest remarks, reasons
of higher policy to his lizison with 2 Laotian phexsas. When it was
known that Prestelot had permission to visit him in prison, he had
been asked to four different cocktail-parties straight away. Life was
so boring in the embassies and legations of Vientiane during the
rainy season.

In the car in which he was being driven to Xiea Nip Camp,
Prestelot pondered on the problems entailed by this interview.
How should he address Ricq ? As “‘Colonel’? As ‘Monsieur le Chef
de Mission Détaché par Ja Présidence du Conseil’ ? He couldn’t
very well call him ‘my dear fellow’, a regulation form of address
for a diplomat confronted with a dim little ethnologist. It would be
out of order, maybe even dangerous.

Was it Ricq who kept an eye on the embassy staff and reported
to Paris on their activities?

How typical of the Fifth Republic to have a discreet informer in
the background! The 1égime was suffering from spy mania.

The consul was asked to wait first at the guard post, then in a
staff office and finally he was taken to the prison. To be on the
safe side, Prestelot had brought a bottle of whisky, some cigatettes
and chocolate with him in his briefease. Ricq was such an unassum-
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ing character that he didn’t even know what his tastes were.

Ricq was sitting at a little table, diligently writing in his exercise
book.

After feeding on so many memories during the night, the fever
had lifted of its own accord in the morming, leaving him exhausted
but clear-headed. Clean-shaven, he looked no more than forty,
although he was six or seven years older. Prestelot had noticed
this in the consulate files.

A Cootdinarion captain was sitting on the bed. Ricq asked him
to leave and the captain went cur without 2 word of protest. The
consul was amazed. He had prepared a speech full of double
meaning, being certain that a guard would be present during their
meeting.

Ricq got up and shook hands:

“Don’t worry, Monsieur le Consul, there’s no microphone con-
cealed in the walls. The Laotians haven’t reached that stage yet.
They’re so artless, so carcless and so unmechanically-minded, they
would probably have asked me to help them install it. Captain
Khammay who is responsible for safeguarding me is . . . an old
acquaintance.”

“He called me ‘Monsieur le Consul’, so I must address him as
‘Colonel’,” Prestelot reflected as he brought the whisky, cigarettes
and chocolate out of his briefcase and looked round for some-
where to sit.

“On the bed,” Ricq suggested.

“Colonel,” the consul began . . .

“Please, my dear fellow. You’ve always called me Ricq before.
Aren’t we almost collezgues ?”

“His Excellency Monsieur Pinsolle, who seems to be taking a
great imterest in you, sends you his . . . best regards. At the
moment he’s at Luang-Prabang, with the king.™

Ricq whistled through his teeth in wonder:

“Sends me his kind regards . . . Do you read Saint-Simon in
your spare time ? Have you abandoned Islam and its brotherhoods,
André Matswa, the Bakongos and Laris, Poto-Poto and the “black
Brazzavitles’ ?”

The consul tried to remember:
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“T’ve never talked to him about the Laris or the Bakongos . . .
Matswa, yes, but without mentioning his Christian name. Where
has he got all this information? He’s had my file in his hands.
What’s more, he’s making fun of me.”

“What's happening »* Ricq enquired.

“Captain Chanda still hasn’t got to the Plain of Jars, where the
Communists are advancing without even having to fire a shot. It
has been decided to evacuate Captain Meynadier and the six other
French advisers who are still at the Neutralist command post. An
International Commission plane will take off tomorrow at dawn.
It will try to land on the airstrip and bring them back.”

“Where’s Chanda ?”

“Not very far ofl, they say, up in the mountains overlooking the
platean with one of Colenel Cosgrove’s maquis.”

“Meynadier and his men must join Chanda straight away. Tell
Captain Lalo to get a message off to hitn immediately. Monsieur
Pinsolle will agree.”

“Yes, but what about the Military Mission ? General Molliergues
is jealous of his prerogatives. Officially, Meynadier and his team
come undet him. I can’t get in touch with Monsieur Pinsolle. He
won't be back till this afternoon.”

The consul was discovering a new Ricq; a shott while ago he
had been ironical, now he was self-assnred. He sat up more stiffly
on the edge of the bed.

Ricq had taken two American cigarettes and crumbled them up
to fill his pipe. Then, looking Prestelot straight in the eye, he said:

T shall have to get out of here very quickly, by official means or
otherwise.”

“I think . . .”

“Remind Prince Sisang of a promise he made me.”

“It’s thought that the best you can hope for is expulsion.”

“Then let them get a move on. From Bangkok I could always
join Chanda before Colonel Cosgrove has him completely en-
tangled in his net.

“If you're the least bit interested in this country, my dear
Consul, you ought to know that we must at all costs prevent its
being split into two camps: the tight wing and the Communists.
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If that happened there would be no further reason for Laos not to
become another South-Vietnam. Laos is not cut out for war. You
don’t put on a tragedy in a music-hall. General de Gaulle’s policy
would be jeopardized straight away throughout South-East Asia.”

Prestelot grew progressively more reassured as the danger
revealed its true face and his apprehensions were confirmed.

Ricq was indeed an Elysée man. It was obvious. A FF.L
veteran, with all that this implies. Just as well he had not thrown
in his lot with that madman Meynadier who was said to be O.A.S.

“T'1l deliver the message.”

“Pd also like a closer watch to be kept on my fiancée, Madem-
oiselle Ven. If you see Cléach, please thank him for all he’s done
for her and for me. I don’t think you like Cléach, do you, Monsieur
ie Consul? You're wrong. When I saw you land at Vientiane in
the same sort of clothes as Cléach and I wear, I thought we could
all three become friends.”

“Is there anything you need ?* Prestelot stiffly enquired.

All these kind regards were beginning to irritate him and he
did not take kindly to advice or reproof.

“Money, for instance ?”

“It>s not money that’ll get me out of here. There's been too
much fuss made about my arrest. I'd like you to bring me a red
leather photograph-frame, which you’ll find in my house. On one
side there’s a reproduction of a drawing: my btother tied to the
execution post. On the other, Aatoine Gibelin in his bush hat:
executed by the Coordioation, Ask Ven for it. Could you also
deliver a personal message to Colonel Cosgrove? Tell him it’s
now too late for him to do what I was trying to do with Chanda.
He can only fail . . . as T have.”

“An article about you has appeared in the New York Times. It
mentions your real activities. ‘Colonel Ricq, General de Gaulle’s
man in South-East Asia, has just been arrested io Taos...” Tm
quoting from memozy.”

“I'm blown, and dear old Cos is finishing me off.”

Prestelot was fascinated; he was only discovering the role and
the importance of this agent on the day he was defeated, that’s to
say uncovered.
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“You’re always talking about gambling, Ricq. Does that mean
you regard politics merely as a big poker game between adver-
saries abiding by the same rules?”

Ricq raised his voice:

““There aren’t any tules. I've lost everything. 5o has Cos. The
winners are to be found among the most tenacious, the most cruel,
the most merciless, those who tell the most lies and pursue the
most long-term policies, those who attack and those who defend
themselves. The Communists have got the better of us. Laos was
merely an abscess on the anchorage, while they were attacking
elsewhere, My error, and Cos’s, was not to have realized this. We
were obsessed by the rumbling of the bronze drums. We didn’
find the weapons we should have used against them. Captain
Meynpadier wanted us to adopt the same methods. He’s wrong.
Yet he’s a good lad.”

“When he drinks . . .

Ricq shrugged his shoulders:

*“He sometimes has a good excuse for doing so. I believe he
once called you a ‘poor wretch’. He had heard you had served in
Algeria in the same parachute regiment. He had had 2 lot of worry
that evening, mostly through my fault. And I wasn’t there to help
him. Instead of having a drink with him, as he asked, because he
thought you were a comrade, you invited him to dinner, as Saint
Simon would say . . . but for the following week. What he failed
to find in you he found in Cléach, that antimilitarist who used to
sign petitions against the war in Algeria. Cléach and Meynadier
once came to blows in the Constellation but they went home
together tight as ticks. Now, whenever Meynadier comes to
Vientiane, he stays at Cléach’s. When Cléach’s broke, he shares
his pay with him. But Meynadier doesn’t sleep with Flore, who
would ask for nothing better. He must be very unhappy today.
He, too, is seeing all he has built up being destroyed.”

Ricq suddenly calmed down:

“Pm sorry about meddiing in what doesn’t concern me. FPve
had an attack of fever. I'm being left in the lurch and abaznd-
oned. We would have made a good team with Meynadier in
the Plain of Jars, both of us watching Chanda’s scldiers
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tzking to their heels and our last illusions collapsing.”

Sweating, smelling like a billy-goat, Prestelot got up, so red in
the face that his freckles could no longet be seen. He was ready to
leap into a plane and go off to fight side by side with Meynadier
in the ranks of the Neutralist 2rmy, a few thousand men whose
only remaining leaders were a French captain, a lientenant and
four paratroop N.C.O.s.

At five o’clock in the afternoon the plane bringing the pilgrims
back from Luang-Prabang landed in pouring rain on the Vattay
airstrip. In the little lobby of the airport a minister {though no
one knew any longer what his ministerial functions were) read out
a sybilline statement to the journalists.

It transpired that everything was going both as well and as
badly as possible in the Kingdom of the Million Elephants.
Prnce Sisang and General Si Mong appeared to have made up
their quarrel. There had been no psssch on 18 July. Prince Sisang
was still President, and the General remained Vice-President,
War Minister and Minister of the Interior.

On the other hand, the Communist threat was increasing hour
by hout. ‘The country was in danger and Laos intended appealing
to the United Nations.

Cléach rushed up to Pinsolle:

“What's happening »*” he asked him.

“Everything’s turning out for the best, of course, but every-
thing’s going badly as usual. I'm in a hurry, my dear fellow. Come
and see me this evening ™

Pinsolle leapt into his car. An hour later, after changing his
clothes, he summoned Prestelot.

“Come on, old boy, get it off your chest. How did Ricq strike
you?”’

“To tell you the truth, rather excited, sir.™

“IHave another glass of this excellent brandy which I get direct
from Charentes. It will help you explain yourself better. Excited ?
I've never seen Ricq excited.”

“He’d just had an artack of fever. By way of comfort, I brought

223



THE BRONZE DRUMS

him nothing but bad news; the collapse of his Neutralist friends,
the withdrawal of our mission attached to them.

“He asked me to deliver 2 message to the Plain of Jars ordering
Captain Meynadier and his team to rejoin Chanda at 2ll costs,
even if he was with the American maquis. With your permission,
of course. But all the same he wanted us to go over the head of
General Mollietgues. At all events it’s too late. I called in at the
Military Mission. The Muong Pham command post is off the air.”

“I should never have given my permission, for two reasons.
It’s no good attempting the impossible: the American special
setvices controlling those maquis would never have allowed us to
force their hand. Fusthermore, it’s pointless to fall out with men
whom we are liable to need onc day. Why annoy that worthy
general, who’s as touchy as he is stubborn ? He regards everything
Ricq does, the way he lives, what he says and thinks, as tantamount
to treason. General Molliergues is only happy when surrounded
by traitors. To satisfy his mania, be invents them for himself. 1
think this ugly business will soon be settled to everyone's
satisfaction.”

Prestelot was amazed.,

“What can this old stringbean be concocting now ?*” he said to
himself. “They’re already saying that in Luang-Prabang, while the
king was nibbling his lettuce, the sitnation was reversed several
times thanks to him.”

“Are you wool-gathering »” Pinsolle asked him. “What else?”

“Ricq wanted to rejoin Chanda by way of Thailand after being
expelled, or if needs be, escaping from ptison.”

“Sheer childishness!”

“Even at Xien Nip he still has friends. The captain guarding
him is one of them.”

“Ricq has no need to escape. This evening he’ll be released. He
won’t even be expelled. He’s too indispensable,”™

Prestelot could not resist asking:

“Indispensable for what ?”

“In order to destroy Chanda and his myth, my dear fellow.”

“Everyone now says, sif, that it was Ricq who made Chanda
what he is, that he’s both his director of conscience . . . and also
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his cousin by alliance since that girl he lives with is the niece of the
father of our busy little captain. Ricq seemed obsessed by the
question of friendship. He kept harping on this sentiment, with an
obstinacy that I'd call born of despair. I’m sorry, this is only my
personal impression of course . . . but I don’t see him betraying a
friend. In fact, he would even sacrifice himself for him.”

“Ricq is an agent, my dear fellow, a senior one perhaps, and
with great responsibilities, but all the same he’s just an agent. An
agent carries out the orders he’s given. He serves his country and
isa’t ellowed to have personal sentiments. Ricq is like that. Twenty
years of this job hardens a man, even if he has kept his choirboy
looks. It’s quite normal he should have a momentary twinge of
conscience. But you’ll see, it’ll soon be over.”

“Ate you sure, sir? He also asked me to deliver a message to
Colonel Cosgrove; he alluded vaguely to the poise of the bronze
drums. The rambling remarks of a tired man.”

“He’ll get over it. Are you going to the Indians’ cocktail-party ?
The Indians always seem to be in mourning for some recenty
lost illusion. 1 find them depressing and sententious. And they’ve
just lost Nehru, the man behind the disastrous policy of co-
existence with China. It’s too much for me. Give my regards to
that pretty American girl with whom you’re seen more and more
frequently. What’s her name, now ?”

“Mation Suilivan. I intended introducing her to you
officially in a few days as my fiancfe. We'd like to get
married on 8 August...”

“Congratulations. I've been married twice. Bring her 2long
to dinner one of these days. I’ll open one of my tins of duck liver.
1 hope Marion doeso’t drink Coca-Cola or milk with partridge
of patés ™

“I don’t think so.”

“You'd better look out. Women come out with plenty of
surprises once they’ve got the ring on their finger. Before getting
cngaged to her for keeps, get to know her tastes. My first wife
used to drink tea at meals and my second only liked boiled
mutton. Love can’t withstand that sort of thing. Good-night, my
dear Consul. And don’t repeat what I've told you about Chanda.”
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Prestelot thought he would find another opportunity to ask the
ambassador to be his witness. He had just enough time to change
before going to fetch Marion at Camp Kennedy. She did not like
being kept waiting.

Marion often used to talk about the attentions that were 2
woman’s due but never about a woman’s dutics. But she was
pretty and lively and showed decision, determinaticn and effici-
ency in everything. She also had fits of extremely naive emotion
and a2 temperament that only asked to be aroused.

She would make an excellent wife for a consul and future
ambassador.

When he saw her again, looking radiant, he no longer had the
slightest wish to “botch™ his career by running off and playing sol-
diers with Meynadier. When she asked after Ricq, he merely replied:

“He’s 2 litde tired.”

Xavier Pinsolle settled down in an armchair, with his feet on a
stool and a tray of drinks within reach. He lit 2 cigar with infinite
care, deriving a gluttonous pleasure from prolonging the wait for
that divine pleasure, the first puff of a well prepared Havana.

He was disturbed by what Prestelot had told him. Just when he
had managed to restore the situation, was Ricq going to slip
between his fingers ?

Under the mocking eye of the king, Prince Sisang and General
Si Mong had publicly made up their quarrel in face of the Com-
munist menace, and secretly come to an agreement to combat
another menzce—the mensce with which the American secret
services were burdening Laos.

Pinsolle had been the instigator of that second agreement.

The Lactian government was anxious about Colonel Cosgrove’s
activity. The Meo maquis had slipped entirely out of the control
of the Vientiane government now that they were being supplied
direct from Thailand. Their leader, Phay Tong, had even opened
a sort of embassy in Bangkok.

The Meos might some day demand their independence. If every
minority bebaved like them, the country would be split up into
twenty states which would no longer be adjacent but super-
imposed. It would even be the first time in history that such an
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aberration had ever been seen: a state in the form of a block of
flats. Forty storeys, one storey for every race, and at the very top,
on the roof garden, the Meos growing their poppies.

Pinsolle had given the prince and the general a terrifying
description of what Laos would be like then. Sisang had realised
the danger at once. Si Mong had taken a little longer. National
sentiment had never disturbed his sleep. But, for fear of seeing the
opium slip out of his hands if the Mecos became independent, he
had decided yet again to change sides. He had also been impelled
by other considerations. The Americans, he knew, did not want to
have anything mote to do with him. For the same reason, they had
had enough of all the would-be generals in Saigon who were
scheming to assume power.

Pinsolle had cited Chanda’s case. ‘The little captain was the only
obstruction to a gennine reconciliation between the two tendencies,
the right wing and the Neutealists.

What did he represent today ? His best troops had gone over to
the Communists with Colonel Thon. The others had disbanded.

Chanda, if the ramour was cotrect, had just thrown himself
into the arms of the American secret services. The C.LA. was
liable to use him to bring together several very diverse clements:
Neutralists, minorities, soldiers of fortune. . . . If he managed to
control Chanda as directly as he had the Meo maquis, Cosgtove
would find himself at the head of 2 mercenary army inside the
country. He might, for example, start raiding North-Vietnam,
using Laos as a base. Therefore Chanda had to be annihilated
before he became dangerous. The only man who could do this was
the man who had created him: Ricq. Screwing up his eyes, the
Thai halfcaste had murmured:

“In other words, Your Excellency, since Colonel Cosgrove has
picked up Chanda, you’re giving us Ricq to destroy him.”

He had turned to Sisang:

“What do you think, Your Highness? I could apologise to
Monsieur Ricq and, without even telling a lie, lay the blame for
his arrest on my subordinates.”

Sisang had merely grunted. Since the pafsco ne was no longer in
Laos. He seemed pleased all the same that Rieq should be released
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without his having to make an effort to keep his promise.

Pinsolle had been unable to resist indulging in a bit of leg-
pulling that would have delighted ‘Gibelin. When the general
asked him how he should approach Ricq, he had advised him to
invite him to dinner.

“But he’s in prison.”

“All the more reason, my deat Genetal.”

“He believes I wanted to have him killed.”

“Come now, Ricq is much too sensible 2nd knows you far too
well to belicve you capable of such . . . clumsiness. There has been
no putsch, we all agree, therefore Ricq has never been to prison.
Send him a message at Xien Nip.”

“You think so?”

“Absclutely.”

But what if Ricq refused ? Pinsolle knew it was General Si Mong
who had caused the downfall of the Neutralist movement, who had
given the orders for Gibelin to be killed and for Ricq to be put out
of the way. Si Mong was nothing but a grasping gang leader. His
morals, his habits, his cynicism were such that even the Americans
were horrified. Might they not go so far as to liquidate S: Mong in
order to back Chanda and beost him with dollars ?

Morality and politics never went hand in hand. Against the new
Asia of the Communists, one could only defend oneself by using,
for lack of time, the old Asia. But it was rotten to the core. The
Neutralists had tried to assume the best of both sides, the valour
of the Communists, the liberty and respect for the individual of
the Western world. A synthesis suggested by Ricq, captivating but
impossible. Ricq had stayed too long in the same country. He had
grown roots here as though it was his real motherland, making
friendships and falling into habits of which he would never be
able to break himself. It was a great mistake, He should have been
replaced carlier. But who would have been prepared to lead this
unobtrusive, exhausting, dangerous life? No one knew Laos as
well as he did. All on his own, he had achieved such results that
France, a secondary power, still retzined a leading rdle here. This
desperate need to cling to friendship, however, was the sign of a
drowning man. Ricq might make a serious mistake, such as follow-
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ing his own heart and indulging for the last time in the romanti-
cism of his youth.

Why was the world run by old men? There was a very good
reason. As they grew old, men dried up. The sap trickled out of
their hearts and their loins. They thought only of themselves.
Their gestures were calculated, they were liable to commit fewer
blunders. Generosity, tenderness, loyalty to friends and to the
noble and heroic idea of life one conceives at the age of twenty—
all these disappeared. Pride alone might destroy great insensitive
old men, but never heart. Pride was a disease of their age, like
gout ot prostatitis.

Pinsolle felt uneasy. He remembered 2 man under whom he
had served for a long time and for whom he still felt affection. But
he could not show his feelings without endangering his career.
The man had been highly successful without ever ceasing to be a
student. He had been one of the leaders of the Resistance, a
minister and then Prime Ministet, but without ever having been
able entirely to suppress the affectiopate, unruly, mischievous
child he had been, the needy student, the indigent professor
writing his articles and correcting the proofs at a café table.

He had had his qualms of conscience, but only when everything
had been lost, when the cause of Algeria had become indefensible
. . . because one cannot mn counter to certain currents of history,
because those who wanted to defend Algeria had mismanaged it
or were thinking of other things. . . .

Reverting to the age of twenty, he had committed the blunders
a mature man ought to have avoided. He was to be seen embark-
ing, in despair, on a pointless crusade that was lost in advance.

At the ape of sixty he had departed for a long and painful exile.
His behaviour had appeared so idiotic o his friends that they had
not dared to defend him, as they ought to have dope, by ex-
plaining what was mad but also what was noble in his behaviour.

Pinsollc had also kept silent. He had stifled a few pangs by
doubling his intake of alcohol. Was Ricq going to embark on an
cqually extravagant adventure, carried away by his better narure ?
Pinsolle felt he might. He got up and drafted the telegram which
could still save him: “Request immediate recall of Lieutenant-
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Colonel Ricq, even if he is released, even if he is allowed by the
Laotian government to resume his former activities.”

The ambassador thought of his cosy apartment on the Seine
embankment, the thick carpets, the ancient ornaments on which
no customs duty had ever been paid, the cellas full of wine and
brandy, the countless books, the first editions, and Julie, his cld
poverness, who looked after it with such care. In his mind’s eye
he was back there, looking at the Seine flowing past from his arm-
chair by the window. It was autumn. The crowds rustled in the
streets like the last red and golden leaves on the trees. The light at
five o’clock in the afternoon assumed a quality that was unigue in
the world, the colour of antiques and old bindings.

A scrarch at the door. Julie brought him in the Monde and the
strong tea he liked, a tea grown on the high plateaux of India,
with blood-red glints in ir.

“I'll lend Ricq my apartment,” he decided, “for as long as it
takes him to get Laos out of his system through the charm and
fascination of Pars . . . until he finds another appointment, as
military attaché in a big embassy. He’s now cut cut to hold an
official position with an iron collar round his neck which will
force him to stand up straight. He'll be subjected to inept rites
that will dry up his sap. If I come to Paris, T'll stay 2t an hotel.
With a heavy heart, I'll walk past my windows but without ever
going upstairs.”

Pinsolle was too clear-headed not to know that he was not
making this sacrifice for Ricq, but for someone else—the exile. It
was by way of reparation . . . for he had become adult and in-
capable of folly. Adults still mzke sacrifices but they never sacrifice
themselves.

Pinsolle suffered from his solitude like a sick person who has
no one to call to his bedside except a nurse paid by the week.

Who in Vientiane could become his friend ? Pierre Prestelot?
His teeth had grown too quickly. The type of nurse whose reward
is a good report. His councillor, Saint-Urcize? Washed out,
devoid of imagination and impulse, a man of empty gestures . . .
Cléach ? But the journalist wouldn’t understand. He would despise
him from the height of his self-sufficient youthfulness. Who then?
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‘There was only Ricq, half way between Cléach and himself,
Ricq whom, all sentiment apart, he had to sacrifice to this mixture
of improvisation, prevarication, lies and vague interests which
constituted a policy.

Without Ricq, all his plans went down the drain. Laos might
be dragged into the wat in Vietnam and this time become a real
battlefield. It would be a pity for this country, and also for Pin-
solle’s career.

The ambassador tore up his telegram. Ricq would remain in
Laos for as long as it took to put an end to Captain Chanda and
Colonel Cosgrave.

At six o’cdock in the evening a soldier brought Ricq, in his prison,
an invitation to dinner. The card, engraved with the Laos coat-of-
arms—the double head of a white elephant-—vras inscribed on one
side in French, on the other in Laotian:

“General Si Mong, Vice-President, Minister of National Defence
and Minister of the Interior, Tequests the pleasure of the company
of Monsieur Frangois Ricq at a dinner which will be given in his
residence on zo July 1964 at 9 p.m. Lounge suit.”

Ricq turned the card over again and again in amazement, trying
to make out what this change in Si Mong’s attitude and this vulgar
joke could mean. Lounge suit indeed! Why not a dinner jacket?

Was the general going to say to him, as he had to Sisang: “It’s
a mistake. The officers who arrested you have been punished. How
could you ever have thought T wanted to have you killed ? What an
idea! A regrettable move on the part of one of my subordinates.
I just wanted to make sure you were safe. Let’s have a drink, let’s
have dinner together . . . and talk of the good old days.”

At eight o’dock Khammay came to fetch Ricq.

“You see, everything’s all right,” he said delightedly. “Be penk
nbang. After dinner you’ll go home, you'll find your phessas and
enjoy yourself with her, bo penh mbang. Prince Sisang held a press
conference at the aerodrome to say that all’s well now. The French
soldiers who were at the Plain of Jars are coming back before they
have their throats slit. Be penh nbong.”
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“What about Chanda?”

“Bo penb mhang for him as well. He’s with the Americans. He'’s
eating corned beef and sausages. He’ll be given lots of dollars.”

“Who'll be at this dinner?”

“You'll be alone with the general ™

“No, I shan’t be alone. There’l also be Pamphone and Gibelin
whom Si Mong arranged to be killed, and all the others who were
with us and who died fightiog against the Japs and the Viets:
Father Séraire, hanged; Sergeant Crette, disembowelled with
bayonets; and Sanakhom, whose head was carried around in the
streets of Vientiane.

“At that rime Si Mong was giving information to the Japanese;
then he worked for the Viets, afier that with us, and now with the
Americans . . . Always fot money. I would never be able to dine
alone with him. There would also be my brother sitting beside
me—my brother whom the Japanese of Europe, the Germans,
shot after torturing him.”

“Did he talk?”* Khammay enquired with the interest a tech-
nician always shows in such matters.

“No,” said Ricq, blushing.

“Then your Germans weren’t up to much. Why do you carry
all those dead men around with you? The dead keep to them-
selves and the living shift for themselves. The dead have departed
to the village where the cock never crows, but we others are
woken by the cock every moming. Are you putting your shoes
on?”

“What if 1 went barefoot? We were barcfoot when Antoine
Gibelin and I slipped into Si Mong’s house through the window
and dragped him out on the end of a rope.”

“You were barefoot, but you had carbines and grenades. You
no longer have a carbine and Gibelin’s in his village for keeps.”

Regretfully, Ricq tied his shoe laces. He felt extremely tired and
was unable to find a refuge in fever. After a final glance round
what had been his prison for three days, he followed Khammay
outside. In the courtyard he took a deep breath, but the air also
smelt of mildew. Khammay made him get into the back of a jeep.
On the next seat sat an armed guard, and the driver carried a
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pistol. So he was not yet free. The car drove through Vientiane.
By bending down, Ricq was able to see the brightly-lit shops, the
even brighter lights of the Constellation, some bonzes ambling
along under their umbrellas, a couple of women laughing and, in
the distance, the unfinished concrete monument that Genesal Si
Mong had had erected to his glory.

This monument had also brought him in a great deal of money.
Every merchant in the town must have coughed up, and 5i Mong
had pocketed almost the whole sum.

The jeep drew up on a patch of gravel. An armoured car escort
was on guard. Some soldiers sat leaning against the wheels of the
vehicles, playing cards by the light of some little oil lamps they had
made for themselves. Flanked by Khammay and the armed escort,
Ricq climbed the steps to the front door. He was shown into a long
narrow room furnished in the worst possible Chinese taste: low
tables with corkscrew legs, chunky vases topped by red silk Jamp-
shades shaped like pagodas, coloured prints of buxom women
with great bovine eyes.

Ricq collapsed into an armchair. The soldier sat down opposite
him, his submachine-gun on his knees, and Khammay slipped be-
hind a bar carved from an enotmous piece of teak. Only Gibelin
could have discovered a tree like that. The wood must have come
from one of his timber yards. They had been looted after his
death.

The captain gleefully examined the bottles cluttering the bar,
picking them up and reading out the Iabels: Haig, Old Forester . . .

“What would you like ? Now that the Coordination controls the
sale of alcohol, one can at last get a drink at the general’s. Or
maybe you’d rather have tea?”

*“Not tonight. Whisky, neat and without ice. Whisky helps to
send the dead back to their village.™

Si Mong kept them waiting. He was meanwhile receiving the
head of the Sureté, Oukharon.

“How’s Soumboun ?” he enquired.

QOukharon assumed a satisfied air:

“He’s in poor shape, very poor shape indeed.”

“And Matrei ?”
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“He’s taken his ticket for Bangkok, but no further. He wants
to stay there.”

“Tell Bangkok to deal with him. What about Khammay ?”

“Khammay has all his wits about him, sir. He’s well liked at the
Coordination.”

“I must make some gesture to prove my good-will to those
stupid Americans. Khammay will serve the purpose perfectly.
He’s become the symbol of the extortionate officer. I've known
others who have stolen larger sums, but none of them has ever
had the silly idea of building himself 2 swimming-pool. At the
same titne I'll be pleasing Sisang.

“Besides, he’s played me one or two tricks for which 1 fully
intend to make him pay; he took part in a putsch without notifying
me and refused to catry out one of my orders. This pufsch has been
useful to me and if that order had been carried out I should have
been in tronble, but he needn’t know this.™

“If we arrest Khammay, he’ll talk.”

“To whom ? To you, who'll interrogate him; to his judges, to
whom I'll promise his mortal remains. The swimming-pool will be
nationalised . . . for the students.”

“When the fruit’s ripe, sir, I'll shake the tree. We’te going to
defend virtue and legality by arresting Khammay. Why not ?”

Oukharon withdrew to make place for Li Jon, the Chinese who
dealt with the businesses controlled by Si Mong: rice, gold and
opium. He collected the taxes on pig-slaughtering as well as on the
import of taxi-girls and spitits, on the opium dens and brothels,
the fresh vegetables sold in the market and the Juxury groceries
imported from France for the foreigners.

Li Jon opened a big ledger and began to read. The taxes were
coming in with difficulty; the merchants needed a lot of persuad-
ing. Once again, some cxamples would have to be made. Si Mong
did not bat an eyelid. Li Jon went back to the Banque Nationale
du Commerce to teplace the ledger in a safe. The bank also
belonged to Si Mong.

Then the general went and listened behind a partition to what
Khammay aad Ricq were saying,

“Why did you stop Soumboun killing me?”* Ricq asked.
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Khammay shrugged his shoulders and his sly face broke into
a grin:

“You were a good boss during the war. You’ve never forgotten
those who fought with you. You got me into the police. I knew
you wouldn’t stay in prison very long. Soumboun was incapable of
thinking things out and foreseeing who tomorrow would be rich
or poor, powerful or weak. He only believed in whatever stared
him in the face. You know what has happened to him? He was
stabbed during the night. He’s in hospital. He's in very poor
shape.

“A prince is always a prince, even when he’s put in prison.
Only an utter madman would strike him_”

“But then only an utter madman would arrest him, Khammay,”

Khammay turned round and sprang to his feet. The general had
just come in, tussore trousers stretched tight over his little paunch,
peatls by way of cuff-links, a hand-painted tie on his white silk
shirt, and a fan in his hand.

He greeted Ricq in the Laotian manner, pressing the palms of
his hands together. His wide grin revealed two gold teeth.

The general dismissed Khammay and the soldier with a wave
of his fan, then apologized to Ricq:

“There are people who wish me harm: I always have to have
protection. Yet all I desire is the welfare of the Laotian people.”

With his glass of whisky resting on his paunch, Si Mong
appeared to be working out in his mind how to bring about the
welfare of the Laotian people. “A people,” he had said one day at
a dinner in Bangkok, “who must be kept firmly in hand, because
they are born disobedient, whe must be forced to fight, becanse
they are not courageous, to work because they are idle, to respect
theit leaders because they are not respectful.”

“You don’t like me, Monsieur Ricq. You go around saying I'm
a racketeer, that I'm prepared to sell out to the highest bidder and
that I never keep my word.”

Ricq was taken aback by the abruptness of the onslaught.
Usually §i Mong preferred lengthy circumlocutions punctuated
by an occasional acid remark. He had a curious adenoidal voice
—a voice with a faulty register, an elocution teacher would have
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said. It was throaty and rose to a squezk when it cracked.

“We've known each other for twenty years, Monsieur Ricq.
You've always tried to find a bad side to my actions. You've
never asked yourself if I mightn’t have had good reasons for
behaving as I have. You've only listened to what Antoine Gibelin
told you, because he was your friend. Gibelin wasn’t anyone’s
friend . ..”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Gibelin hated people who raised themselves above the rest
through their own intelligence, courage and industry. In France
you call that sort of person an anarchist. Gibelin wanted to go on
living in a country where no law existed because he couldn’t put
up with any law.”

“He had his own attitude to life. It may have shocked some
people but no one could accuse him of trying to impose it on
others.”

“Gibelin hated law and order whereas I, 5Si Mong, a former civil
setvant on the colonial strength, a French officer, a former chan-
muong of Paksane and sopalath of Muong Kadouk, have always
served law and ordet. I followed Pétain and Admiral Decoux
because they were the men who represented law and order,
wisdom and authority. I wasn’t the only one. All three of our
ptinces were with me in the Marshal’s cadet corps and training
camps. One of them later became a Communist and the other two
fought against the Communists. It was the future Communist,
Sammay, who was the most fervent Pétainist of the three. We
used to sing: “Marshal, we’re prepared . . .7

He started humming the Vichy anthem but could not remember
the tune properly.

“Stripped to the waist, in shorts and sandals, mixing freely with
our white comrades, we saluted the two flags, French and Laotian.
It was the first time they had floated together. We had a sense of
discipline and respect. “Work, Family, Country’. That was also the
motto of Confucius. France was adopting the same moral precepts
as we Asiatics.

“Gibelin was furious because he hated all moral precepts. He
took to the bush with a gang of ragamuffins. Like jackals, they
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used to prowl round the villages, stealing rice, women and
alechol.

“You came and joined him, dropped by pzrachute from Indiz.
You then set to wotk with your submachine-guns and high
explosive. You said you had come to fight against the Japanese
but you accused the loyal civil servants, both French and Laotian,
of being traitors.”

“I agree about Decoux, we may have made a few mistakes
about him. But the Japanese? Neither Gibelin nor I reproached
you for having loyally served the French administration, but for
having placed yourself in the service of the Kempetai.”

“The French weren’t strong enough to oppose the Japanese.
Those like you who took to the bush caused reprisals against the
villages. By appearing to help the Japanese, by deceiving them, I
was actally preserving law and otder, the peace and security of
the population.

“You people were like the Vietnamese Communists. All they
thought of was hoisting the red flag, you the tricolor, Where was
the Laotian flag ? The Japanese were the only ones who tolerated
it. The day of independence had arrived and we could not put up
with a government which would have been controlled by your
gangs. It consistedaboveall of adventurers, men who had followed
you and indulged in your sort of warfare because they had nothing
to lose. You flung the notables into prison. You listened only to
Pamphone, who gave you a false idez of our country, or to that
man you met at Nouei-Phou Lak who wasn’t even a Laotian.”

“After the Japanese, General, you served the Viets, the Thais,
the Ameticans . . .”

“I've always hated the Viets, even when I pretended to be
working for them. It was merely the better to betray them. I gave
you proof of this: the list of all their arms stores, all their leaders
in Vientiane. If T hadn’t thought of betraying them, I wouldn’t
have drawn up that list. If the Viets had found it on me, they
would have killed me. You mentioned Thailand just now. The
French Indo-Chinese Federation had fallen apart and Laos could
not live on her own.

“What did we have in common with the Cambodians and the
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Vietnamese ? But the Thais were the same race as ourselves; they
spoke more or less the same language. Why not recreate a Thai
federation? The lLaotians would have kept their autonomy
within this federation and we would have been considered a
great nation. One of my uncles was actually head of the Thai army.
I was in a good position to bring about this union. As for the
Americans, we needed them to defend ourselves. You French
wouldn’t give us anything any longer, but sheltered behind the
Geneva Agreements. You had lost the war in Indo-China at
Dien Bien Phu.

“But the Americans are dangerous; they’re like spoilt children
who insist on having theit own way. They learn about history and
morals from strip-cartoons and Western adventure stories.”

“It took you some time to realize that. Why did you have
Gibelin killed ? He saved your life in 1945 ; in 1946 he got you back
into the administration.”

“Mhen my troops recaptured Vientiane, some officers saw
Gibelin directing the mortar fire against them and his trucks
bringing in machine-gun ammunition from the bush. He was
getting it from the Viets.

“In spite of Prince Sisang’s influence, Chanda meant disorder in
the streets, demonstrations, Communist agents creeping in every-
where. There was no longer any discipline in the army. Chanda, 2
mere captain, gave orders to the colonels, the generals and even
the ministers: it was he who received the ambassadors. A band of
paratroopers held the reins of government. This could please no
one but Gibelin. When he saw that my troops, the regular royal
army, wete going to drive these hot-heads into the jungle, he
fought on their side. When my officers arrested him he was
foaming with rage. He insulted them; he even struck one of them.
But we were no longer 2 French colony, Gibelin was no longer
king of Vientiane as he had been in 1945. He had been a king for
three days, which he spent massacring all his friends. People say
he was done to death slowly. I don’t know anything about that.
When I was notified it was too late. I might perthaps have given
orders to kill him, but decently. A former associate . . . who rined
me, motcover. You were also at Vientiane. But you kept quiet
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and no one bathered yon. Under your influence, however, Mon-
sieur Ricq, the French services made a serious mistake in urging
Chanda on. They unleashed civil war in Laos.”

“What proof do you have that the French were behind
Chanda »*

“I had all Gibelin’s papers searched to find cettain bills, and
evidence of French interference. Gibelin never had your sense of
secutity. Don’t worry, there was only a black notebook which
wasn’t of the slightest interest, apart from proving Gibelin was
mad. I'll give it to you presently.”

“Let’s go in and eat. I’ve arranged a French-style meal for you.
I would have liked my friend Colonel Andelot to be with us this
evening. We graduated together from the Ecole de Guerre, But
there are certain things we have to discuss which couldn’t possibly
interest him. Tomorrow you’ll be able to see Prince Sisang and
your ambassador. They will both confirm that this time we’re in
compiete agreement.”

As usual Si Mong was combining truth with falsehood. In
1945 already Pamphone used to say of him that he was a compli-
cated character who had at the same time a yearning for power
and money, a desite to appear munificent and even a certain love
for his country—just as a gangster can love the town he exploits
and terrorizes. Pamphone found an excuse for everyone. Ricq
was now convinced that human beings, in spite of all the contra-
dictions in their make-up, always followed the dominant trait in
their character. As they grew older, they gave into it more and
more.

In Si Mong’s case it was love of gain, combined with the fear
of suddenly finding himself once more as poor and deprived as on
the day he was botn in the shop at Thakhek, among the bags of
dried shrimps and jars of ginger. He did everything to insure
against this, but the insurance never seemed adequate.

What agreement could have been reached between Si Mong, the
guttersnipe consumed by the fear of “missing something™; Prince
Sisang, an indifferent man, a stranger, who only wanted the
oppottunity to escape from this hornets’ nest; and Pinsolle, the
crafty, nosey aesthete? The ambassador laboured under no
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delusions about the Laotians or the value of the policy that France
was following in this part of the world without means, without
precise instructions. There was his career to consider, of course.

What did Si Mong want exactly ?

“To Si Mong, there are always three kinds of truth,”™ Gibelin
used to say, “the first for the general public and international
opinion, the second for his henchmen, the third for himself. The
first appeals to fine principles and fine sentiments, the second is
combined with self-interest, the third is limited to a brutal and
specific avidity, such as controlling a racket or doing a big deal.
Si Mong’s only real truth is that of the Chinese shopkeeper.”

The table was lzid with a white cloth embroidered with flowers.
‘The glasses were pure crystal, but the plates of coarse earthenware.
There was wine, but also brandy in the Chinese manner, and
bowls for the soup. The servants wore white jackets and uniform
trousers; they were barefoot.

“The Americans don’t know anything about Asia,” Si Mong
went on, tucking his napkin into the peck of his shirt. “Even
Colonel Cosgrave. Otherwise he would never have done what he
has with the Meos.”

“The first kind of truth, for the benefit of public opinion,”
Ricq reflected. “Cos threatens the integrity of the Laotian conntry
by promoting the separatist tendencies of 2 minority. Now for the
second truth, for the benefit of the Coordination bands: the
dollars going to the Meos are deducted from the American aid,
therefore Si Mong and his men lose them.

“Finally, the third kind of truth: the one that matters to Si
Mong personally: his opium monopoly is menaced now that Cos
delivers it direct from Xieng Khouang to buyers in Bangkok.
Half of his income will disappear. If he has no money, Si Mong
will have oo more soldiers and will find himself delivered defence-
less to his enemies.

““Therefore the nuisance—in this case Colonel Cosgrove—must
be eliminaved. Si Mong is forgetting one essential factor, however
—the rapid deterioration of the situation in South-East Asia:
the countryside of Annam and Eastern and Southem Cochin-
China in the hands of the Viets, Cambodia veering towards
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China, the Americans’ lassitude with this war. He's making the
same mistake as Cosgrove and myself. He still believes Laos is the
centre of the world. The Communists’ bronze drums prevent him
from hearing the guns thundering at the gates of Saigon.”

The general leant bhack in his chair, a fake Renaissance chair,
heavily studded and covered in green velvet for which he must
have paid through the nose. The big birds of prey always get
diddled by the crows and magpies.

“I believe,” he went on, “we’ll be able to persuade the American
Ambassador to wind up Colonel Cosgrove’s mission. It merely
needs a few articles in the press showing how the C.LA. agents
are themselves organizing a drug racket and using their aircraft to
transport the stuff. One of these aircraft might, for instance, be
seized at Bangkok. American public opinion is very hostile to
dope-peddlers.

“Yet here we have an American government organization
indulging in this very racket. What a loss of face! Taking advant-
age of the scandal, the French Military Mission might be abie to
resume its activitics and be responsible again for the training of the
Laotian army, while we get rid of the insttuctors and advisers
from Washington. You’ll see, the Americans will go on giving us
money just the same.”

“A vicious but crafty beast,” Ricq said to himself. “For this sort
of dirty work, Si Mong doesn’t need me. So what is he afver ?”

Some leathery old steaks and potatoes fried in pork fat were
served.

“Ah, France!” the general sighed. “When I was at the Ecole de
Guerre, I used to eat every day in a little restaurant in the Avenue
de Ia Tour-Maubourg. They used to have sausages and lentils and
chips that smelt as good as these.

“A litdde wine? Let’s drink to the health of dear old Colonel
Cosgrove. Do you know he cheats when he plays poker? No one
will be surprised to find him involved in 2 dirty deal. He’ll be
replaced by another colonel who won’t know the country at all.
Getting rid of Cosgrove presents an additional difficulty since
yesterday. Do you know that Captain Chanda is now in the Meo
maquis with part of his men ? The least seasoned ones. Chanda in
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thehands of the C.I.A_isa featherin Cosgrove’s cap all the same, and
a personal rebuff for you. The Neutralist soldiers were reputed tobe
the best and the most honest. On the military plane, their value
to-day is nil, since they no longer have Colonel Thon’s parachute
battalions with them or the leadership of the French advisess.

“Mistakenly, Chanda 1s regarded by a certain section of inter-
national opinion as the symbol of the unity of Laos. If he joins
forces with Cosgrove, the latter can no longer be accused of
ruaning a separatist movement—unless, of course, all his troops
abandon Chanda and he is reduced to being a petty adventurer
without rifles. Officers like Satoun, Lom, Ham and Dong-Ly have
stuck by him only because they were ordered to do so by you.
I too have some of Chanda’s men on my pay-roll and I know
what’s going on. We could reintegrate these officers, in a higher
rank, into the royal army. They’re Laotians, therefore they don’t
like the Meos and the Meos don’t like them. They are Neutralists,
therefore they have cettain grounds for complaint against the
Americans. If you consider it necessary, we could offer them a few
advantages in kind.”

“Those men hate you, General, even more than the Meos and
the Americans.”

“Why bring my name into this operation? Prince Sisang’s,
yours and Captain Meynadier’s will be enough.

“Colonel Thon wasn’t a Communist when he served as your
bodyguard. He’s even a Christian. Why did he go over to the
Viets ? Here’s the explanation you might give to Chanda’s officers
and men who still can’t understand his desertion—it was because
Thon discovered that for 2 long time alteady Chanda had been in
the pay of the Americans, because Chanda is a Kha and dreams of
making the Khas into what Phay Dong is making the Meos, a
nation within a nation. He can’t do this without the support of
Colonel Cosgrove’s services who are backing the minorities in
Laos as well as South-Vietnam.”

“For a long time, and you know it, Chanda hasn’t thought of
himself as a Kha but as a Laotian. He’s only half-Kha anyway,
just as you’re half-Thai. In his case it was his mother, in yours
your father.”
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“Now leok, it’s only a question of finding some suitable means
of eliminating Chanda . . . for reasons of higher policy. Prince
Sisang and the representative of France are agreed on this point.”

“Monsienr Pinsclle may have misunderstood where our in-
terests lie. Prince Sisang has never forgiven Chanda for receiving
the Soviet Ambassador in his place. He still bears him a grudge
because his pride was hurt. But you’re the one who has most reason
for getting your own back. You’te hated, Chanda is loved.”

*“Chanda has dropped you in favour of the Americans. You too
have an old score to pay off.”

“You're always talking about paying off old scoses, General.
You had Gibelin killed because he made you lose face 2 couple of
times. You hate me fot the same reason. You now want to get rid
of Chanda, or rather you want me to get rid of him for you. You
also want Cos out of the way because he interferes with some of
your rackets.”

Ricq flung his napkin down on the table.

“I’m tired. I'd like to go home.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible. You’d immediately warn Chanda
through the Maha Son or one of his bonzes. Prince Sisang agrees
with me. Either you accept my suggestion or you cnly leave Xien
Nip to take a plane straight back to France. I don™t think
Mademoiselle Ven would be zble to follow you . . . even if she
says she wants to.”

“Keep Ven out of this.”

“Secret Service agents who disobey orders are severely punished
in France. Without your rank, in that country you ne longer know,
what will you do? You'll be one of those lost soldiers who trail
about the streets of Paris, who’ve been thrown out because they
rated their friends higher than discipline, the promises they made
to some harkis or settlers higher than their oath of loyalty to the
government. Who was it said, “One doesn’t carry one’s country
away with one on the soles of one’s shoes’?”

“Danton. But I’'m a Frenchman.”

“No, you’re not. Laos is your fathetland. You’ve become
Laotian. Look at the way you hold your fork—Ilike a Laotian
who’s used to eating with his fingers. If you leave this country
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you'l! be an exile everywhere. Chanda’s done for, he’s just a pawn
who’ll topple off the board at the flick of a finger. One little flick
. . . like that . . . and the thing’s done.”

“Chanda is my friend. I want to be driven back 1o Xien Nip.”

“Your plane for France leaves in three days® time. You'll be
taken to the airport by the military police. The French Consul will
hand you your ticket and passport, as though you were an un-
desirable or a dope-peddler who’s being thrown out and for
whom the police are waiting at another aerodrome, ready to slip
on the handcuffs. There’s another solution open to you. Turn
traitor. The Americans pay a high price for specialists.”

“Gibelin was too naive and tender-hearted. He didn’t slit your
throat.”

“Three days—two days and three nights to be exact-—that’s all
the time you have left to think it over.

*Gibelin wasn’t naive. We did many a good deal together. Foar
tons of opium ditched from an aircraft into the sea off Nha Trang,
in fifty-kilo bundles wrapped in waterproof sheeting and attached
to cork floats. Some junks came to pick them up. Ten dollass the
kilo at Xieng Khouang, a hundred dollars at Nha Trang—quite a
tidy sum. The pilot was Desnoyers. I suppose you’ve heard he had
an accident ? Yet he had been in Laos a long time. But this normally
discreet man suddenly started talking. A pity.”

“There’s still Mattei.”

“When a limb is diseased, in Europe they cut it off; in Asia,
they kill the man. There are 50 many men!

“Look, as a bonus Tt spare Mattei’s life for you if we manage
to come to an agreement. He’ll leave Bangkok safe and sound.
I know all about him, Ricq: ke used to work for me, because of
the money, and he cost me a great deal. For you he used to work
because of the honour, and he did it for nothing. How on carth
do you get round all these people?”

“I appeal to their better nature, you to their worst.”

“Do you know the Laotian proverb: “You must fish in the mud
if you want to catch an eel’? Your friend Gibelin often used to
quote it.”

“I want to go back to Xiea Nip.”
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“Let me show you out to your jeep. You are still my guest.
Remind me to give you that black notebook. I believe that when
you’ve thought it over, when your anger has abated—you conceal
your anger extremely well, incidentally, just like an Asiatic—
you'll send me word, through our friend Khammay, that you agree
to abide by the otders of your government. In Asia, all men of a
certain standing want to become kings. Like them, Ricq, you've
dreamt of being a king of clandestinity and secrecy. A pity you
wor’t taste my wine. A present from General Molliergues, who
must have put it down on his expense account. I’d like to know
if it was good or not, but 1 haven’t a trained palate.”

“I’m a Laotian, nor have 1.

“Prince Sisang, who's an expert in these matters, claims it’s
slightly sour. But Sisang is a Frenchman. If things go badly, he’ll
always have his estates in Dordogne. Poor old Si Mong will
have nothing. He has no bank account, either in France or
Switzerland. Who inherited Gibelin’s money, do you know ? He
had a lot of money in Switzerland, dido’t he ?”

“I did. He had a thousand francs.”

The jeep drove once more through Vientiane. Hard, glittering
stars had appeared in the sky. As they drove through the Viet-
namese quarter, where Cléach lived, Ricq leant towards Khammay
and, so that the driver and guard should not understand, said in
French:

“Let me escape.”

“You could have gone home this evening. You didn’t want to.
Ven was waiting fot you. You’re now uader close arrest. No one is
allowed to talk to you any longer. I’'m gambling my career, my
life, all that I’ve earned. What do you give me in exchange, you
who one day will leave Laos?”

“Resumption of our life in the bush . . . barefoot . . .

“My feet hurt. Be quiet.”

“Remember.”

*“] have a wife and children, a beautiful house. You have
nothing but a plosse. Chanda is finished. He’ll be madc a
general. He’ll drive around in a Mercedes like all the other generals
and steal money from the Americans as they do.”
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“Just one hour at Cléach’s.”

“Becavse Ven is living at Cléach’s. You're now like all the
others. Your friends are done for; our country’s going to be
dtagged into a war or else handed over to the Communists. What
do you want to do? See Ven? I've always believed men wete all
alike, that they were neither better nor worse than one another
and that they all did the same thing at one moment or other of
their lives. They chose what belonged to them: their wife, their
house, their lands, their money. It’s stronger than the rest: ideals,
friends, memories. 'They used to tell me: that may be true for
everyone else, but not for Ricq. Today it is true, even for you. You
might have asked me to let you escape so that you might join
Chanda or the Communists. But no, you only want to see Ven.”

“She’s all T have left, Khammay.”

*““Then you have nothing left. Ven isn’t your wife, you have no
children by her. She’s just a phosras. She knows she’ll be unhappy
in any other country but Laos. You speak our language perfectly,
you live the way we do. But you're not a Laotian.”

“If I have to leave, Ven will follow me.”

“Ven may love you perhaps, but less chan her village, less than
bathing in the river with her girl friends. She already followed you
to Vientiane. It was a great sacrifice. Did you know she used to
cry in secret? Phila, her servant, told me. In France, where will
Ven go to the pagoda? There are no bonzes to whom to donate
her basket of rice. It’s a cold climate. I spent six months in France;
I was wretched there. T have orders to stay with you all night. If
you like we’ll play cards.”

“I don’t know any card games.”

“That’s true, you don’t know how to do anything other men
do. The dead are still close to you. I know of 2 bonze who drives
the dead away. He’s deaf, dumb and blind, but there are secrets he
knows. I'll send a soldier to fetch him. He’ll burn some herbs,
he’ll touch your head, and youll be cuzed.”

“What if T tried to escape?”

“Id knock you out; you’re out of your mind. No one waats to
kill you now.”

“Remember . . . Paksane.”
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“That was long ago. Now I'm old and you’re old too. But Pve
grown sensible; you’re still mad. That reminds me, you still owe
me the thousand piastres you promised me if I killed the Japanese
major. A thousand piastres of 1945 add up to quite a lot of kips in
1964. I wouldn’t have dared ask the Captain Ricq I used to know.
But now you’ve become like me. You think first of all of 2 woman.
I was only joking, of course.”

“I don’t think yvou’re being very wise, Khammay. The man who
slit the Japanese major’s throat, the skinny little penniless batber,
would have known better. Your money has blinded you. You’re
done for as well, Khammay.”

“What on earth are you talking about ?

“Think it out. You were with Soumboun when you arrested
Prince Sisang without orders from Si Mong. You disobeyed. In
order to show he has not been bypassed by his men, the general is
bound to make an example. Of course he won’t tackle the majors
and colonels who have soldiers behind them. Soumboun is already
dead or about to die. And you, Khammay, have made yourself
extremely conspicuous with all that money you spent on your
house, your swimming-pool and on girl friends. I owe you a
thousand piastres and my life. In exchange, I'm saving yours. Get
out of Vientiane. I want to see Ven; it’s true, I do love her. But
I"m not worried; she won’t leave me. I'll tell you 2 secret; she's
expecting 2 child by me. You come with me. We'll go back to
Xieng Khouang. I know a man who'll fly us up there. We'll join
Chanda. We’ll start again afresh.”

“I don't believe you. I've always been loyal to Si Mong. I also
know a lot about him. You’ve just made this all up to persuade me
to let you escape. Everyone knows how crafty you are. You were
once an upright, honest man but now the p#is are devouring your
brmain. If you go on like this, you'll be like Colonel Thon, like that
French warrant officer who’s with the Meos. When the Viets have
no further use for Thon, when the Meos have no further use for
Picarle, they’ll kill them.”

Ricg found he was grasping Gibelins black notebook in his
hand.

As they drove past the police post, while Khammay was
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parleying with the sentries, he opened it. By the light of the lamp
he was able to read, among a number of quotations, accounts and
girls’ names, a sentence translated from Pali:

“Table companions are easily found, companions in death are

rare.
He went on thumbing through it. There weee thirty or so
pages of smaller handwriting, accompanied by sketches, maps,
footnotes and marginal comments. It was a sort of diary, some-
times straightforward, at other times incoherent, in which Ricq’s
name kept appearing on every page.

Khammay stayed for half an hour in the prison with Ricq. He
appeared to be lost in thought as he paced to a0d fro, pausing only
to spit on the floor from time to time.

“I'm going out for 2 bit,” he said suddenly.

“Yow’re worrtied. What about your orders? You're not meant
to leave me.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow morning. Tell me if you've changed
your mind.”

“You’ll realise, from the way your friends receive you, if I was
simply trying to frighten you. I don’t feel like sleeping. Ask them
to leave the light on.™

“The generator stops at midnight. You want to read that note-
book Si Mong gave you, doa’t you? I'll leave you my torch. I'll
goand see Ven tomorrow and let you know how she is. I promised
her you would be released this evening. She will have waited for
you all night. But you’re no longer in danger since vou have
given her a child.”

Ricq lay down on the bed and opened the notebook. He came
across the quotation from Unanmuno with which Gibelin had
greeted him on the Paksane dropping-zone and in which the word
“enormity” was underlined three times, the legend about the
bronze drums from the Chinese Annals, some Laotian love poems
which were often obscene, still more figures, and then:

11 November 1944

1 am taking to the maquis with three thousand piastres I have
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borrowed from Guétin of the Public Works Department and
twenty chaps, my team from the Upper Mekong Forestry Com-
pany. I haven’t paid them for three months.

Contacted Calcutta on Captain Piétri’s set, using the call signal
that M. gave me.

They promise me arms, money, and to parachute a team into
me: 2n officer and a N.C.O. wireless operator.

6 December 1944

It’s Little Ricq. Gentle, well behaved, a boy scout who in nine
months has been taught to kill, blow up roads, live in the jungle.
I put on my act for his benefir. He reacts portly in the way I always
thought he would, partly according to the act I put on.

Ricq wants order, even amidst all this disorder.

He’ll be 2 companion who's easy to live with. He is astonished
and enchanted by everything.

Christmas 1944

Three poor wretches in a thatch hut, eaten alive by the mosqui-
toes and leeches, tried to recall the Christmases of their childhood.
Meynadier was a scullion in Antibes, Ricq used to go to Mass. 1
said nothing. From the age of fificen I used to spend Christmas
night out hunting. I hoped to kill a white elephant. I am leaving
Ricq to organize the Phou-Khouay camps on the lines he has been
taught in India. Clandestine camps interconnected by camcuflaged
tracks. An arduous and pointless task. On my side, T have taken
cerrain precautions by sending my Hos on a reconnaissace to see
if the opium track is still practicable. If the Japs come after us
zight into the forest, we’ll use it. But the Japanese will never come
as far as that.

7 March 194y

Back from a trip to Tonkin, Annam and Cochin-China for the
D.G.ER. Bad impression. The Communists are ofrganizing
evetywhere, creating committees, infilirating the nationalist
movements. What is it I don’t like about them, I who am neither
a colonialist nor a racialist ? They are boring, convinced of what
they expound, and in their own way colonialists and racialists. If
they're successful, Laos is in for a bad time.

When Ricq was 2 student at the School of Oriental Languages,
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he bad 2 fling with a Tonkinese girl who is now Lam Sammay’s
wifc. She is ugly and intelligent. I bad always thought Little Ricq
was 2 virgin.

9 March

Japanese offensive. All the French massacred, arrested or in
flight. What on earth are the Japs up to, since they know they are
done for? Their aim is to destroy the prestige of the Whites in
Asia and of the French colonizers in Indo-China. It’s Ho Chi-
Minh’s Communists—half-whites like the Japanese—who are
going to reap the beneht.

20 May

Six months ago I was on the verge of bankruptcy. Bere I am
today at the head of a unit bearing my name. We have the only
wireless set in Indo-China that’s still operating. All the rest have
closed down.

Ricq amazes me more and more. I'm trying to find his weak
point. Too credulous, perhaps. I'm the one who pets things
moving but he’s the one they follow. Too modest also to realize
this.

From the Mekong plain to the Meo conntry it was an exhausting
march. We climbed to nine thousand feet, barefoot and in rags.

Result: On leaving we were a column of refugees on the run.
Today we ate an army. Father Maurel still watches me out of the
corner of his eye, never knowing what trick T’ll be playing on
him next.

This bloody priest is a born leader. For thirty years now he has
been indulging in the most difficult sort of propaganda—trying
to impose the virtues of an antipathetic god. He made us carry the
stretcher of one of his injured Christians. When the man died, he
had him buricd in the same grave and under the same cross as 2
Frenchman, a poor little cletk who had been catried off by fever.
These two gestures sealed the union between the white and yellow
members of our unit. Pamphone has surprised me as well. I had
regarded him as a softy, a playboy without too many scruples as to
how to obtain money. Is he trying to impress Ricq?

I June

We have settled next to a Thai Neua village, Nouei-Phou Lak,
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commanded by a cettain Chouc, a friend of Pamphone’s, Chouc
embarrasses me when he talks about France, in which he has never
set foot. He makes it out to be a marvellous country, such as
children dream of. Who was the idiot who said that man lives on
bread ? He lives on myths and conceives his own personal paradise.

We too ate living in a dream world in this village which has
preserved its customs, rites and superstitions. Noudeng, Chouc’s
wife, is pregnant. On the witch-doctor’s orders, she has stopped
eating the larvae of bees, tamarinds and aubergines, for fear of
making the child turbulent. She has stopped using cosmetics, to
prevent it from growing up proud; she avoids stepping over a
bullock’s tether, for fear of its being greedy, or sitting on the
bottom step of the house so as not to retard the birth. When she
bathes at the end of the day she must turn towards the setting sun
and comb her hair with the tail of an eel. Thus, when the child
emerges from her belly, it will slip out as easily as a snake.
Noudeng is very beautiful. I hope she gives birth to a girl who
takes afier her. Chouc, of course, wants 2 boy. He zlready has a
nephew, Chanda, who follows Ricq everywhese like a dog and
longs to carry a rifle. He’s frightened of the other Whites.

Slightly darker than most Thais, short, lean-faced, Chanda has
the vitality of an animal. He knows all the tracks in the forest, the
lairs and habits of every wild beast; he goes out hunting by
himself, using a bow and arrows. But he is scared of the pbis and
secretly makes sacrifices to them.

Pamphone tells me his father, Chouc’s brother, married a Kha.
From the Khas, Chanda has inherited their timidity, their reserve
and that touch of melancholy which they are never able to shed.
The melancholy of an ancient race driven out by the invaders who
have come from the north in successive waves.

Pamphone is growing fat and sleck again. He’s found a phonsao
who feeds him like a fighting cock. I have to make do with an
occasional roll in the hay with a gitl of no particular interest.

What makes a girl interesting ? The fact that she disturbs you
and is desired by others? Making love is a boring business;
playing at love is fascinating,

There’s a path leading from Nouei-Phou Lak to Xieng Khou-

251



THE BRONZE DRUMS

ang. The Japanese who have spread all over Laos are liable to
approach from that direction. The village can no longer provide
for over a hundred men with ravenous appetites.

2 June

Chouc advises me to go up to the Meos to buy some cattle. He
knows them and speaks their langoage fairly well. But the Meos
will only be paid in gold leaf or silver ingots. I've asked Calcutta
for some. What on earth will they make of such a request?

# Juene

The silver ingots and gold leaf have arrived without a word or
comment. The British of Force 136 aren’t surprised by anything
in this war. Ricq has engaged little Chanda as his bodyguard and
also Paul Thon, a young Christian with the air of a gorilla, whom
Father Maurel has lent him. The three of them live in a hut they
have built on the edge of the river. What they do at night ? Do they
sing hymns or tell their beads?

& June

Neither. Ricq teaches Chanda to read and write in French;
Thon to wtite in Laotian. Chouc corrects the exercises.

Touching? No, not to my mind. Exasperating rather, this
mixture of youth club, boy scout camp and evening class. I'm all
for everything nice and higgledy-piggledy.

Ricq absolutely insists on coming with us to the Meos. He's
curious about every aspect of that country, the races who live up
there, the dialects they speak. Chouc, being a lowlander, distrusts
the Meos. I, on the contrary, have a deep affection for them. The
only law they respect is their own pleasure; they are drunk with
liberty.

If I weren’t Antoine Gibelin, I should like to be a Meo.

Ricq doesn’t undetstand that liberty is like alcohol, hunting or
women. To appreciate it properly, you have to over-indulge in it.

15 June

We went up to the Meos and came down again, bringing back
with us a2 dozen shaggy ponies—vicious, bad-tempered but in-
destructible little beasts—also some pigs, chickens, corn and
paddy. Establishing contact with them was difficult, even though
Chouc had sent them a message notifying them of our arrival.
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They z2ppeared on the edge of a steep pass, outlined against the
crags behind a curtain of mist. There were about twenty of them,

dressed in indigo cotton clothes, short jackets and baggy trousers
revealing their huge calves. They all brandished ancient home-
made rifles, consisting of a long tube, without stock or sights, but
equipped with 2 wooden grip on which to rest the night cheek
when firing. They make their powder out of charcoal and saltpetre.
Their bullets are old fusty nails or bits of iron. Like sixteenth-
century atquecbusiers, each of these men had a coil of lighted
touchwood round his wrist—hardly a sign of friendship. There
were three children with them. Meo children carry little riffes
which seem to grow in proportion to their own rate of growth.
They are handed down like old clothes from elder to younger
brother,

I also know from my Hos that they have other tifles hidden
away underneath their huts—modern ones which the Japanese
have sold to them.

It could hardly be 2 worse moment for visiting them—in the
middle of the opium harvest, when all sorts of brigands swoop
down on the mountains.

Choucgoes forward tomeet them. How different heis, with hisfine
fearures, fait skin, tall stature, supple gait, elegant gestures, from
these thickset little mountaineers with their pigtails, their silver
collars round their necks, filthy-dirty, arrogant and suspicious,

The Thais of the Haute Région and the Laotians of the valleys
have shamelessly exploited the Meos® credulity and simplicity.
They used to buy their opium in exchange for worthless rubbish
or even promises which they never kept. Eventually the Meos
became futious and massacred a rapacious merchant, a dishonest
civil servant. The Thais and Laotians immediately rushed to the
French saying those savages had attacked them without reason
and that they refused to pay their taxes, This was enough for
several repressive columns to be sent against them—usually in
vain, for by then the Meos had decamped.

The Meos don’t hold with laws, because laws always act
against them. For thousands of years they have been placed in the
dock by other races.
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The discusston drags on between Chouc and the man who
appears to be the Meo chief. Eventually they signal to us that we
can pass through.

The Meos climb every slope vertically, even the steepest ones.
Theit tracks have no twists and turnings. We have a hard time
following them in the icy mist. Suddenly we find ourselves above
the cdlouds. These peaks, black or white, emerge like islands in an
ocean of milk. The Meos live at a height varying between four
thousand and four thousand five hundred feet, all the way along
the frontier of China, at Cao Bang, Phong Saly, Sam Neua, Luang
Prabang, but mostly on this plateau of Tran Ninh on which we are
now installed. No one has ever been able to take a census of them.
Father Maurel claims thete ate between a hundred and fifty and
two hundred thousand Meos in Laos. But they have no national or
even tribal sentiment and don’t care if they are a mere handful ora
million. ‘The French missionaries, ethnologists and administrators
have divided them into three groups, according to the costume
worn by their women: the white, black and flowered Meos.

The Meos scarcely ever come down below three thousand feet,
and never for 2 long time. Those from Chen Keng-Khai, whea
they’re short of salt, come and fetch it from the Muong Sen Valley
where there are a few shops belonging to Chinese merchants.
They start off at sunset, arrive at the Chinamen’s at midnight and
load their salt as quickly as possible 5o as to be back in their high-
lands by sunrise.

‘The Meos don’t mind the cold and wear hardly any clothes ina
temperature bordering on zero. On the other hand, they hate the
heat. They never wash. Those who have come to meet us are
particularly filthy.

We come within sight of a village, a few low huts in the middle
of some poppy fields. Some women are working there, their
baskets on their backs, holding in their hands the little trident
with which they scratch the capsule of the flower to extract the
sap. The poppies are sown in October and the sap is harvested,
depending on the height or the region, between April and May.
The harvest here is coming to an end.

‘The Meos produce the best opium in the whole of South-East
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Asia, approximately forty tons of it, which serves to supply the
clandestine traffic of the drug. The Indo-China Excise Office has
to whistle to obtain even a few pounds of it.

We get a closer view of the women. They have flattened faces,
and wear pleated skirts and thick leggings which make them
waddle as they walk, but they are covered in gold and silver
jewellery.

I ence asked a Meo chieftain from Xieng Khouang why he gave
so many jewels to his women. He replied:

“I cover them in stuff thac clinks—like that I always know
where they are. When they want to slip off at night to another
man, I can hear them,”™

The Meo girls start sleeping with the boys from the neigh-
bouring huts at a very carly age. Infidelity is 2 commonplace in
every household. The marriage ceremony must be the simplest in
the wotld: when 2 man finds 2 woman he likes he takes her to live
with him. If he’s rich and can feed them, he has several wives. If
he’s poor, he has only one; if he’s full of beans, he can make free
with his neighbour’s.

These Meo women may be easy, but how dirty they are! One
of them with a turban wound round her head has a pretty smile
and looks at us, the hussy, with an interest she makes no attempt
to conceal,

We are shown into one of the huts which, built right on the
ground, is only a provisional habitation, Everyone lives, men and
beasts alike, in complete promiscuity. The pigs and hens squabble
with the dogs and children over the food. The horses have theic
mangers inside the huts, and their hind-quarters protruding out-
side. They are entitled also to take part in the communal life. The
pigs are equipped with huge wooden collars to prevent them from
destroying the crops. But it never enters a Meo’s head to confine
ot shackle anything, either animal or human. He thinks that, like
himself, animals that are locked up die.

We are given biscuits made of maize, meat sprinkled with spicy
hetbs and rice spirit. Then we get down to business with an old
man with a shaven pate, 2 distrustful expression and the features
of a2 Red Indian chief. He can find us what we need but first of all
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he wants the gold and silver. I bring out my gold lcaf. We come
to an agreement, but the old fellow makes no attempt to conceal
the fact that our presence at Nouei-Phou Lak is unwelcome
because we are going to make trouble for the country. He hopes
by selling us some horses to see the last of us.

The old man then offers us some opium.

To a Meo, opium-smoking is 2 manly pastime, as puffing a
cigar or 2 pipe is to us. The women are not allowed to smoke
because they must be kept in their place, that’s to say beneath the
men. There are no addicts amongst them. No doctor has been able
to explain this anomaly to me. Ricq refuses to taste the stuff. Sodoes
Pamphone. Few Laotians smoke opium, whereas they all deal in it.

Chouc and I lie down opposite the old man, who prepares the
pipes. The opium is first-class, with a faint taste of violets.

I could never become an addict. The opinm-addict’™s world is
cloistered and silent and regulated by a strict time-table: the
moment for one’s pipe which one can’t afford to miss, the unbear-
able restlessness brought about by any change in this routine.
Opium rejects fresh air, sunshine, fantasy, it makes one tolerant
and wise, morose and disillusioned. It’s the most subtle snare I
know, but to begin with it gives the impression of freedom.

Using Chouc as an intermediary, Ricq squats at my feet and
questions the old man on the origin of his people. Flattered, the
old boy tries to tell him what he remembers. He mentions a certain
snow-capped monntain, the Himalatan, reputed to be the cradle
of his race, and also the country in which long periods of daylight
are followed by long periods of darkness, like the polar region.

Ricq leaps to his feet with enthusiasimn:

“I read a book of Forrest’s in India. He says this country is
sitvated in the basin of the Ienissei River, which flows into the
Arctic Ocean. The Meos, according to him, belong to a Jong
tribe who were the first inhabitants of China. Coming from the
extreme north, driven back into the mountains by other invaders,
they made their way down to Indo-China, gradually crossing the
whole of the continent of Asia. In the Ienissei, the Russians before
the war accurately identified a little tribe speaking Tibeto-Mongol
who could have beea related to the Meo family.”
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Good old Ricq! He won’t rob a temple, he won’t sell arms or
drugs, but he’ll study the history of a people by pursuing them
into the deepest valley, up to the highest peak, before the great
tide of Communism engulfs them completely.

According to a more simple version, the Meos come from
Kouei Cheou, or Yunnan, from where they were driven out
between 1820 and 1840. They were seen to atrive in small groups
ar the beginning of the ninetecenth century. They travelled only
along the highest ridges, bringing with them their wives, children,
ponies, shaggy dogs and poppy seeds. My father told me that in
1912 one of his friends, the French Resident in Xieng Khouang,
Batthélemy, suggested to his supetiors that all the Meos should
be expelled from Indo-China. These “hot-heads”, he said, were
burning down the forests to plant their rice in the ashes. No one
could ever establish contact with them and it was impossible to
make them pay their taxes. They also manufactured their own
alcohol and sold their opium direct to the Chinese merchants of
Yunnan instead of going through the Lixcise Office.

To a good official, these practices were intolerable. To Barth-
élemy’s successors, so were mine., Poor Mcos! At the start of the
rainy season they are plagued with disease—jungle typhus and
dysentery. They dic young and are given to committing suicide
when they’'re bored. Sometimes, in the dry season, the Meo
abandons his family and, with his arqu.bus over his shoulder,
wanders off along the ridges, merely to see what’s going on else-
where. This tireless marcher thus covers hundreds of miles. When
he’s hungry or thirsty, he enters the first Meo hut he sees. He eats,
then sets off again. The Meo is a man of few words and respects
the whims and fancies of the individual. Ar the end of two or
three months he comes home again without a word of explanation.

Happy Meos! Hardly any religion—just a crude form of
Shamanism—and opium which, according to them, cures all the
evils of the world, including the worst of all, the one thar espec-
ially artacks free men: boredom. The old boy has become more
talkative since being questioned about his ancestors.

I ey to find out what’s going on in the mountains. The Meos
appear to be divided, but they all consider there are too many
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intruders these days. The Japanese have approached them through
the Thais in their service. They offer them a rifle for every five
pounds of opium.

The old man asks me if I’'m interested. For a rifle, what would
a Meo not do! But that’s the very thing I am unable to give them.
If they have rifles they’ll immediately artack the valley people.
They have plenty of old scores to setde with them! We are backing
the Laotians, their king, their delightfully corrupt administration.
We are not permitted to make use of the minorities. But these
minorities constitute two thirds of the population and they’re the
most dangerous.

‘The old man talks a great deal of a certain Phay Tong, a Meo
who lives in the heights overlooking the Plain of Jars. The French
are said to have given him some rifles. In the north there is only
the Puyseguin group, unless it has been wiped out.

We sleep in the huts. They stink and there isn’t a moment’s
peace what with all these animals living inside and the ponies
which kecp stamping and champing, their heads forming 2 living
frieze in place of a wall. The Meos are pleased to see the last of us.
No rifles, no Meos.

17 June

Chouc has just had a daughter. He has christened her Ven.
Father Maurel, half seriously, half in jest, suggested she be brought
up as a Christian since her father was so fond of France. Ricq
would be god-father.

Chouc got out of this rather well:

“All religions are equally good. Why not stick to the one we
already have? In Laos we follow Buddha.”

“And what if you lived in France, Chouc?”

“I’d christen my daughter Francoise, after Ricq.”

We attended the rites that accompany 2 birth among the Thai
Neuas. Chouc himself does not belteve in them, but he insists on
theirbeing observedsothat the villagemight continuetolivein peace.

As soon as Noudeng felt the first birth pangs, he sent for
Mo-Sado, the male midwife, the man whe has the power to force
locked doors. A candle was lit next to the silver cup contzining
the offerings.
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The Mo-Sado did nothing but insuit the child until it began to
emerge. When it was botn he hastened to tie round its neck, and
also round the mothet’s neck, the pieces of black and white cotton
which will protect them against the evil spirits. The old grand-
mother then picked up the winnowing-basket, held it over the
flame and, standing on the threshold of the door, drove away the
Pai phis, the djinns who make off with children.

“Kou-Kou, you Pai phis who ate able to assume the aspect of
night birds, those birds that give a deep-throated cry. Kou-Kou,
be off! From now on this child belongs to us.”

Undet Ven’s mattress she slipped a needle, since the child was a
gitl. A boy would have been entitled to a dagger.

Chouc picked up the little girl and dangled her fect on the
ground, uttering this ritual formula:

“Stamp the earth, stamp the grass. Here is your comb, here is
your mirror”—he handed her a comb and 2 sliver of broken
Iooking-glass—“you have trodden the earth, you are a human
creature.”

Then he turned to Ricq:

“If yon like, you can be godfather according to the Buddha of
the Christians. You will give her presents when she is grown up.
‘Take her in your arms, but don’t drop her.”

20 June

1 have tried to explain to Second-Lieutenant Maurel that I often
used to make up stories but never told lies. He doesn’t believe me.
We are still waiting for another transmitter; we are short of
WC&PDHS.

3 July

A man has turned up, exhaunsted, down-at-heel, emaciated,
bearded, more filthy than the Meos. If’s a certain Masson, a
Force 136 lieutenant who was on the same course in India as Ricq.
He belongs to the Puyseguin team. I don’t know how he heard
that our set was still working, but he has marched more than
seventy miles over mountain paths, through zones infested by
Japs and the bands of robbers—Meos, Annamites and Thais—in
their service, to send a signal to Calcutta. Their transmitter has not
been working for two moenths.
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Masson’s hand shakes as he writes down his message on the
signal pad that Meynadier passes to him:

“Captain Puyseguin has gone mad. He’s arming the Meos and
launching them against the valley Laotians on the grounds that the
latter have consorted with some Japs and are lacking in moral fibre.

“The Meos went down the Xieng Khouang and looted the
shops. Puyseguin violently rejects all advice and warnings from
the other members of his group. For the last month he has been
living apart with a young Meo chieftain called Phay Tong. He
refuses all contact with the Eutopeans parachuted with him,
communicates with them by means of written messages, and talks
of hauling anyone whe tries to thwart him before a court martial
—probably a Meo court martial. Several Chinese and Laotian
merchants have been murdered. We don’t know which way to
turn and are in danger of being denounced to the Japanese.
Request Captain Puyseguin be recalled before we are obliged
to kill him.”

Masson turned to Ricq:

“You knew him, dido’t you? Brutal, violent, arrogant, but a
vety good officer. At the end of January six of us dropped into the
Plain of Jars. A gartison lieutenant had come to pick us up in 2
car. Puyseguin straight away started cursing him:

“ “We don’t want to have anything to do with Vichy collabora-
tors and traitors’.”

The lieutenant prepared to dtrive off, leaving them in the lurch
with the parachutes and containers. Luckily he was a good
fellow. Masson managed to atgue him round and he drove them
to an abandoned military camp. But he tefused to do anything
more for them.

Puyseguin decided to live in a separate hut and mess thete on
his own.

By this time the lieutenant realized the captaio was not quite
tight in the head. Then the written orders started coming in:
“Lieutenant Masson will proceed to Phou Ngan with two men
and establish contact with the local population. He will report the
tesult to me in writing.”

For all his sexual appetite, Puyseguin now declined to have any-
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thing more to do with women since they might undermine his
strength, which he owed to his mission. He cooked for himself,
all alone, a mile away from the others, nomb with cold on his
solitary peak. He looked after his horse himself and played
endless games of patience while the wind whistled and howled
outside. He resolutely set about learning Meo. One fine day he
appeared in front of his group, wearing 2 Meo silver collar round
his neck and dressed like a Meo, batefoot in the frozen mud. He
had even shaved his skull and started to grow a pigtail.

“] have decided,” he said, “to arm the Meos of Tran-Niah and
turn them into an army with which to drive out the Japanese.
They are warriors; the Laotians are a lot of milksops.”

Another day he told them:

“I'm drafting a2 memorandum to General de Gaulle’s govern-
ment asking them to grant the Meos their well deserved inde-
pendence.”

Puyseguin was to be seen everywhere, now on foot, now on
his horse, clambering vp the steepest slopes, visiting the most
inaccessible villages, issning weapons from the parachute drops.

The major in command of the Xien Khouang district confided
his apprehensions to Masson. He suggested getting in touch with
Calcutta by wireless. It was too late; the Japanese had moved in.
The major was bayoneted. Puyseguin became more and more
crazy. He took 2 Meo woman and matried her according to a rite
that did not exist and which he invented himself. The two
officers and the N.C.O.s in his team, after an anxious conference,
decided to ask Calcutta to recall him. Their situation was intoler-
able. The Japanese, informed by the inhabitants of Xieng
Khouang, were on their tracks. Phay-Tong’s bands were showing
signs of restlessness now that Puyseguin had promised them
independence. Masson drafted the signal for Calcutra, but in the
middle of the night Puyseguin and his Meos came and seized the
transmitter. Fortunately the sergeant operator managed ro put it
out of action by removing the crystals. From then on they were
prisoners. Masson heard that we had just moved to this sector. He
escaped and made his way to us. The reply to his signal arrived
from Calcutta a few hours later:
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“We are asking Major Antoine Gibelin to investigate and rake
the necessary action.”

8 July

What a business! Masson and I took five days to reach Puy-
seguin’s camp. We arrived just in time. The group, consisting of
five Europeans and a score of Vietnamese and Thais, were
preparing to attack their leader who, on his side, was protected by
about fifty Meos. I did my best to pacify these madmen, for they
teally were all mad. They distrusted one another, slept with their
revolvers beside them and spent their time compiling mystericus
files.

Meos have a soft spot for creatures like Puyseguin, especially
when they give them rifles. I send for Phay Tong, a foxy young
fellow who’s trying to find his feet and wants to become chief
of Tran-Ninh.

We have tea together and smoke a few pipes of opium. I casually
remark that I have a hundred and sixty men nearby, well-armed
with mortars and machine-guns, that I'm expecting five hundred
more, that I'll be receiving any amount of arms by parachute and
that I’'m willing to issue them to men who are wise enough not to
use them inconsiderately.

Phay Tong agrees to hand Puyseguin over to me. He brings
him back in fetters on a horse. T have him released. He stands
stiffly to atrention in front of me, with his three months” growth
of beard, and makes this astonishing request:

“I cannot tolerate being relieved of my command in such
circumstances, on the strength of some base rumours emanating
from an ambitious go-getter who wants to usurp my place. I insist
on justifying myself before the highest authorities.”

I tell him the nearest French mission, the Mg, is in China, at
Kunming, the capital of Yunnan, neatly five hundred miles away.

“I shall go on foot as far as the frontier, sir. From there I'm
bound to find some means of transport. I shall report back.”

Since I don’t know what to do with such a hot-head and since
ir’s impossible, after all, to keep him locked up in 2 hut from which
he could escape by thrusting his shoulders through one of the
walls, and since it’s equally impossible to tie him to a stake like a
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goat of have him puarded by a sentry whom he is quite capable of
strangling, I give him permission to leave for whatever destinarion
he chooses. I let him have some money, food, a couple of horses,
a guide, and off he goes.

Before statting off along the path which is to take him through
Muong Sin up to the Chinese border and the mountains of
Yunnan, he wams me:

“Look out for Ricq, sir. He’s a British agent. In India he was
detailed to keep us under observaticn during the course. Pve
alteady put in my report about it.”

1 put Lientenant Masson in command of the group and came
back with the guide Phay Tong gave me, relieved at escaping from
that atmosphere of hatred and insanity, that crowd of unhinged
wretches. A marvellous trip along blue ridges, bare slopes, and
paths that defy the laws of gravity.

By holding all the passes, the Meos could check any invaders
coming from the north. They would still need a personal reason
for fighting against them. I can see only one: the defence of their
two assets—opium, which is current throughout the world, and
libetty which will socon be current nowhere.

Puyseguin wanted to create a Meo army and a2 Meo nation. Was
he a madman or a forerunner?

1 live like my guide, stopping wherever there happens to be a
village, eating and drinking without saying where I'm going or
what ’m doing. ‘Fhe cold and the mist chill me; the sun warms
me up again. I am not particularly pleased to get back to Nouei-
Phou Lak, whete 1 find my soldiers busy training.

22 July

We have been close to death, a most disagrecable death—
decapitation with a sabre. The Meos from the highlands of
Nouei-Phou Lak betrayed us to the Kempetai in exchange for a
few rifles.

On 14 July, assembled round a post on which our flag had been
hoisted, we were going through the motions of a parade to
celebrate the band of merry drunkatds and raving fishwives who
seized the Bastille. The 14 July, the feast of disorder and improvi-
sation, is dear to my heart. All of a sudden we saw a sorry-looking
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convoy arrive—ten officers, a dozen N.C.Q.s, 5ix administratots,
a police commissioner and a doctor, who had escaped from the
concentration camap of Hoa Binh and made their way up here by
way of Xieng Khouang. They had no arms or medical supplies.
For three months they had been living on wild berries, herbs,
sometimes on the charity of the sbe-guer or mountaineers. Con-
sumed by dysentery, malaria, ticks, leeches, they had been teduced
to mere skeletons with swollen tongues and blubbery lips. They
were incapable of moving 2 yard further. Collapsing onto a mound
of earth, they burst into tears and couldn’t stop crying. They were
crying over themselves, over the tattered flag fluttering on the
mast. Above all, they were crying from exhaustion. We moved
them into the village. The doctor mustered enough strength to
say:

“Not too much food; it would kill us. Quinine and a little rice
water.”

The Japanese who are on their tracks can’t be far off. We send
2 detachment down the Xieng Khouang track with orders to
make a noise and withdraw as scon as they see the enemy. But we
hadn’t thought of the Meos.

The main part of our group, consisting of 2 hundred and thirty
men, our most precious piece of equipment-the transmitter—
and Meynadier are sent into the forest with the Khas. Father
Maurel who speaks their language is in command of them,
Twenty of us, the most agile or these who have sotne notion of
medicine, remain behind to look after the sick.

On 18 July, at five in the moming, guided by the Meos, two
Japanese companies emerged from the mountains. Ricq had gone
off on reconnaissance with Chanda and Thon. They saw them and
with a machine-gun managed o hold up their advance for 2 few
minutes. Ricq later told me that Chanda stood upright, firing the
gun from his hip, while Thon crouched behind a tree a little
further off, throwing hand-grenades. Thanks to them, we had time
to escape, statk naked or in our underclothes, from the huts on the
edge of the tiver where we had put the survivors from Hoa Binh.

Impossible to take them with us. How can they be made to run
when they can no longer even walk ? The doctor gives me a litde
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wave. He is under no delusion as to how the Japanese respect the
Geneva conventions.

“Good luck,” he manages to say.

The others whimpert ot are so exhausted that they don’t wake up.

Ricq on my right continues to fire short bursts from the
machine-gun. I know he has only thtee magazines. I see him cross
the river and make for the cover of the forest. With my fellows,
1 follow suit. But I run into three Japs wearing their ridiculous
peaked caps and brandishing their long-barrelled rifles with
bayonets fixed. I mow them down with a submachine-gun. One
of my partisans is wounded in the leg; he can no longer keep up.
I am forced to train my gun on his companions who want to carry
him. Sheer madness! We manage to reassemble ont a limestone
sput ovetlooking the village. The Japs are not following us. They
have 2 dozen dead and wounded and feel that’s enough.

Concealed behind some rocks, we watch what goes on down
there through our field-glasses. The Japs haul the sick out of the
huts and finish them off with their bayonets. The partisan who was
wounded in the leg and Josserand, a Customs man whose legs had
given out, are dragged on to the village square. An officer in spec-
tacles furiously fires a bullet into the back of the wounded man’s
neck. Then he draws his sabre and hands it o the soldier behind
him. Four Japs force Josserand to his knees. The executioner takes
three blows to cut off his head.

“Do you think you can hit him?” Rieq asks me. “My hands
are shaking too much.” And he hands me a rifle.

The range is about eight hundred yards. T rest the rifle on a
bouldet, hold my breath, clench my teeth and aim for the man’s
stomach. The target at that spot is larger and if I hit him the swine
will suffer hell before dying. I fire once, twice. The Jap officer
whirls round and falls, clutching his guts. Ricq squeezes my
shoulder:

“Thanks, Antoine.”

All that remains now is to decamp at full speed. We are light and
in training. The Japanese are heavy and encumbered with their kit.

16 Angust 1945

The Japancse sutrender is imminent. We have been waiting
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since 6 August, when the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiro-
shima. The military are behaving like wild beasts; the civilians are
clinking glasses.

I’ve given orders for the whole group to head back for the plain,
this time along the tracks; our baggage is to be carried in carts.
I want to be the first to enter Vientiane. It’s the rainy season. We
march, soaked to the skin, without ever being able to get dry. The
Viets are very active; they have formed liberation committees
cverywhere and the Japanese are handing over their weapons to
them. The Laotians as usual are acquiescent. Bo penb nhang! Ricq
says it would be unwise to attack Vientiane and suggests installing
ourselves in the vicinity of Paksane where we still have many
friends. Always this mania of his for the small clan, the carefully
organized operation, always this lack of folly!

Paksane: one street, 2 few concrete shanties, 2 Customs post.
Fancy risking one’s life in order to recapture Paksanel I assemble
the group in a tornado which uproots the trees and swells the
torrents. I have to shout to make myself heard. How should I
start off ? “Soldiers, comrades-in-arms . . . ?”’ That sounds idiotic.
“My friends . . . ?” Like hell! Well then?

“You lot of tagamuifins, you’ve chosen of your own accord to
fight on our side. Captain Ricq and I are now asking you to choaose
where and how to go on fighting. Ricq is going down to Paksane.
Those who come with me will take another route, to Vientiane,
whete no one is expecting us. Paksane is your home, your wives
and children and houses are there. 1 think you’ll be warmly
welcomed. Make your choice.”

Fifty partisans form up on my side—the veterans of the timber
company—then Meynadier, after 2 moment’s hesitation. Father
Maurel’s Christians, the Khas, Chouc, Pamphone and all the ones
who come from Paksane join Ricg who seems sutprised and
embarrassed. He never thought that one day we should have to
part company. If he ever marries it will be for life; he already
doesn’t care for divorces.

2 September

The Japanese surtender is now official.

We halt to shate out the arms and ammunition between the two
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groups. I've asked Calcutta to send me fifty sub machine-guns
and a hundred sets of equipment. Meynadier brings me the reply:

“Impossible to arrange drop because of adverse weather condi-
tions, postpone your operation.”

I don’t believe it. The Force 136 pilots drop anything, in any
weather, anywhere. I send another signal to say I am pushing on
towards Vientiane. In reply to this, I receive the following
message:

“You are ordered to abandon occupation of Vientiane.”

Vientiane is situated north of the 16th parallel. According to the
Potsdam Agreements, the Japanese are to surrender to the Chinese
troops coming from the north, the 93rd and 2nd Divisions, and no
one else. The Americans are backing this view wholeheartedly,
they are supporting the viceroy, who has proclaimed the in-
dependence of Laos, and want to prevent the return of the French,
so they’re keeping 2 close watch on all Force 136 aircraft.

“You’re out of luck,” Ricq says to me. “Believe me, ir’s better
this way. We'll send out small patrols around Paksane. We'll
infiltrate some agents. Pamphone, from the outside, will resume
the administration of the town. When the fruit is ripe, we'll hoist
the French and Laotian flags. We could establish another base in
the Phou-Khouay ot lower down.”

His plaas are sensible, but I don’t give a damn for sense. 1 seize
him by the shoulders:

“For me the tomb of Don Quixote is now in Vientiane, not in
Paksane. I've always dreamt of moving into the Residency, from
which I was thrown out before the war because I'd come to a
reception to which I wasn’t invited. Think, too, of the hundred
and forty-three French civilians taken prisoner whose lives hang
in the balance. Eleven thousand Annamites would like to see them
dead. T can save them by a surprise attack.”

Ricq says this would only lead to their being massacred.

“We're parting company, Licle Ricq. I'm choosing folly, you’re
taking the sensible line. You now have a second wireless trans-
mitter; yow'te your own boss. I, Gibelin, reject the Potsdam
Agreements.”

Ricq thinks P’m fighting neither for my own country nor for
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Laos but just to amuse myself, to bring off a fine scoop and be the
first to enter Vientiane. The tomb of Don Quixote is empty—I
know—and there are men under me for whom I’m responsible.
1 gave them the choice, however, berween remaining good little
soldiers and committing an ‘enormity’. Fifty are on my side—a
very high proportion.

Next motning Ricq came and embraced me, Good old Ricq.
I feel sure he longed to follow me, but he’s far too serious-
minded. Besides, there were his orders to consider, not to mention
those damned Potsdam Agreements signed by criminals who
don’t even know where Laos is on the map.

£ Seprember

The last Japanese have left Vientiane. They're pulling out
towards Paksane on catts piled high with loot, on bicycles and
motor-bikes. I’ve placed my men in ambush on both sides of the
road. T halt the Japs by firing a few bursts of Sten in the air. Their
commander won’t see reason. He claims we are merely partisans
and not recognized as regular troops by the Allies. He even
becomnes insolent and demands to be let through. I give him a
good clout in the face. I take his sword and break it across my knee.
We search the carts and retrieve a dozen rifles carcfully hidden
under some mats.

I requisition two motot-bikes and eighteen bicycles, then drive
those cruel, arrogant little men off with a few kicks in the arse,

‘Thanks to them, we have lost Asia for ever.

J Seprember .

Twenty tramps, soaked to the skin, equipped with a strange
vatiety of weapons including even shot-guns, entered the capital
of Laos pedalling their Japanese bikes. Meynadier and I had gone
ahead on our motor-bikes, which kept breaking down. We had
left forty partisans behind. They had neither arms not bicycles.
We arrive at the Residency and I have the French Flag hoisted.
The news spreads: “The French are here; they have taken the
town.” Crowds gather in the street, crowds of Laotians only. They
cheer us discreetly, far too discreetly. The whole lot of them are
trembling with fear,

I have a glass of beer, the first in six months. In the empty
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offices I look through the open drawers spewing their contents on
to the floor. I don’t find as much as the helmet or even the buckler
of Don Quixote but only a few Japanese magazines with photo-
graphs of naked girls. For my liking, their legs are too short. The
Lactians melt away, the streets become deserted. The rain has
soaked the flag. It hangs like a imp rag.

7 September

Things are going very badly. The merchants have received
instructions not to sell us food under pain of death. Last night
three of my partisans disappeared. They had their throats cut.
Their heads are now being carried round the Annamite quarter
and I can’t doa thing about it. 1 am cut off in the Residency; I can’t
communicate with anyone. Impossible to get news of the French
prisoners, let alone have them released. The Japanese have handed
them over to the Viets.

This morning two sentries were killed, and the forty partisans
who were to join us were unable to get through. Demonstrations
and red flags. The town belongs to the Annamites, who patade
outside our windows demanding independence and the departure
of the colonialists.

We are especially short of grenades to calm down this brawling
mob.

Meynadier has found a pack of cards. We play belote for one
piastre a point. At this game, at least, I win.

An American captain calls on us, impeccably turned out, gloves
in hand, distinguished-locking, with a crew cut and thin lips.
Thete’s nothing of the cowboy about him, he’s the very model of
the old-school cavalry officer. He is unarmed.

I fling down my cards and he introduces himself in a French
that betrays a barely perceptible accent:

“Captain Cosgrove Tibbet, liaison officer attached to the
Armistice Commission and responsible for seeing that the armistice
is kept.”

I in my turn introduce myself as the commander of A Group of
the Resistance Forces.

He smiles as he peers at my togs, my feet shod in espadrilles and
my badges of rank cut from an old sardine tin.
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“Major, I've come to ask you to quit these premises at once.
1 hold myself responsible for your security and that of—" he
hesitates— “your pattisans, until you have left Vientiane.”

I tell him to go and take a running jump at himself. His voice
becomes curt:

“If you don’t leave tonight, the hundred and forty-three
Frenchmen in detention are liable to be killed. The Residency will
be attacked by a thousand armed men. We wouldn’t be able to do
anything for you. According to the terms of the Potsdam Agree-
ments, you shouldn’t be in this town at all.”

I insist:

“Laos is 2 French protectorate.”

“No longer. The American Government is preparing to
recognize het independence which has been proclaimed by the
viceroy, head of the Lao Issara movement.”

Here’s the first Allied officer 1 meet, otdering me to move ocut
of the town I have just taken!

Cosgrove has arranged for a truce which ends at ten o’clock
tonight. He is going to call again at eight o’clock for my reply.
If it is negative, he will cross the river and leave me alone to face
the music. He salutes, marches out and climbs into a jeep. It’s the
first time I have ever seen this vehicle. While we were strugpling
on foot along the mountain tracks, other men were waging war
in jeeps. I send off one of my Hos to find out what’s happening.
Disguised a5 2 Chinese, he can move about freely anywhere. He
confirms that the American wasn’t bluffing.

A thousand well armed Victnamese, 1o whom the Japanese
have handed over a hundred and ffty rifles and four machine-
guns, are preparing to attack us. The viceroy, who owes his
present position to France, is already completely in the hands of
the Viets, whose representatives in Vientiane are Prince Lam
Sammay and his wife L.oan., The prince wears riding boots, a
bandolier and a cap adorned with a red star. How can such a
clever fcllow appear in public in such a ridiculous uniform?
Intellectuals can’t resist confusing war with theatricals.

A young Vietnamese rests his bike against the railings, walks
across the garden and brings me a message from Prince Sammay
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on notepaper headed “Lacs Liberation Committee™. The wording
on the other hand is anything but official:

“Antoine, bugger off if you don’t want the French prisoners,
yourself and your band of brigands to be massacred tonight. I
shall no longer be able to repress the popular anger against the
imperialists. Laos is independent; adventurers of your sort have
no business here any longer.”

Signed: “I'he Laotian People’s Commissar with the Armies.”

I try to give a piastre tip to the ba-ron who brought the message.
The boy disdainfully replies:

“I don’t take money from colonialists.”

As eight o’clock Cosgrove is back. I can’t even defend myself
without endangeting the lives of a hundred and forty cowardly
litdde Frenchmen with their panic-stricken wives and snotty-nosed
brats. I accept his conditions.

Surrounded by a jeering mob, we drive out along the Paksane
road. 1 refuse to shake hands with Cosgrove. He shrugs his
shoulders and goes off to continue his dirty work elsewhere. I find
my forty men chatting merrily around the fires they have lit to dry
themselves. For the first time in my bloody life I feel like crying.
I’ve botched my ‘enormiry”.

25 September

I've rejoined Ricq. He captured Paksane, lost it, then captured it
again. He stayed on there in spite of the Japanese, the Americans,
the Viets and the Chinese, thanks to the help of the local popula-
tion, thanks especially to his composure and the enthusiasm he was
able to inspire in his band of choithoys and jungle savages.

I see I am already drafting the text of his mention in despatches.

Ricq had advanced towatds Paksane with Father Maurel, Choue,
Pamphone and a score of men. Two thousand Japanese who had
come from Thakhek, Xieng Khouang and Vientiane were already
occupying the town. Nothing can be done to dislodge them. They
stick to the conventions of the armistice and refuse to recognize
the groups of Franco-Laotian partisans. The Japs destroy every-
thing they can’t take away with them and which we need so badly,
such as trucks, explosives, ammunition. They set fire to the petrol
dumps, they throw their supplies of rice into the Mckong, when
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the whole population is starving. The soldiers give or sell their
weapons to the Viets or to racketeers who have crossed the river
to join in the free-for-all.

On 13 September Ricq, through his agents, spreads the rumour
round Paksane that the Chinese are arriving. The twe hundred
Japanese still in the town are so terrified that they build rafts to get
away as quickly as possible by river.

According to a pre-arranged plan, the Viets were to assume
power as soon as they left. They are taken by surprise and are still
busy confetring together when Ricq, in a torrential downpour,
moves his pattisans into the town. He himself takes over the
Customs building and hoists the flag.

He has only two machine-guns, both of which are out of use, a
few submachine-guns and some muskets with eight rounds per
man.

The Viets are ten times more oumerous, they have four times
more arms, but they dare oot move until the reinforcements they
are expecting from Thakhek and Vientiane atrive. When their
chief, a certain Nguyen Van Tho, at last receives these reinforce-
ments, he anoounced he will attack unless Ricq and his partisans
move out.

Ricq does indeed move out, with the blessing of that splendid
fellow Cosgrove who once again has insolently come and offered
his services. According to an agrecment they have made with him,
the partisans in Thailand will likewise be disarmed forthwith. But
Ricq is so gentle, so naive, that Cosgrove’s suspicions aren’t
aroused. Ricq crosses the Mekong late in the afternoon and that
night receives a drop of arms. At dawn he seizes some Thai
pirogues, recrosses the Mekong and rejoins the rest of the group
waiting for him a mile or se north of the town.

The Viects bave hoisted the red flag and are celebrating their
victory.

This ceremony is attended by our friend Si Mong, who is now
cbas-muong. Ricq falls upon them. In five minutes thirty Viets hite
the dust. The rest take to their heels, abandoning their weapons.
Father Maurel moves back into his church, which had beea
transformed into a propaganda centre, and celebrates a Te Deum
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in front of the portraits of Marx, Lenin and Ho-Chi-Minh. What I
tried to do at Vientiane, Ricq succeeded in doing at Paksane.

1 rejoin them, having left a mere handful of agents in the capital
and, five miles outside it, a small armed group with orders to lie
low and avoid engaging the enemy.

Khammay informs us that Si Mong is hiding out in the house of
an old Chinese woman. I bring a rope with me, which is all we
need to deal with the swine. He doesn’t even defend himself but,
backing up against a wall, stars at us with the eyes of a madman.
Pamphone goes up to him and slaps him three times across the
face.

“I saved your life, Your Excellency,” Si Mong whimpers.

“So, as you see, I'm not taking yours. But it’s you who betrayed
the Phou-Khouay camps to the Japanese. Gibelin and Ricq are
going to kill you—they haven’t the same reasons as myself for
showing you indulgence.”™

Si Mong is in such a hurry to talk that he splutters:

“I know what the Viets are going to do, I know where their
hide-outs 2nd ammunition depots are. I know the names of all the
Laotians wotking for them, I'll tell you everything if you spare my
life, even the place where the American captain meets Nguyen
Van Tho. I've always liked the French. I only wanted to avoid the
Japanese and Vietminh reprisals.”

I pick up the rope, tie his wrists together and drag him out of
the house.

A crowd has gathered and greets its glotious chaymsong by
throwing stones and spitting on him. Si Mong is so wild with rage
that he almost recovers his courage. He would like to bite and
hit back.

Having arrived at the Customs building, we untie him. Ricqg
takes him into his office and interrogates him for the rest of the day.

Next morning we arrested the whole of the local Vietminh
network and seized four arms depots.

We were just in time. Some units of the 93rd Division coming
from Yunnan were manifesting the intention of moving into
Paksane. They were a band of looters who were out for what they
could get now that there was no longer any danger. They were
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good for nothing except pillaging, killing, raping and buraing.
The British had driven them out of Burma at gun point.

Cosgrove had organized a very clever plot to get 1id of us. The
Viets and the Lao-Issara were 1o let the Chinese in, while the
French were to be interned, massacred or driven into the jungle.
The Chinese flag was to be hoisted alongside the National Front
flag-—an emblem of bright red relieved by a single blue star.

Consternation of the Chinese general on disembarking from his
launch. He expects to find friends, he sees only Frenchmen; he
expects to see the Chinese and Vietminh flags, he sees only ours.

In a trench nearby there are a hundred men with three machine-
guns and two mortars.

“The forward elements of my battalion,” Ricq calmly tells him
with his custemary formality.

We have no shells for the mortars, no ammunition for the
machine-guns.

The Chinaman gives an angry scowl. He confers with a few
popinjays on his staff, then re-embarks uttering threats,

“Tomorrow,” he says, “you’ll see a regiment arrive. Cur men
will land even if you oppose them by force.”

28 September

There are now ten thousand Chinese soldiers in Laos, equipped
with the most up-to-date American weapons which they luckily
dor’t know how to use but which they sell. There are two
thousand well armed Viets. There age five hundred French and
Laotians all told, armed with ancient pop-guns.

1 have just received orders to re-occupy Vientizne. I must steal
a march on the glorious watriors of the g31d Division who are
preparing to occupy the capital. They are pinching everything,
even door-frames. This titne I make careful plans for my re-entry.

30 Septeoaber

Inevitably, I bump up against the Chinese. So far there are only
fourteen of them, who have slipped in before I could. They were
made to parade under the tiumphant arches erected by the
Vietnamese and they believe they are masters of the town. Their
colonel asks me to lay down my arms. I tell him, with all the
otiental courtesy I can muster, to go and take a running jump at
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himself. He goes off to notify Chiang Kai-shek (through the
Americans’ transmitter) of this fresh French aggression against
China, Next day there are forty Chinese. They try to take over the
police. I grapple with them like a good fellow. There are now a
hundred and fifty of them.

At Luzang-Prabang, the king who was in favour of us is deposed.
The Vietnamese are becoming insolent again and provoking my
wretched men.

The Chinese and Americans are urging them on, I have the
official appointment of Town Major (with a strength of Afty men)
and Resident, but no civil servant has called on me. I have some
notices put up, they a2re immediately torn down. An American
colonel, accompanied by the inevitable Cosgrove and the chief of
staff of the Chinese division, comes and lectures me about the San
Francisco Conference which proclaims “the principle of inde-
pendence for the colonies after the war with the exception of
those that have not yet reached a sufficient degree of evolution to
govern themselves™. In the latter case, the colonel adds, they will
have to be guided by a great power.

I ask him if France is still a great power.

Cosgrove replies for him:

“I don’t think so. But she still has some lovely museums.”™

A hundred more Chinese arrive as reinforcements. I move my
forty fellows out of the town and remain in the Residency with
Meynadier and three men. Meynadier never feels at ease unless
everything is going very badly.

30 September

I have just been arrested, T have just been released again.

Transported on Chinese barges, supplied with arms by the
Americans, the Viets atracked Ricq at Paksane and arrested
Pamphone, Si Mong and three of his men. Ricq withdrew during
the night, then came back. Pamphone was liberated just as he and
Si Mong were being led off to be shot.

But a Chinese merchant got killed by 2 stray bullet. The general
in command of the Vientiane division claims this was a pre-
arranged massacte. He produces some faked photographs. In
reprisal, I am locked up in the Xien Nip barracks.
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I was released with apologies so exaggerated as to be downright
insulting. On my way back to town, a Viet who was waiting for
me tossed a grenade into my car. It was an old French grenade and
the fiting-pin had been eaten away by rust. Stop press: the
Chinese are also having trouble with the Communists. The Viet
flags are disappearing from the Vietnamese quarter. I see the
possibility of playing 2 ttump card and invite the stalwarts of the
g3rd Division to a great banquet.

15 October

My little scheme seems to be working.

Iy November

It actually worked too well. I am now in Saigon Hospital with
two bullets in my legs and another in my shoulder. This time it
was Lam Sammay who organized the attempt on my life. T had
succeeded in alienating the Chinese completely from the Viets.
Then I had driven off along the Paksane road to meet Ricq and
let him know my plans. Major Ports, of Force 136, accompanied
me with 2 couple of bodyguards.

Ports was just telling me how Cosgrove had allowed Lieutenant
de Belza to be killed, when we came under fire from three machine-
guns concealed behind a bush. Ports was wounded in the head,
one of my guards had his leg shattered. I felt the sting and impact
of the bullets. The driver took fright, skidded, and the car over-
turned. We took cover in a ditch while the Viets set fire to the cat.
We waited for help for four hours. My wounds hurt like hell.
Luckily Ports had a bottle of whisky with him. The alcchol served
to bathe our wounds and raise our morale.

The war is over for me. Ricq is taking my place in Vientiane.

Two days ago I was decorated in hospital with the Légion
d’Honneur. Colonel Durozel, the head of the D.G.ER., then
asked me to soldier on with them. He did not appteciate my
initiative when, despite his orders, I seized Vientiane. But since
then I’ve redeemed myself by opposing the Chinese and Viet-
minhs. No, I shan’t stay on. The timber Tve stored since the war
is worth a fortune today and I'm oaly disinterested when I am my
own master.

I advised him to take on Ricq instead, 2 fellow who is unlikely
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to commit “enormities”. As for me, I'm going to start life afresh.

Leclerc’s regiments are moving up towards Tonkin, setting fire
to villages and looting the shops. A new war has just begun. I
don’t want anything to do with it.

The light went out in the prison. Ricq closed his eyes.

On 25 April 1946 the troops of the expeditionary corps had
again recaptuted Vientiane, and the viceroy had fled to Thailand.

By Scptember Laos had been completely libetated, and the
Vietminhs driven back to the Than Hoa.

But already, for the last two months, Captain Ricq had become 2
humble ethnologist, attached to the French School of Far-Eastern
Studies and living in a thatch hut. He had oot even been invited
to the reception given in the presence of the king to celcbrate
the victory.

But Prince Phoum Sanakon was President, and Pamphone was
Minister of National Defence. Lieutenant Si Mong had rejoined
the army and, after a six-month course in France, had come back
a captain,

Chouc had gone back to Nouei-Phou Lak without anyone
having thought of recommending him for a decoration. Sergeants
‘Thon and Chanda were on a parachute course in Saigon.

Antoine Gibelin was selling teak in order to buy himself girls.
Every now and then he would come and call on his old friend.

In the silence of the hut they would allot positions of command
to the men they considered the best, the only men they knew
because they had fought on their side.

The Resident and the military commander were the only two
who knew what Ricq’s duties were. They rescoted taking advice
from him 2nd several times requested his recall etther because he
was doing nothing or else becanse he was doing wo much or
because he refused to put pressure on his Laotian friends.

The govemment that had emerged from the resistance proved
a failure,

Prince Sanakon was constantly drunk, and his ministers
slavishly took their orders from the French. Pamphone, who was
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denied both soldiers and funds, handed in his resignation.

Ricq suggested going to Bangkok and fetching back the only
man with sufficient prestige and following to become a real head
of state: Prince Sisang.

Six months afier be had become President, Sisang sent for him
and said:

“Laos is a country without cohesion and is liable to fall apart.
We must restore peace at all costs. My cousin, Prince Lam
Sammay, isn’t 2 Communist. The Laotians can’t stand the Viet-
namese, no matter what their political opinion. The day Sammay
is with us zgain, the rebellion will come to an end. He is the
Laotian guarantor of this Vietnamese rebellion. If I try to
establish contact with him I'll only arouse suspicion. You won’t.
Your work as an ethnologist might justifiably take you to Sam
Neua. It’s strange how quickly everyone has forgotten the valiant
little Captain Ricq.™

“What shall T say to him?”

“Nothing has been done so far about education. I need a good
minister to deal with it. Colonel Durozel promised me I could
always count on you.”

Footsteps in the corridor outside: it was Khammay coming back,
lighting his way with a torch.

“Mattei’s Pipercub has vanished,” he said, “and the Junkers
has caught fire. Mattei is hiding out in Uncle Yong’s opium den.
General Si Mong has seen to everything. You’d better accept his
conditions.”

“What about Ven?”

“I didn’t have time to go and see her.”

“What about your friends ?”

“They’re all away. Soumboun is dead. He was given a trans-
fusion from the wrong blocd-group to replace what he had lost.”

‘The doctor had been caught out in front of everyone. He had
bowed his head, but with his hand in his pocket he could feel the
hundred thousand kips he had received..
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The Plain of Jars

HE 20 July 1964 was an unremarkable day except for the heat.
Vientiane was transformed into a steam room, and the three
evening showers did nothing to cool the atmosphere.

Several streets were flooded and two huts washed away.

On the edge of the river, the big event was neither the patsch nor
the change of district leader, but the soo-lb paboenk caught by
That, 2 fisherman. It was the biggest that had been seen for years.
"The pabsenk is a sort of huge catfish which in Cambodia is so fat
that it is only good for making oil. But after mounting the rapids
of the Mckong, it arrives at Vientiane with a2 firm and delicate
flesh. The fisherman would have liked to sell his catch in the
market, but he was obliged to give a bown to celebrate his remark-
able exploit. The party, in spite of the curfew, went on until late
at night.

Waanting to make the most of his fish, That ate so much that he
was sick. A witch-doctor had to be called in who was also a
palmist, sorcerer, fortune-teller, shawl vendor and police in-
former. He made That drink a decoction of herbs that he had
rubbed on a whetstone to reduce them to a powder. For this he
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charged thirty kips. That’s mother-in-taw, the aged and cantan-
kerous Me Fa Lom, rushed round to the neighbours saying her
son-in-law had been punished for having insulted the water phis
and Phrom, the mother-crow. Instead of throttling the paboenk,
the king of fishes, with a piece of rope, had he not disembowelled
it with a knife? Just what you might expect from a creature like
That who respected neither local custom nor his elders.

In the course of this party no one remembered that one year
earlier, to the cheers of the population, Captain Chanda was
seizing Vientiane with a battalion of paratroops.

Befote flying up to the Plain of Jars, Cléach thought he had
better send his agency a summing-up of the main coups d’¢tat that
had either stecped in blood ot merely animated Laotian political
life since 1955. Out of an exaggerated sense of the dramatie, in 2
country in which all is comedy, the term “coup d’état” had often
been bestowed on a change of ministty or an electoral swing
brought about under the pressure of certain elements who had at
their disposal either foreign cutrency or arms of foreign manufac-
ture; the last three had occurred between July 1963 and July 1964.
Only one was to leave 2 gory memory.

On 20 July 1963 Captain Chanda and his battalion of para-
troops seized the town of Vientiane, bringing Prince Sisang back
to power. One man killed, six wounded. The War Minister,
General Si Mong, head of the so-called right-wing faction, who
had the backing of the Americans and Thais, took refuge at
Savannakhet, in the south.

On 22 December 19635 General Si Mong recaptured Vientiane
from Captain Chanda’s paratroops after shelling the town from
the Thai bank of the river.

Prince Sisang fled to France. 300 dead, 1200 wounded.

On 6 Apsil 1964, as a result of the repeated reverses of the
Rovyal Laotian Army, on the one hand against the Neutralists who
had taken refuge in the Plain of Jars and on the other against the
Communists who had infiltrated up to the outskirts of the large
towns, the ambassadors of the powers interested in the fate of
Laos intervened in their turn. They forced General Si Mong to
make vp his quarrel with the Neutralists and to hand over the reins
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of office to Prince Sisang who once again found himself President.
This intervention came to be known as the “Ambassadors’®
putsch”.

Then came the “half-cock coup d’état”, of which there were no
traces to be seen today since ministers and generals had apparently
resumed their previous appointments. Ricq alone was still in
prison.

Cléach looked at Flore asleep on the bed. The noise of the type-
writer had not woken her. Under the mosquito-net, she looked
like a lovely poisonous flower in a hot-house.

The old Citroen was difficult to start. At the window of the
pent-house above Uncle Yong’s opium den, Mattei’s unshaven
face appeared.

“What the hell is he doing there?” Cléach asked himself.
“Generally speaking, pimps don’t go to brothels, nor do dope-
peddiers frequent opium dens . . . except 1o rake in the cash . . .

Cléach had had great difficulty in getting a seat on the white
International Commission aircraft. Luckily the pilot, Hubert
Péningaud, was a friend of his. Long before Cléach, before Gibelin
even, Flore had honoured Péningaud for a few wecks with her
favours. Those are the sort of memories which create a bond
between two tnen when they have not yet turned the women they
have shared into a symbol, a statue or a private property. Just
before mke-off Péningaud hid Cléach in the cockpit. The two
Indian officers escorting the aircraft had nevertheless noticed his
presence. But Cléach had promised to stand them a Chinese dinner,
2 jaunt to z night<club and a couple of girls they could afterwards
take home with them. The Indians had allowed themselves to be
won over by these fine promises which the journalist knew he was
unable to keep. His funds were low and the Thai, Vietnamese and
Chinese tarts could not bear the Indians, to whom they referred
among themselves as “white Negroes”. The plane, a Dakota
which had been through the whole of the Indo-China war, took
off in pouring rain.

“Put the intercom helmet on,” Péningaud yelled at Cléach.
“Can you hear me? If it wasn’t in order to pick up Meynadier and
his little pals, I'd never come out in such weather. The airstrip on
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the Plain of Jars may be held by the Viets at this moment. It’s the
same old situation as during the Indo-China war. When there was
any danger, the military pilots took refuge behind their regulations
and the civilians went in their place.”

“The French Military Mission ir Laos doesn’t have a planc.”

“They ought to have sent for one, considering all the money
they’re spending on the Negroes.”

Péningaud was often deliberately difficult; he would then con-
tradict himself still more frequently and be astounded when this
was pointed out,

He was fifty-six years old, with grey locks plastered to his fore-
head by his helmet and a face that looked devoured by disease. In
fact he was in the best of health, but would certainly have failed
most flying and navigational tests. Short-sighted as a mole, he
never looked at his instruments but relied on his instinct.

“Meynadier must be preuy fed up,” Cléach remarked.

“You can say that again. He must be furious at leaving his
bloody paradise, as Gibelin used to call it. You know that on the
Plain of Jars he’s the big boss! He makes such a puisance of him-
self that the Laotians let him have his own way. Officially, he was
sent to Muong Pham to teach fellows who've been fighting for
ten years how to handle a gun. Adviser, my arse! Luckily he’s up
there, otherwise the whole Neutralist army would have buggered
off long ago.”

The pilot tutned to the wireless operator, a big man from Rouen
who sat crouched over his set, and asked:

“Bernardin, are you in contact with the Plain of Jars?”

Betnadin replied in his thick burr:

“No, skipper. There’s no answer from Muong Pham. From
here, we should have got through to them already.”

“The Viets must be closing in on Chanda’s command post.
Meynadier’s been forced to pack his traps.”

Tossed about by the gusts of wind, the plane kept dropping in
the air pockets and bouncing up again.

Péningaud twisted round in his seat and, through the cabin
doot, saw the two Indian officers vomiting into paper bags.
Satisfied, he closed the door again.
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““At least we shan’t be bothered by those two. You know,
Cléach, I'm only meant to be carrying out a reconnaissance, No
question of landing. Once again I’'m going to be forced to make
up some story or other about 2 break-down. What whoppers that
fellow Meynadier has made me tell! One day I brought him some
plastic explosive which one of his pals had pinched from Camp
Kennedy. Plastic in this lovely white aircraft, which is only
cntitled to carry wounded and medical supplies! Enough to get
me the sack. And you know who I had sitting on those cases?
That one-armed fellow from the Red Cross. 1 tald him they con-
tained serum; that’s why they were marked fragile. I had tried to
paint out the word ‘Explosives’, but it was still quite visible.

“You know the one about the International Commission ?”

Cléach, who had heard the joke the very first day he arrived,
resignedly prepared to listen to it for the tenth, the twentieth time:

“A Pole, an Indian and a Canadian were up on the Plain of Jars
in a neutralized zone where no one was supposed to be. A Com-
munist tank suddenly appeared twenty yards off. The Canadian.
seized the Pole by the sleeve:

“ “‘Hi, Poniatowski, just look at that Viet tank! It’s heading
straight for us’.

“The Pole looked and shook his head:

“ T don’t see anything”.

“The Canadian then called out to the Indian who was a few
yards behind him:

“ 1 say, Brahma, you at least see that tank, don’t you?’

“The Indian made the gesture of counting out banknotes:

“ ‘How much will you give me for secing it, Laffleur?’

“Ha-ha-hal”

‘The wircless operator leant towards Péningaud.

“I’ve picked up something. It comes from Muong Pham. But
the reception’s rotten.”

“Iry to decipher it, you nitwit!”

A few minutes later the operator handed over a sheet of paper.
After reading it Péningaud passed it on to Cléach:

“Sporadic mortar fire on the airfield. Visibility good. Get a
move og, the Viets are coming.”
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“Mortar fire,” Péningaud growled. “Shall we land all the same ?”

“Why ask me? You know petfectly well you will. His Lordship
has a reputation to keep up; he never leaves his pals in the lureh.”

“Go and warn the Indians,” the pilot told Bernardin. ““They
believe anything you tell thetn, maybe because you'rc as black as
theyare. What a bunch of racialists! Spin them the usual yarn about
a breakdown. A radiator-hose has burst; impossible to get back to
Vientiane. So we have to land to do repairs on the spot. Tie them
into their seats.”

The sky was clearing. The heavy black clouds had dissolved,
revealing grey mountains and streams swollen with pinkish water.

The plane buzzed over a bare crag,

“We’re in Meo country,” Péningand announced. “Look, just
above the Yanks® maquis, into which you’re so keen on sticking
your dirty nose, eh, Cléach? Admittedly, there must be a lot of
funny business going on, with all that opium lying about. . ..
Look at those little fellows galloping about on their ponies, and
further on, over there, some smoke.

“Christ Almighty, helicopters! They look like “Bananas’. And
next to them a Sikorski. There’s a gun firing down there . . . those
two flashes on your left. Muong Pham’s right between those two
peaks. Fasten your belt, we’re going to dive. Who was the silly
idiot who said one couldn’t do aerchatics in a Dakota? It’s
absolutely made for the job.”

The plane taxied over the grass, throwing up a cloud of spray.
A man leapt into the aircraft, his poncho glistening in the rain.
1t was Captain Meynadier:

“Péningaud, you silly bugger, get this plane parked propetly.
Move her to the end of the runway, otherwise, with all this staff
dropping round us, you won’t have a plane any longer. Like the
rest of us, you’ll have to get back to Vientiane on foot. Unless you
prefer the Vier re-education camps. Hellow, Cléach. We’ve been
missing you. Even you won’t be able to make more of 2 muddle
than thete is already.”

His emaciated face was streaming with water and his red beret
was no more than a rag,

The two Indian officers showed signs of apprehension.
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“What . . . what _ . . what is it?”” they asked.

“I’ll deal with them,” said Meynadier.

The plane started moving again. A shell fell thirty yards away.

The Indians kept tepeating:

“What is it »”

In broken English, Meynadier explained:

“It’s the others, the Viets, the Pathet Lao, the Communists, the
Chinese; they’re not respecting the cease-fire. They’re firing on the
International Commission plane. What a scandal! T’ll have to draft
a long report with fifiy copies, which the fifty recipients will chuck
into their waste-paper baskets, because no one gives a damn
about what’s going on up here. While the repairs are being done,
come into our dug-out. We'll make you a hot toddy. It’s a visit
you mustn’t tniss: the Muong Pham Command Post. After this
we’re closing down. . . .”

Having recovered his moral and physical composure, one of the
International Commission officets protested, waving his bamboo
swagger-stick:

“Unforgivable . . . this break down. We're allotted an obsolete
aircraft . . . the importance of our mission . . .™

Péningand, who was emerging from the cockpit, lost his temper.
He refused to let anyone insult his Dakota:

“If you’re not satisfied, why don’t you provide your own planes
and pilots ? Your old crates are eaten away by tetmites. If you lean
on them they crumble apart.™

Péningaud did not even pause to have a look at the engine
which he daimed had broken down, but followed everyone into
the dug-out.

At the end of the runway, on a hummock of earth and damp,
moss-covered rocks, stood an ancient post consisting of some
flooded trenches and three blockhouses covered in corrugated
iron sheeting and protected by sand-bags. They surrounded a
slightly larger centtal dug-out, from which a long aerial projected.
This was the Muong Pham command post. A petrol stove made
from a jerrycan gave out 2 feeble heat which did nothing to dispel
the icy draughts. A boy stood over it, boiling some water in a
ration tin.
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Recovering their former resignation, the two Indians huddled
together as they waited for the toddy, for death or maybe for
nothing.

“What’s the situation ?” Cléach asked Meynadier.

The captain lost his temper:

“Did you come here to see me or make a nuisance of yourself»”

“Both. Where’s your pal Chanda?™

“In the fitst place, he’s no longer my pal; he’s a skunk. He's up
there with the Yanks. How’s Ricg?”

“8till in jug. But I think he’ll soon be ont.”

“I was afraid they might bump him off. They've tried hard
enough.”

“So you, too, knew what his real job was.”

“I've known Ricq since 1944. We were on the same course with
Force 136 in India, we were parachuted together into Laos. At the
time of Dien Bien Phu I helped him organise the maquis bands in
the notth, which came to be known as the G.C.M.As.

“When I made a fool of myself in Algeria, he was the one who
saved my bacon by getting me posted back to Laos to work with
him again. Ricq was my boss, the only man T acknowledged as
such—yes, Licutenant-Colopel Ricq of the S.D.E.C.E., of Nouei-
Phou Lak, of Paksane, the Thai maquis and Chanda’s patsch. Si
Mong used to be his houseboy and he made Sisang into a president.
Will that help to fill your paper, you little newshawk ?”

“You've deceived me good and proper. And what about you,
the great warlord?

“Only two companies left, barely two hundred paratroopers.
In a couple of hours the Viets will be here.”

“That’s all that remains of the Neutralist army ? What about the
battalion of Russian tanks? There was a lot of talk in Vientiane
yesterday about their victorious counter-attack.”

“Colonel Thong Dy, who was in command of them, didn’t
spare them or himself. Yet he was very keen on his lovely P.T.76s.
Tanks that can move through water, plough through mud. For
two pins they’d grow wings and fly. Thong didn’t want them
touched. He kicked up a hell of a fuss when I wanted to try one out.

“Thong Dy’s battalion got surrounded yesterday afternoon in
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the Nam Salat basin. Thong tried to get through to us. I went out
with a battalion to retrieve him. We took up a position above the
Xieng-Khouang road on the few crags that were not yet occupied
by the Viets.

“Through my field-glasses I saw the ranks advance. Two of
them were blown up by mines. A third was knocked out by an
artillery barrage. When they were almost on top of them, the
Viets demolished the lovely Russian tanks with rudimentary but
damned efficient Chinese bazockas. Remember this date, Cléach—
on 19 July 1964, at four o’clock in the afternoon, some Chinese
bazookas destroyed several Soviet tanks. So far it’s only material
that has been engaged. But soon it will be men. What was there to
stop a Soviet adviser being in one of those tanks and a Chinese
adviser firing a bazooka at it, eh?

“Colonel Thong Dy is Zay, that’s 1o say dead, blown to
smitheteens in his lovely command rank, because his best friend,
that swine Thon, deserted and joined the Reds with two
battalions of paracroops . . . troops I had trained myself, who
had been through this very pair of hands. They followed him from
sheer habit. They didn’t even know where they were going,.

“The remaining tanks turned round and fell straight into the
trap. Then they surrendered.”

“Lven after Thon and his two battalions went over to the
Communists . . .~

“Not ‘went over’, ‘deserted’, as [ said.”

“Chanda still had ten battalions left, that’s to say six thousand
men. Where have they got to?”

“Those battalions were mercly companies. The six thousand
men had never been more than three thousand. They all took to
their heels and made for the mountains. After Thon’s treachery,
the position had become impossible. I got through to Chanda by
wireless at seven o’clock this morning on the wavelength of the
Americans, the ones with the Meo maquis. Chanda himself ordered
me to get his chaps out immediately and leave the stores and
artillery behind. Some Mco guides would be waiting for them at
the foot of the mountains. 1 asked him whether I was supposed to
join him as well.
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“He was silent for 2 moment, then T heard him talking to some-
one next to him. In the end he replied:

“‘I'm sotry, Meynadier. Frenchmen aren’t wanted up here.
Forgive me’.

“First it was Thon, and now here was Chanda leaving me in the
lurch. It was under my instruction that Chanda fired his first rifle
shot, when we wete at Nouie-Phou Lak. Until then he only knew
how to use a bow and arrows. At Saigon I put him through his
first parachute jump. When he came to France with Thon on a
training course, they both used to spend their leave at our place in
Antibes, where my father is about the only hotel-keeper who in the
summer doesn’t dish up fish soup out of a tin. On 20 July, when
Chanda organised his pawfeh, he was lucky enough to have me
behind him; otherwise he would have botched the whole business.

“Exactly a year ago today. Funny sort of anniversary! Ricq in
jug, Gibelin murdered, Thon with the Viets, Chanda with the
Yanks, and me all alone up here in the shit.

“Three days ago it was even worse, with all the women and
children those Coordination swine had landed on the airfield. You
should have seen that wretched herd rushing about in the rain,
Mortar shells kept falling right amongst them. Sheer butchery.
You know Lieutenant Vallitres ? He's anything but 2 milksop, yer
he was biubbing bis heart out.”

Meynadier locked at his watch:

“Twelve o’clock. They’ve been marching for five hours. But it
will take them ten to reach the foot of the mountains. Now it’s our
turn to pull out. As soon as I heard the sound of the plane, I gave
orders for my two companies to withdraw. They’ll soon be here.”

“You speak of those men as though they were yours. You don’t
belong to the Laotian atmy, and they don’t belong to the French.”

“You’re right. Officially, I'm only an adviser . . . like Valli¢res,
like Lutz, like Joutdin . . . like those twenty thousand American
advisers fighting in South Vietnam, What exactly is an adviser
these days ? A white man leading native troops who, on their own,
are incapable of fighting or looking after themselves. I don’t know
why the South Vietnamese and the American advisers are fighting,
whether it’s for the pay or to defend their country against the
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Communists. But those two companies of Laotian paratroops are
fighting for me, and for no other reason. They tefused to follow
Thon who was their colonel. When he came and saw them that
night, the officers told him: “Yes, we'll go over to the Viets with
you, but only if you have a note signed by Captain Meynadier,
giving his consent’. Nothing about Chanda, you hear, just
Meynadier.”

“What are you going to do with them #”

“They’re going to join Chanda all the same. They’re the last two
hundred paratroops he has. Two of my warrant officers, Mérot and
Lutz, will accompany them up to the Meos. Then the Americans
will bring my two fellows back to Vientiane. I hope they’ll have
time to have a look at what’s going on up there. Like me, they’re
on good terms with Picarle, the oldest lost soldier in the Freach
army . . . since 1955. I'm fascinated by those Meos. They do
sweet buggerall. Yet they’re brave lads, well trained and armed
to the teeth.”

“You're leaving behind the stores, the guns, the trucks, the
bulldozets 2

“Have you got room in the plane for them?

“Every army in the wortld is overflowing with material. What’s
lacking is the men; but they’re only lacking on our side. Afrer all,
Chanda may be right to have gone over to the Yanks, and Thoen to
the Communists. We can’t do anything more for them except
preach at them and make promises.”

There was a sound of shuffling feet outside, a clatter of arms, 2
rustle of branches, words of command and muffled cries.
Meynadier went out. Cléach followed him, for he knew his friend
had to do what he disliked most in the wortld: tell a lie.

A dozen Laotian officers, Licutenant Valliéres and the four
French warrant officers, all soaking wet, haggard with fatigue,
filthy dirty and covered in mud, crowded round Meynadier.

“This is the situation,” he said. “We can’t hold Muong Pham,
the Plain of Jars and the Tran Ninh Plateau on our own. It would
need two divisions. So we'te going to take to the mountains.
Chanda is waiting for us up there. Lutz and Mérot, you'll each
take a company. Compass bearing 30 degrees south, Radio silence.
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You'll pull oot by sections . . . As soon as the Viets show up,
you firc and clear out at once. We've got to check their advance,
not fight against them. Watch out for the ammunition. Don’t
waste it. Further drops are out of the question . . .”

“And you, Captain,” asked a Laotian lieutenant, “what are you
going to do?”

Meynadier growled:

“Apart from the two warrant officers mentioned, all the rest are
flying out with me at once. We take off in three minutes’ time.”

“It’s not truc!” Valliéres exclaimed. “We’re not going to leave
out paratroopets in the lurch just when things are as bad as they
can be. You're not going to do that, Meynadier 2~

“Who said anything about leaving them in the lurch? The
Mission is scouring Vientiane for tents, blankets, ammunition and
men. Thete must be three or four hundred fellows wandering
about the town without leave. The whole lot will be booted back
here. We'll recreate a battalion . . .7

There was a sob in his voice . . .

“Regiments, a new army.”

His voice broke.

“We’ll start all over again, we’ll take Vientiane, make peace, go
back home and have a boun every night till the end of our days.”

Cléach seized Meynadier by the arm:

“Steady on, old boy.”

Dragging their feet, the two companies set off again, Standing
on the hummock of mud, Meynadier saluted them as they went
past, his face streaming with rain or maybe tears.

When they had all disappeated, swallowed up by the mist and
the rain, he picked up his carbine, removed the brecch and flung
it into the stream flowing at the foot of the hummock.

“You do the same,” he said to Valliéres and the three other
warrant officers. “No weapons allowed on the C.LC. plane.
Weapons can he found anywhere; the whole world’s full of them.
All that remains now is to lower the curtain, What do you say,
Cléach? Let’s ger going.”

Péningaud had to go “all out” to get his plane off the water-
logged runway.
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The first Viets to appear on the airstrip belonged to the Hanoi
Officer-Cadet Training Centre, who had been sent to Laos to gain
practical experience of warfare. They were disciplined units who
carried out the orders they were given to the letter.

So they did not fire on the white International Commission
aircraft. The Laotians or Pathet Lao minorities could not have
resisted such a target.

At Vientiane the group of French “advisers” assembled at the
villa they had becn allotted near the embassy, opposite the French
P.X. where sardines, wine and camemberits were available.
Without even changing his clothes, Captain Meynadier went off to
report to General Molliergues, the head of the Military Mission.
He was sutly and brief:

“Sir, hostilities have come to an end in the Plain of Jars. The
shooting has stopped. The last Russian tanks, after Colonel Thong
Dy’s death, surrendered. The Communists collecred a mass of
material in perfect condition, enough to arm a division: five
batteries of 10§ guns, two batteries of r5s5, mortars, trucks,
jeeps, wireless sets, hutments, tents, blankets, food supplies,
three bulldozers, four electric generators, ot to mention Colonel
Thong Dy’s L.T.76s which are among the finest tanks in the
world. Two parachute battalions, the 1st and the 3rd, that's to say
about a thousand men with their weapons and equipment, went
ovet to the Viets with Colonel Thon. A further two thousand
soldiers have deserted, gone home or been taken prisoner. That’s
all, sir.”

General Molliergues took off his steel-rimmed spectacles and
wiped them. The lenses were misted over by the damp, Without
them, he looked helpless and pathetic, blinking his little red eyes.
He put his spectacles on again and at once reverted to the colonr-
less, spiritless man he was, who inspired neither respect nor
affection and attracted even no attention.

The general, who wanted further details, invited Meynadier to
dinner. But the captain dodged this, pleading fatigue as an excuse.

“I absolutely understand,” Mollietgues said ironically. “These
Iast days have been extremely hard. What you want now is a litde
peace and quiet, a “break’, as you paratroopers say. Just a word of
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advice, however . . . Don’t meddle in Rieq’s business. At any
price. We’re already in enough trouble on that score. Have 2 good
night’s sleep and tomorrow draft me a detailed report on the final
incidents. Of course, you will only mention your official role as an
adviser and instructor. No point in stating that your subordinates
and yourself also saw fit to play at soldiers.”

Meynadier saluted, but the tone in which he said, “Very good,
sir,” was an insult and at the same time a mis-statement.

Then he went round to see Cléach. He could not have sat
through a téte-i-téte dinner with the general without venting his
feelings, still less could he have spent all evening with Vallieres
and the warrant officers. He could well imagine their unvoiced
teproach and exaggerated thoughtfulness.

The journalist was not at home, but on the table he had left a
copy of the cable he had just sent off.

Cléach made no mention of the French “advisers” or their
true role.

The captain took off his soaking, mud-stained clothes to have a
shower, Flore came in, swaying her hips, with some whisky and
some ice. He took the whisky and quietly said:

“Flore, you make me sick. You can’t see 2 pair of trousers
without getting ideas. You can’t bear the thought of two men
getting on well together and so you try to come between them.
Get out of here until Cléach is back.”

“Why are you angry with me?"”

“I’m not angry, I just don’t want you in here. Since I’'m not
made of wood, I want you to leave this room. Have you seen
Ven?”

“Ven is staying here because she’s frightened. Ven is so silly.
She’s either in tears or changing her clothes. But anyway, who
said I want to sleep with you? I don’t find you atiractive. But I
know your secret: you’d like to have Ven. You’ve actually wanted
her for some time. Ricq’s in prison and there’s no danger of your
giving her a baby. She alteady has one in her belly, Maybe it’s
Ricq’s . . . maybe someone else’s . . .

“You're stupid as well as being a slut. I've known Ven ever
since she was born. Her father, Chouc, who’s also a friend,
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wanted to call her Francoise because Ricq’s name was Frangois.
Ricq took her in his arms. He was so moved that he dropped her.
I picked her up. Ven is part of my family, the only family I still
have.”

When Cléach came back he found Meynadier lying on a bed
and Flore in the kitchen sulking.

“What shall we do?” he asked. “Treat ourselves to a Chinese
dinner? Get roaring-dmnk?”

“No,” said Meynadier. “You know I’'ve never smoked opium?
I munched some once to get rid of 2 stomach-ache because I had
nothing else handy. Gibelin suggested it. Opium’s not very
popular with the paratroopets. Just a way of dodging the issue.

“Today’s the anniversary of Chanda’s pessch. Just imagine, I too
believed all the noasense I was told by that lictle fellow whose
parents used to wander about the mountains half naked. Every-
thing’s collapsed, there’s nothing left. I must try and find some-
thing to do, otherwise I’m going to burst and commit some
gigantic folly.

“Ricq’s in prison. With a friend, yon share your rations when
you’re hungry, your water-bottle when you’re thirsty. With Ricqg,
I shared a dream. You sec, knowing he’s in jug makes my blood
boil; I can’t stop thinking about how to get him out. It would be
child’s play to capture a prison. But a camp like Xien Nip is a
diffetent proposition altogethet. Let’s go round to your Chinese
general. But leave Flore at home. She won’t understand what 1
have to say to you . . . Oh, what the hell, you may as well bring
her along . . . What the devil does it matter now!”

“When Flore smokes she doesn’t hear anything, she just sucks
her thumb like a baby. She takes refuge in a strange paradise.
Maybe her paradise is merely 2 cocoon, a cradle or a womb.”

Cléach and Meynadier lay stretched out on the bunk. Flore, lying
on her back and staring at the smoke-stained ceiling, was already
in her cocoon.

Between them stocd the tray: in the centre, the little oil lamp
with its glass shade, the needles, the copper bowl coataining the
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liquid opium, the long bamboo pipe with the seven precious
stones to protect the smoker against the seven obsessions. Yong,
the owner of the den, affable, indifferent and emaciated, brought
them some China tea which was almost colourless but whose
metits could only be appreciated, like the drug itself, through
years of education. Just a gesture of courtesy.

Then he withdrew, a flickering shadow, an indefinite shape in
the deep penumbra of the den, impregnated with the heady,
pungent, oily smell of the Xieng Khouang opium. An assistant
took his place—either his daughter or his wife, no one quite knew
which. She wore trousers and a little black jacket, her hair was cut
short, her face was deathly-pale and expressionless, and a tiny
artificial diamond glirtered in the lobe of one ear.

She rolled the pellets with her slender fingers and held them over
the flame without moving a single feature of her face. When the
pellet was ready she tapped the bamboo pipe with the needle to
attract the smoker’s attention.

His first pipe had made Meynadier cough. The disagreeable
smell nauseated him. But he had persevered, learning how to
inhale and retain in his lungs the thick smoke that smelt at the same
time of earth, decaying vegetation, a freshly dug ditch in a garden.
After his sixth pipe he felt 2 great sense of peace. His brain grew
clearer. For the first time he understood that the men opposing
him and his aims were not necessarily dirty dogs impelled by the
desire to do him harm and that their conception of the world, of
life and politics, might be no less valid than his own.

Cléach poured him out some tea; he had diffhculty in picking up
the cup, so clumsy had his movements become. But he succeeded
in talking effordessly about things he usually kept to himself:

“I’ve never been able to judge my life and actions so clearly. 1
thought I had ideas, but all I had was affection or dislike for such
and such a chief or such and such a comrade . . .”

Mattei came in, wearing a tie and impeccably creased trousers,
bending his tall frame to pass under the beams. His only concession
to the heat was a folded handkerchief with which he wiped his
brow. Aggressively, Cléach asked him:

“I thought you liked being alone in the evening ?”
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“Not this evening. I’'m frightened of being alone.”

The Corsican spoke in a tone of utter despair that surprised the
journalist.

“Sit down,” Meynadier said to him, “or lic down and have a
drink. You’re teputed to be a racketeer and a pimp; you're not
allowed into any civilized country. But the men of the G.CM.A s,
especially those of Laos, remember you as the coolest pilot they’ve
ever known. You’ve come just at the right moment: we’re talking
about the old days. Ricq’s no longer here to tell us to shut up; he’s
in jug. Gibelin’s missing as well.”

Cléach propped himself up on one elbow:

“So Mattei belonged to your network 7

“Network indeed! You've been reading too many spy stories.
We wete merely a few decent fellows, Laotian and French, united
behind Ricq. We trusted one another. We had known one another
for a long time and we wanted to get this country out of the mess
she was m. Behind Ricyg, not Gibelin.

“Antoine Gibelin might have temained the boss. But he had
pulled out because he couldn’t do the same thing for long, because
he was no longer interested in all this Laotian nonsense, in which
politics, family ties, commerce and sex ate involved. He said Laos
could no longer be saved.”

“Then why did he get himself killed while helping Chanda’s
Neutralists

“Laos may have been lost, but Gibelin couldn’t do without her,
just as Flore can’t do without her dope. Neutralism did at lease
mean a year or two’s respite. When Gibelin was killed he didn’t
have a cent left. No one would have risked lending him money
except old friends like Ricq, like myself, to help him live decently.
Only he needed such 2 devil of alot! ‘To spend on girls, to over-
awe those idiots in the bars with those incredible yarns of his. His
real adventures were far more fascinating, but he was shy of men-
tioning them. Girls! They weren’t much use to him any more. In
the end this outstanding, intelligent, cynical fellow used to resort
to the same drugs as the elderly Chinese use in order to make love:
powdered stag horn, giseng root. Real quack remedies. Father
Maurel liked him very much and never stopped telling him off;
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“Take some holy water, Antoine, it will cost you far less and do
you as much good’.

“Didn’t Flore ever mention this to you?

“1 think I’m going to have another pipe, with a big cup of tea
to take the taste away. I can’t stomach this smell of earth and
roots.”

“You'll be sick.”

“T’d like to be sick, I'd like to have a raging fever for two weeks.
Then, when. I woke up, I'd find it had all been a nightmare. No
Chanda, no Gibelin, no Ricq, no 13th May and Public Safety
Committees, no pufseh, no O.A.S., no de Gaulle, no Si Mong, no
Dien Bien Phu, no Yanks. Nothing: just a pitch-black tunnel and,
right at the end, Meynadier smoking opium because he has nothing
more to defend, not even Laos. . . .

“T’d left Laos in November 1946. Ricq was already a civilian
again. ¥ went back to France without knowing exactly what I was
going to do. After three months’ leave in Antibes with my old man
I tealised T would pever again put up with his tirades and the
restaurant business. In Indo-China I used to long for France; in
France I longed again for Indo-China. I re-enlisted for three years.
In 1948 I found myself a warrant officer in a parachute battalion.
A year later I became a second-licutenant, commissioned in the
field. In 1950 I was back in France and became a regular. In 1953
I was a lieutenant in a mobile group operating in Tonkin. One
didn’t have to be 2 genius to see that the way we were fighting,
with tanks against mosquitoes, was bound to turn cut badly. The
mobile group never moved off the main roads, leaving the Viets
free to wander about wherever they wanted, spreading their
bloody propaganda. What we had learnt with the British in Force
136 and from our own experience in the maquis, all was forgotten.
One fine day, when we were dying of heat under cover of a cor-
rugated iron roof, I was summoned to Hanoi Headquarters. I was
received by an extremely cordial colonel. The colonels of Hanoi
and Saigon were always cordial towards officers who were just
back from the paddyfields. I told him my life story. He questioned
me about my first spell in Laos and my training as a wireless
operator and commando in India. He wrote down all my answers.

296



The Plain of Jars

I tried to fathom what all this was about. All of a sudden be asked
me whether I would like to work again with Major Ricq. He
specified “a hazardous assignment which might one day prove
interesting. You can refuse, of course, and believe me, it won’t be
held against you. If you accept you’ll be attached to the D.G.E.R.
because it’s the special services who are mounting the operation’.
That colonel’s lack of enthusiasm and the happy memories I had
of Laos and Ricq, and especially of Gibelin, prompied me to
accept.

“When, in 1943, I had to choose between Gibelin and Ricq, it
was the former I chose, because he was exuberant and colourful.
Gibelin was forty-two at that time, Ricq twenty-six, three years
older than myself.”

“What if you had to make the same choice now 2” Cléach asked.

“T should have chosen Ricq.”

“I was posted to Saigon. Ricq introduced me to General Durozel,
the master spy. Not a very inspiring fellow—cold, detached, thin-
lipped, and at the same time exaggeratedly polite. The style that’s
now much in favour in Uncle Charles’ army. There’s 2 man who
must have done well for himself. What’s more, he was a Poly-
technician!”

Cléach interjected:

“But also a Republican. General Durozel had just been pensioned
off. A dozen lines this morning in the A F.P despatch. He had been
given his third star and appointed to more important duties. He
must have had no illusions, after pursuing that caceer so long, and
forthwith handed in his resignation. He was allowed to leave, much
to everyone’s relief. What sort of terms was he on with Ricq ?”

“Very good, I believe. Whenever he had anything to say,
Durozel used to tuen to Ricq the whole time, as though he needed
his approval.

“He toid me: “We have decided to fight the Communists with
their own weapons, by action against their rear lines. Jt will be a
difficult 2and expensive job. My friend Major Ricq, on the other
hand, claims he can do it with very few means. We’re going to let
him try out his cheap experiment in Laos. You’ll help him. Mean-
while we shall pursue our own attempt in Tonkin and the Haute
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Région with more substantial means. Naturally, I hope Ricq is right
but I don’t think so. Waging that sort of war without money
demands men of exceptional quality and motives as compelling as
those of the early Christians, the early Communists or the genuine
resistance workers. You alone will appear in your true colouts,
Lieutenant Meynadier. Major Ricq will stick to his ethnologist
cover story and clandestine role’,

“Ricq was in civilian clothes. He looked like a little clerk with
his shabby suit, his tie askew, his cracked and badly polished shoes.
But his face and hands were tanned by the sun 2nd rain and he had
the loose-limbed gait of 2 man who was used to the jungle.

“Ricq asked me out to dinner at a fashionable restaurant. He
must have made some last-minute enquirics and been sent to the
most expensive and flashy establishment. I felt embatrassed at
addressing him again by the familiar ‘#%". He was no longer the
same man. I had to remind myself that I had fought beside him,
that we had shared the same handful of rice. He drank nothing but
tea and ate very little, but kept puffing away at his pipe. I asked
him what had become of Gibelin. He told me he was still in Laos
where he had resumed his commercial activities.

“Friendship is like an electric current. I felt it seeping back after
the initial hesitation. While the people at the other tables were
discussing the rate of exchange of the piastre, the rubber matket
and the price of rice, I gave him an account of my war in Tonkin--—
the villages that were bombed without anyone checking before-
hand to see if there were any Viets in them, the blunders of the
staff officers who were trying to fight the Rif War or Leclerc’s
campaign all over again. I also told him about the myth which was
taking shape among the paratroops. He, in his turn, flew off the
handle for a moment—unusual for him, because I know few men
who have sc much self-control. Even in India or at Paksane, he
never let himself go.

“Ricq had gone back to France for only one week, to settle some
family business. Since then he had never left Indo-China. The
exemplary life of a secret agent disguised as an ethnologist! For
seven years he had directed the French special services in Laos, the
Haute Région and on the Chinese border. But he had also become
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a genuine ethnologist. That’s Ricq all over. He studied the
minorities, leamt their languages. At the same time he delved into
their history and customs to discover the best means of impelling
them, when the time came, to fight against their enemies of the
moment: the Viets. He was well acquainted with their doctrines,
their methods and their senior commanders. He was even in touch
with some of them and had tecruited several agents from among
the battzlions operating in Laos against us.

“Ricq used to send his reports to Paris or Saigon Headquarters.
At Saigon they were thrown into the wastepaper-basket, in Paris
only Durozel took any interest in them.

“He also had some articles published in the bulletin of the
French School of Far-FEastern Studies—a thingamijig for special-
ists and pedants.

“The famous ‘Ricq network’ which the American papers are
now s0 full of—what did it amount to? A few Frenchmen who
helped him voluntarily, like Mattei and Father Maurel, and also
Gibelin, of course, but only when he felt like it. Sometimes the
Ministry of the Associated States or the War Ministry used to send
him an officer, an administrator or a spectalist to assist him on
some specific assignment so as to avoid his coming out into the
open, Then thefellow would go back homeand Ricq woul! stay on,

“His entire organization was based on Laotians, not onc of
whom worked for money but sometimes for marginal benefits
—ptomotion, for instance, which hc obtained for them through
his contacts. The two mainstays of his team were Sisang and
Pamphone—the formez, wavering, capable, always prepated to
dash off to France when he didn’t like the look of things, always
equally prepared to come back; the latter, less imtelligent, less
brillant, but staunch, hard-working and absolutely devoted to
Ricq. When Pamphone was Minister of the Interior, Ricq used ro
lodge his friends with the police; when he was Minister for Wat,
he made Chanda and Thon lieutenants.

“Unforrunately $i Mong, when he felt his hour had come,
arranged for Pamphone to be killed.

“Ricq had studied Pali and made many friends among the
Buddhists. He had found a perfect excuse for visiting the monas-
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teries and travelling about the country in all weathers: the quest
for a manuscript of the Ramayana. He never acted the part of an
intellipence agent. He was never 1o be seen taking notes or distri-
buting arms or money. He would move into a village or a pagoda
and lead the same life as the Laotians, whom he encouraged to talk.

“In Vientiane he lived in a cosy little hut and did his own house-
wortk. He spent his pay on helping people here and there, Ricq, I'm
certain, hasn’t saved a penny. He was even more prodigal than
Gibelin, but he sometimes gave the impression of behaving like 2
dotty old maid and being very tight-fisted.

“His aim was to make I.20s into a aation, It was an even grearer
enormity than any Gibelin had attempted or envisaged.

“The Freoch government had enitusted him with an initial
mission: to urge Laos to adhere to the French Union that had just
been created with such a song and dance. The French government
hoped Vietnam and Cambodia would follow suit. Ricq had put his
finger on the error. Laos was to appear in the eyes of the wotld as
an independent nation, even though the French discreetly con-
tinued to administer her. It was therefore sheer madness 1o make
her still depend on the Ministry of the Associated States which was
based on Paris.

“He obeyed his orders all the same, banking on his personal
prestige, his contacts, Sisang and Pamphone, but also on the
veterans of the resistance nerworks, on the religious leaders like
the Maha Som, on the Khas, the Thais and the Meos, to whom he
had demonstrated that only the presence of France would ensure
their liberty. He had convinced them that the Viets were dangerous
because they were Vietnamese in search of new texritories in which
to settle. France alone could prevent them from doing this. Ricq’s
task was like a torn cloth that had to be mended anew every day.

“But ranged against him there was Si Mong, then a major,
later a colonel and eventually a general. Ricq had doge his utmost
to cbstruct his promotion. Unfortunately Si Mong had found some
influential protectors in Headquarters and among the French
administrators.

“He knew how to organize 2 parade, click his heels, captivate
our military representatives by talking the whole time about
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‘smashing the Viets”, without ever taking command of a battalion
ot a regiment. He would have been quite incapable of it.

*““Already, in 1953, he had plenty of funds at his disposal, sent
from Thailand where his uncle, Marshal Aprasith, the man the
Americans were backing, had assumed power.

“Ricq worked on a basis of friendship. Si Mong distributed
presents to those he needed, he was thus able to make them
indebted to him and compromise them. After that he held them
in his power.

“In October 1952 the Viets launched their big offensive against
Laos, which had just joined the French Union. We were in honour
bound to defend her. Then came Na San. Ricq found himself
personally involved in this fighting, but he wanted to direct it in
his own way.

“Ricq at that time wanted the maquis bands to fend for them-
selves by enlisting the help of the local population. He asked us to
wage a paupers’ war.

“He had installed the training camp at Nouei-Phou Lak, right
up in the mountains. Fifty partisans, all told, led by Chanda and
Thon, both of them paratroop second-lieutenants, and four
French warrant officers, including Picarle who is now with the
Meos. Chouc was in charge of supplies and recruitment. Ven was
then eighr years old and kept getting in our way. Ricq sent her off
to the convent at Thakhek and paid for her board and lodging.

“An airstrip had been built near the camp. Mattei came and
landed there every weck in his Piper, and Pamphone visited us
several times. For three ot four days he would live like us, take
part in out training and, as in the old maquis days, we zll called one
another ‘#z#’. He brought Gibelin along. Gibelin refused to dabble
in politics any more, but he kept talking politics, which was the
best way of getting on the wrong side of the French authorities,
both civil and military. As usual he was in financial straits and
would have gone to any lengths to get money. He was still the
same Gibelin, prematurely aged pethaps, worn out by the de-
bauched life he led, but indestructible and better acquainted with
Laos than anyone in the wotld.

“Ricq had decided to use only small groups of five or six men,
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each equipped with a transmitter. He recruited on the spot the
partisans he might need for a raid or sabotage operation. He
insisted on our respecting the customs of the various ethnic
groups among whom we were to live, without trying to impose
our regulations on them and so turn them into regulars. He was
forthwith reproached for lack of efficiency because he did not
obrain immediate and spectacular successes. Ricq isn’t a liar. He
never tried to build up a minor skirmish into a full-scale battle or
transform the occupation of a village into a victory.

“Each team was assigned a particular mission, with the Khas,
the Thai Neua, the Pou Thais or the Lus, that’s to say among the
minoritics who were already, or were liable to find themselves,
in zones occupied by the Vietminh.

“But he tefused to recruit the Meos. He had lost confidence in
them ever since some of them had betrayed us to the Japanese. He
felt they were Iacking in cohesion and national sense. Gibelin, who
was always well inforrned on what was happening in their part
of the wotld, corrected this error. And with good reason!

“He was ronning an opinm racket.

“Being back with us at Nouei-Phou Lak had dispelled his
former bar-reom torpor and lassitude. He became once more the
man he had been. Since Ricq chose to reject the Meos, he went
out of his way to prove, on the contrary, that withount them we
could achieve nothing.

“The Meos, according to him, had the best reason for fighting
against the Communists. They wanted to defend what to them
made life worth living: liberty in its most exaggerated form. The
Viets, in the zones in which they had seized control, had ttied o
force these nomadic highlanders to settle in a fixed spot. They had
deluged them with propaganda, obliging them to attend meetings,
form committees and respect the laws of hygiene. The Meos had
rebelled against the gloomy, finnicky little men from the deltas.

“ “Just imagine,” Gibelin said to Ricq, ‘the Viets want to force
the Meos to wash. That’s utterly impossible. The time has come
to set all these highlands ablaze, from Yunnan to Tran-Ninh',

“*Go ahead and do it,” Ricq retorted, as thoogh issuing a
challenge.
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“Gibelin took over a team commanded by Picarle and dis-
appeated with them into the mountains on the other side of the
douds. He came back a month later saying everything was going
very well.

“In less than 2 year there were maquis groups swarming all over
North Laos and the Haute Région. They denied the Vietminh
divisions the higher passes and defiles. The Mecos helped us
because they felt the French were less of a nuisance than the
Viets.

“Then came Dien Bien Phu. We repeated all the blunders of
Na San by going to ground in an entrenched camp instead of
engaging in maquis activity. We wanted to save Laos, but we were
going to lose the whole of Indo-China.

“At the beginning of 1954, the 316th Vietminh Division
advanced once more on Luang-Prabang. Utter panic. An en-
trenched camp was created in the Plain of Jars. Legionaries were
brought in to dig the trenches. We others were behind the Viet
lines, myself on the Tonkin border, near Dien Bien Phu; Chanda
and Thon in the mountains dominating Lai Chau, Picarle at
Phong Saly.

“But I must tell you a story showing how Ricq influenced
opinion without ever coming out into the open. He had dis-
covered an old blind bonze at Luang-Prabang of whom no one had
ever taken the slightest notice. All of a sudden this bonze started
uttering phrophecies, saying the Viets would never take Luang
Prabang, the holy city. The credulous Laotians acted accordingly.
Instead of yielding, 25 they usually did, to the invader, they started
filling sand-bags. The 316th Division turned about, but in order
to attack Dien Bien Phu. It was Ricq, of course, who had activated
the old blind bonze. He was pulling a number of other sttings as
well. He had engineered the desertion of an entire Pathet Lao army
concert party which he had come across while looking for his
Ramayana. He, 2 white man, had simply extolled the pleasures of
Laotian life. Straight away they had all gone back to their villages.

“When, at the end of April 1954, it was known that Dien Bien
Phu was lost, I received otders to make my way down to the
entrenched camp to try and pick up any escapers. An attempt had
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been made to send out a rescue column from Luang-Prabang: men
in jungle boots and with heavy equipment. Ricq could hardly bear
it. But headquarters had curtly asked him to mind his own
business. I arrived with my Thai partisans to within five miles of
the entrenched camp. From a ridge I witnessed the final bombard-
ment of Isabelle. T waited three days, playing hide-and-seek with
the Viets. No one showed up. But two of my Thais reported a long
column of French prisoners heading in the direction of Thanh Hoa.

“Meanwhile Chanda was in the process of taking Lai Chau, the
capital of the Thai country, alone with thirty partisans. Thon,
who was wounded, had been evacuated a month eatlier and it was
you, Mattei, in your Piper, our only aircraft, who had come to
pick him up.”

“I remember,” said Mattei, “he had a nasty wound in the leg.
When we had 1o bend him double to get him into the plane, Thon
was bellowing for all he was worth. On cur way back we received
five bullets through the wings and fuselage. Those were the days.”

Meynadier guiped down a cup of tea and went on withour
caring if anyone was listening to him or not:

“The capture of Lai Chau, when we had lost Dien Bien Phu, was
the most absurd and extraordinary adventure of that war. The
maquis had been ordered to attack all the Viet supply lines so as
to relieve the entrenched camp. Chanda was then two hundred
miles from his base, sixty miles north of Dien Bien Phu as the crow
flies. Ie had been holding the mountain for three months and his
transmitter was no longer working. He made his way down to the
Clayeau Pass. There was no one there. He pressed on in the
direction of Lai Chau, the key town of the Haute Région. There
were fifty or so Viets there, holding conferences and self-examina-
tion sessions and hanging up streamers. All the rest were at Dien
Bien Phu. Chanda surprised them during the siesta hour. Thanks
to him, while the Viet flag was being hoisted on General de Castries
command post at Gono, the tricolour went up at Lai Chau. No
one knew this *

* The true-life hero of this outstanding feat of arms was a man by the
real name of Ly Seo Nang. He is at present living in New Caledonia
with all his family.
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“It wasn’t so easy to pull it down either. Chanda had got a firm
grip on the town and wouldn’t let go.

“Once again Mattei swooped over the crags held by the Viets
and dropped him a message. Ricq was in the plane.”

“We would have landed,” said Mattei, “but we had only just
enough fuel to get back; and the Viets were moving up.”

“Well, after holding Lai Chau for four days, Chanda withdrew
on foot, losing no more than a third of his men. Two months on
the march. I too came back on foot, but I left my wounded behind.

“Chanda’s quite a fellow, at least he used to be.”

Mattei interrupted Meynadier’s long monologue. He was
familiar with the state of mind of the neophyte smoker who in a
toneless voice keeps talking withour stopping:

*“I can tell you another G.C.M.A. story, about Sergeant-Major
Picarle who was with a group of Meos north-east of Phong Saly,
opposite Muong Ou Thay, in Vietnamese territory. We knew the
Viets, who had crossed through Communist China, were going
to take Phong Saly from the rear. They were out to liquidate that
particular group of partisans. Ricq came and saw me:

“ ‘I have a dificult propaosition for you: I want you to pick up
a French warrant officer behind the Viet lines. I was the one who
involved him in this adventure; I'm responsible for him. ’ve been
ordered to abandon him because he has alteady once refused to
pull back in accordance with the armistice conventions. I can’t get
hold of a plane. If we have an accident, it’s just too bad. But neither
of us has 2 widow to weep over us. We have one chance in two of
getting back alive, hardly more . . . and you won’t get anything
out of it except my personal gratitude’,

“I agreed, because Ricq is a hell of a fellow and never talks
nonsense. It was difficult, far more difficult than he thoughe I
touched down on a crag without coming to grief. A miracle.
There were four seats in the Piper. Ricq and I already occupied two
of them.

“We saw Picarle arrive, with a long feather stuck in his bush
hat and 2 Meo silver collar round his neck, as filthy ditty as the
thirty men with him. Ricq repeated the information he had alteady
been given by wireless, namely that the game was up, the armistice
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had been signed at Geneva and that he had come to fetch him back.
I remember Picatle’s beady little eyes and every word he said.
They’re the sort of words that aren’t easily forgotten:

“T can’t do it. I’'m staying with my lads. Either we'll manage
to mzke our way back to Laos on foot or the Viers will get us. But
we’te staying together. Orders? Whose orders? When I'm
ordered to behave like a dirty swine, it’s funny but my ears get
blocked. Here’s to our next meeting, Monsieur Ricq . . . if we ever
do meet again’.

“Ricq had risked his life and his career to come znd fetch him,
But he didn’t bat an eyelid. He merely asked Picarle what he could
do for him.

“ “Give me your carbine ammunition. 1 only have one magazine
left’.
“We left Sergeant-Major Picatle and his Meos. Four months
later he turned up at Xieng Khouang, by way of the highest
ridges, without having lost 2 single man.

“When you come across that sort of mulish obstinacy, Monsieur
Cléach, it warms the cockles of your heart.”

“Yes,” Meynadier went on, “but we eventually lost Picarle. He
got himself demobbed at Vientiane. He drew all his allowances
and arrears of pay, then vanished . . . back to the Meos. Now he
commands the whole Tran Ninh maquis on behalf of Colonel
Cosgrove and the American secret services.

“Realizing the mistakes they had made, the Viets granted the
Meos who femained in their zone a liberal charier. Merely for
practical reasons.

“In us, the Meos had merely found some allies who helped them
defend their way of life against the Viets. When the Viets realized
that they too had to respect that way of life, they made up 2 lot of
ground they had lost with them.

“In the midst of this disorder and confusion, a new sentiment,
as yet undefined, the sentiment of belonging to a same set of people
and a same race, had taken root among the Meos.

“The Viets exploited this embryo of nationalism for all they
were worth. The French hadn’t dared to, for fear of embarrassing
their Laotian friends. Insensibly, the Meos began to drift over to
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the Viets, who promised them a Meo nation, until Colonel Cos-
grove Tibbet, an old South-East Asia hand, undertook to make
them the same promises.

“He found an ally in ex-Sergeant-Major Picarle, who by then
had become an adviser to Phay Tong. Phay Tong had been
alarmed to see his unstable followers going over to his rival, the
pro-Viet Cheng Pou. Picatle flung him into Cosgrove’s arms.
Picarle hated the Communists and had never forgiven the French
for having one day otdered him to abandon his partisans. Besides,
there was the opium. Putsuing their new policy, the Viets not only
made a point of not forbidding its cultivation, as their puritan
morals would have demanded, but actually paid a high price for
it . . . and proved honest in their contracts. Opium was worth its
weight in gold for buying arms and ammunition, agents and
accomplices.

*“The Americans were compelled to follow the same course.
American secret service aircraft have recently been seen smuggling
opium into Bangkok, Saigon and the Philippines, while the
States are waging a battle to the death against narcotics and dope-
peddling.

“Each time Ricq and I tried to talk to Picarle about France, the
G.C.M.A s or our old friendship with the Meos, he would reply:

“ *France can’t give us anything; she doesn’t buy opium, she
doesn’t provide arms. France is backing the Laotains, the king of
Luang-Prabang and the Vientiane government. She refuses to
recognise cur independence. The Americans may perhaps abandon
us one day but meanwhile they’re giving us arms and money,
enough to enable us to remain free for some time to come’,

“Ricq did his utmost to get Picarle back. He even offered him a
commission in the regular army.”

Mattei nodded in agreement; it was he who had been entrusted
with that mission.

“He also offered him money, but what a paltry sum! Picarle was
making ten times as much with the Americans. Anyway he didn’t
give a damn about money.”

“T thought,” said Cléach, “that in your dirty secret service
world, when you couldn’t buy a man you liquidated him.”

3oz



THE BRONZE DRUMS

“That’s not Ricg’s method. Colonel Cosgrove had also warned
him that if anything happened to Picarle some of our South
Vietnam agents working under cover in the rubber plantations
would straight away pay for it with their lives. He produced a list
of them. It was unfortunately up to date.”

*“Charming way to behavel!”

“In any case the Americans are deceiving themselves. Their
maquis bands aren’t worth a brass farthing. And it won't be the
tifF-raff that Chanda brought them who are going to improve the
situation.

“After Dien Bien Phu, Ricq had a difficult time.

“The Laotians were fond of us, certainly, but-they couldn’t for-
give our loss of face. It was all very well saying to them it was in
order to defend them that we had taken such a hiding. It cut no ice
at all. Before Dicn Bien Phu, when referring to a Frenchman, they
always used the word ‘Then” or “Monsieur’. Afterwards it was
‘Phe” o1 “Me Bak’—that fellow’, “that lad’,

“Then Pamphone was murdered and Sisang himself was
wounded. The government was throwing a party for the king’s
birthday, a little intimate bosnr, just the ministers, their wives and
friends. It was held in Prince Sisang’s villa, where the windows
open out on to the garden. The guards who were meant to be on
duty were in the kitchen having a party on their own,

“Someone flung a clutch of grenades through the window and
skiddaddled. Pamphone, the War Minister, was killed outright,
and so was his wife. Three other ministers were wounded,
including Sisang who received 2 splinter in the throat and another
in the shoulder. At the same time several garrisons rose up in
arms and threw out their French instructors and advisers.

“It wasn’t the Viets who were behind it; it was Si Mong,
supported by the Americans and Thais. The Americans, who had
refused to recognize the Geneva Agreements, had decided to take
over from the French who had been defeated all over Indo-China.

“The killer was a Thai police lieutenant. The next day he was
promoted to captain, but his accomplices, a couple of semios be
had fecruited on the spot, were executed in case they talked.

“Prince Sisang went off to be treated in France; Pamphone’s
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body was ceremonially butnt and Si Mong took their place.
Officially, he was not Prime Minister, he had to use the services of
a man of straw. But he already bad control of the War Ministry
and the Ministry of the Interior.

“The Americans began to arrive by the plane-load. At their
head was Colonel Cosgrove who had been wniting in Thailand
until the coast was clear. The Yanks took over everything—the
police, the army, the administration, the postal and agricultural
services. The experts poured in, and so did the dollars.

“On the eve of my departurc for France I had dinner with Ricq
and Gibelin. In memory of Pamphone, we kept a place for him at
our table. Gibelin drank even more than usual. He told us then:

“ ‘One day the red flag will fly over Saigon, aad up to the last
minute we shall go on fighting in Laos against armies that don’t
exist.’

“Gibelin went on to say that Ricq was one of the main culprits
of this farce. Cosgrove was taking over where he left off, and the
farce would go on. The best way of saving Laos was to get the
hell out of ir.

“I still remembet how Gibelin hurled the glass he had just
finished against the wall, then got up and left.”

All of a sudden the blood drained from the captain’s cheeks.

“My head’s going round and round.”

Cléach nodded:

“You've smoked too much for the first time. I warned you.”

Meynadier got up and went out and vomited in the lane.

When he came back he swore:

“I’N never touch this bloody stuff again. It makes one talk too
much. Now I undetstand why Ricq never smoked opium. This
smell turns my stomach.

“There’s another feature of Ricq’s character I've just thought
of—his readiness to lend a helping band in an emergency. 1 got
into some trouble in Algeria; he sent for me as instructor to the
French Military Mission in Laos. It was a bit of luck for me. Had
it not been for that, I should have been in jug or else in such a fix
that I’d have repudiated my pals and my promises. I've repudiated
myself as well, but only this motning,
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“On landing at Vientiane, I found myself in the middle of an
absolute shambles. The army had just assumed power again. It
was our old friend Si Mong who had organised the plot. Prince
Sisang had rushed off to France as usual. Prince Lam Sammay,
the Commy, had just been put in jug and there was no one in
command. Laos doesn’t chanoge much. There’s always a
shambles here. To put things right, under pressure from the
ambassadors, it was decided to hold an election. A masterpiece.
In Vientiane alone, the candidate backed by Si Mong won two
thousand votes more than the total electorate. No one had voted
for him.

“Qur elections in Algeria were child’s play compared to this.
The place was full of Americans. They interfered in cverything
and flooded the country with doliars, arms, equipment, mission-
arics and secret agents. I no longer knew anyone, I no longer
recognized anything. I was absolutely lost. Ricq and Gibelin were
away. [ had left T.aos in 1955. What on earth had happened to this
country in eight years to make it so utterly rotten?

“It was like leaving a girl in the prime of youth and beauty and
coming across her again a raddled old hag.

“When I reported ta General Molliergues, he told me he
couldn’t recall my face and that he hated officers dabbling in
politics. He found my turn-out left much to be desired and
wondered what an adventurer like e could be doing in an army
riddled with tradition and honours like ours.

“At the time of the 13th May the poor fellow had been put in
jug by his own captains.

“Molliergues posted me as instructot to a battalion of Laotian
paratroops somewherc up countrv—z battalion’, he said, “which
has taken quite a pasting, been reduced to three hundred men and
is commanded for the time being by an unknown captain called
Chanda. They say he’s actually a Kha, a savage, whose parents
used to wander about the forest stark naked.’

“But I happened to know this Kha extremely well, and also his
second-in-command, Lieatenant Thon.

“Tc wasn’t Molliergues’ idea to post me to this battalion. Fr was
a suggestion of Ricq’s, backed by an urgent order from Patis, one
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of thosc orders which made that blithering old general mad with
fage.

“Three months later we seized Vientiane with Chanda’s
battalion.

“Christ, how my head aches! I say, Mattei, you didn’t tell me
what the hell you’re doing in this den.”

“I’'m waiting for 2 plape. Unlike Picatle, I shan’t make any
difficultics about taking it. I bave no sense of honour left. But the
plane won’t come. Goodbye.”

Mattei disappeated and they went back to Cléach’s house.

“Whete’s Ven?” Meynadier enquired.

Flore came in from her bedroom with a smile on her face:

“While we were at the opium den, she came and took her things
away.”

“Maybe Ricq’s out of jug.”

Cléach picked up the telephone and called up Captain Lalo.
Ricq had not yet been released, but he was expected to leave Xien
Nip at any moment.

“Ven’s waiting for him at home. Do you think she loves him
Meynadier asked suddenly.

“I don’t know,” Cléach replied. “She was certainly very upset
by his arrest.”

Flote kept playing with her shawl:

“I bappen to know she doesn’t love him. I heard her singing
this morning. Ricq is old and ugly, be’s like Gibelin, Maybe she
has gone back to her village, to Nouei-Phou Lak, where she’ll be
warmly welcomed by het handsome phonbas who doesn’t make her
feel she needs a bath after making love.”

“What about the child?” Meynadier shouted. “You forget all
about the child, you little slut.”

Flote pouted:

“Gibelin taught me many things about Laos.

“When a gitl from a mountain village comes home with a child
in her belly, and the child is a white man’s and the girl’s parents
ate minor notables, like Ven’s, what do they do? They go and
consult a witch-doctot ot a bonze, who sells them some plants.
With these plants they make a brew and give it to their daughter
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to drink. The child goes away, and the plossao goes off with the
other girls to bathe in the river and joke with the boys . . . In
Laos, only the town whores keep their bastards.”

Meynadier leant on the table:

“Oualy this village happens to be Nouei-Phou Lak, and this
patticular gitl is Ven, and the man who gave her 2 child happens
to be Ricq.”

Flore shrugged her shoulders:

“All girls are alike. As you see, you're in love with Ven, since
you think she’s not like the rest.”

Without another word she went and lay dowa on the bed.

“My head’s throbbing,” Meynadier groaned. “Give me some
aspirin and water, a2 whole pail of water as though for a mule ™

Cléach looked at him without moving:

“You’ve had a good laugh, you old sod. You let me make an
absolute fool of myself in front of Ricq and Gibelin. T ought to
break the water jug over your head and slip you some arsenic
instead of aspirin.”

Meynadier was unable to sleep. He could hear all the usual
nocturnal sound with painful clarity: the footsteps of a patrol,
the dogs fighting round a refuse heap. The same haunting thought
kept returning: Ricq is in jug. A year ago we were masters of
Vientiane; it was our patrols then who used to disturb the hours
of darkness.

Yet the 3rd Parachute Battalion wasn’t up to much when
Meynadiet had taken charge of it. For a year it had been made to
turn its hand to every kind of job. It was still, however, one of the
few units that had any fighting quality, thanks to Chaada and
Thon. The battalion had been in action in the province of Sam
Neua; it had attempted a thrust towards Phong Saly, recapturing
the posts which the regular army units had abandoned to the Com-
munists without firing 2 shot. But the Viets did not allow them-
selves to be dislodged so easily as the Royal Lactian Army. After
every engagement the battalion left some dead on the field. Mean-
while, at Vientiane, the officers grew fat and idle. They spent every
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night in bats and brothels, they squandered fortunes on dance
hostesses and tarts, and dipped into the regimentzl funds, But the
3rd Parachute Battalion had drawn no pay for three months.

The captain likewise found this hard to stomach.

After Indo-China there had been Algeria, the 13th May, the
Barricades, the putsches that had succeeded and failed, friends in
jug, on the run, or on their uppers.

But when he found Chanda, Thon and Laos again, he had felt
happy. Chanda had been promoted to captain after his exploit at
Lai Chau. But for eight years he had kept the same rank, like Thon
who had remained alieutenant. Promotion was eatned in the towns.

The battalion, encamped by the Nam Ma, the “horse river”, had
given a bowm to welcome Mevoadier.

With their hatchets, the paratroopers had built some huts and
atranged garlands of flowers, finding a few chickens and a pig with
great difhiculty, any amount of girls and musicians with ease. They
had even bought some brandy, whisky and beer on credit from the
Chinese merchant.

The atmosphere was warm, the sound of the river, when the
Kbene players fell silent, rose to a roar which gradually died away.
The girls sat huddled together, breaking into peals of shrill
laughter.

At the embassy in Vientiane, Captain Lalo had merely told
Meynadier that Ricq would contact him when he needed him.,
Then he had resumed his stolid silence and began looking through
his papers.

Meynadier had a well-established reputation as an activist,
which alienated all the military who were afraid of contracting
this disease though it was nothing more serious than a cold in the
head.

‘Thon had seized the captain by the shoulder, Chanda by the arm.
The three of them then went strolling along the river together
while the chickens and pigs roasted over the fires.

“Where are Ricq and Gibelin?” Meynadier enquired.

It was Chanda who replied:

“We're expecting them. They should have been here by now.
You know things are going very badly in Laos?”
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"“Worse than ever,” said Thon. “Yon left a few days after the
assassination of Pamphone and the flight of Prince Sisang. Since
then Laos has never been the same; because of the dollars. In your
days the ministers used to be driven around in samles. On Sundays
they went fishing and in the evening had a bosn with the neigh-
bours. Today, ministers, generals and colonels are selling them-
selves for a car, a villa or a handful of banknotes.”

“The land,” Chanda went on, “used to belong to everyone.
Those who have dollars now want it for themselves. For the first
time in Laos the fields round the towns are being enclosed.

“The army won’t fight any longer and is badly behaved. Some-
thing serious has happened at my village, Nouei-Phou Lak. Ricg
and Gibelin have gone up to sce. They didn’t want me to go.”

‘The Nam Ma was punctuated by a series of tapids which spread
out into broad sheets of water. Just as the sun was about to set in
the river, two pirogues appeared and beached by the camp.
Maynadier admired the boatmen’s adroitness, the way they
handled their vessels in the current, using their paddles to avoid
a rock protruding from the water. He felt at home again on the
edge of this river, which some men came to know yard by yard
through learning how to deal like this with its shoals and
rapids.

Two white men sprang from the pirogues, barefoot, wearing
bush hats and vaguely military uniforms. They wete Ricq and
Gibelin, together again as in the good old days. They had come a
long way and had been living for weeks in the jungle. Their
clothes were tattered and torn. They cartied American carbines
on their shouldets, and the wooden handles of their hatchets
protruded from their webbing haversacks. The six Laotians with
them unloaded all the paraphernalia of a long trip in the forest:
sacks of rice, jerrycans, cooking pots. From one of the pirogues
they hauled 2 big dun-coloured deer they had just shot and flung
it at Meynadier’s feet.

“A present for you,” said Gibelin, imitating the accent of the
Vietnamese,

But he was making an effort to appear cheerful. Ricq also came
up and shook hands, like a man expressing sympathy at 2 funeral.
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Chanda produced some bottles of beer, which he opened with his
teeth.

“Well,” he asked Ricq, “is it true?”

Ricq had squatted down on his haunches and was playing with
2 branch of dead wood.

“Yes.?

Gibelin flung his cmpty beer botte away:

“I’d rather tell you myself what happened at Nouei-Phou Lak.
Ricq wouldn™t be able to. It concerns us all—you, Chanda, because
it’s your village, because Chouc was your uncle and Ven’s your
cousin; you, Thon, because your wife comes from there, because
Chouc was a friend of youts and because you’re a proper soldier
who suffers when the Laotian army behaves badly. For Meynadier,
for Ricq and myself, Nouei-Phou Lak was the refuge we had
chosen once and for all. We used to go to Nouei-Phou Lak like
men returning to the village in which they were borm. I was
firmly resolved not to meddle again in war or polirics. Now I
shan’t stop until I put paid to St Mong, even if it’s the Communists
who succeed him at Vientiane. 5i Mong had sent a company of
the Royal Army to defend Nouei-Phou Lak against the Com-
munists. There weren’t any; his real reason was to steal the Meos’
opium.

“On his arrival the company commander demanded some
chickens, rice and alcohol. Chouc let him have what he wanted.
That’s the general rule now. The army lives on plunder. Then he
insisted on going up to the Meos, where he was rather badly
received, not with old pop-guns, as in our days, but with auto-
matic rifles and even machine-guns. In no time five of his men were
killed and the whole company scooted off. Risking their lives for
the sake of two hundred pounds of opium and a palay bonus
didn’t appeal to our warriors. That evening the company com-
mander came back to see Chouc; he was blind drunk. He accused
him of having warned the Meos and, of course, of being a Com-
munist. Just then Ven came in. She’s now eighteen, Meynadier.
If the nuns at Thakhek didn’t teach her much about arithmetic and
composition, they at least developed her sense of dress. She’s the
loveliest girl in the whole of Laos, just 2s Nouei-Phou Lak is the
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loveliest village. The sight of such a gorgeous girl gave that swine
ideas, but he was reckoning without Chouc. When he tried to
touch Ven, Chouc gave him a good hiding. He came back later,
this time with twenty soldiers.

“They beat Chouc up with their rifle butts. They hit him so
hard that he died under the blows. Then they seized Ven and a
dozen other gitls and took them away by force. In one week Ven
had to submit to more men than a whore in a brothel, Ask Ricqg.
He's the only man she could bear to see.”

“Yes,” said Rieq, still playing with his piece of wood. “I found
her hiding away in a corner of the hut, with a glazed lock in her
eyes. When I tried to touch her, she trembled. When I made an
abrupt gesture, she whimpered and hid her face, her breasts or her
belly. Ven made me feel ashamed of being a man. We thought of
raking her back to Vientiane or Thakhek, bur she refused to
come.”

“I went to see Si Mong,” Gibelin went on, “I asked him to have
the company commander court-martialled. He couldn’t understand
why an officer should be shot for amusing himself with a girl
and beating her father to death.”

“What’s his name ?” Chanda asked.

“Major Phouy—he was 2 captain but he has since been pro-
moted. After the Meos and Khas had chased him out of the basin,
he teported that he had been pursued by a Vietminh division. He
even stated that Chouc and his daughter were Communist agents
and had tried to assassinate him.”

“I'll go and kill him. I’ll make mincemeat of all his men.”

“That wouldn’t do any good. The cvil has to be uprooted by
driving out this régime and at the same time getting rid of the
cornuption it engenders. To prevent soldiers from behaving like
this, peace must be restored. I shall do absolutely anything, I
shan’t stop for 2 moment, becanse of Ven’s eyes that keep haunting
me.”

Chanda did not budge, but his face was grey and his shoulders
drooped:

I shall kill Phouy and Si Mong all the same.”

Ricq outlined his plan.
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With the battalion, they would seize Vientiane and bring Prince
Sisang back to power. Then Sisang would ask the head of the pro-
Communist faction, Prince Lam Sammay, to take part in the
government, integrate his troops in the Eaotian army and drop
the Vietminhs,

Gibelin continued:

“We went back to the neighbourhood of Sam Neua. We saw
Prince Sammay—in secret, of course. Ricq’s plan is feasible. Lam
Sammay has at last realized that Communism in Laos means
primarily the elimination of the Laotians to the beaefit of the
Chinese and Vietnamese. All the rest is a lot of nonsense. Com-
munism has no business here. Land isn’t going to be divided wp
in a country where it already belongs to the man who cultivates it!
As for creating heavy industries where there’s no coal, no possible
dams, no railways, no proletariate, where no one likes working
. . . Or bringing tractors to places which are even inaccessible to
goats, proclaiming the class struggle where no classes exist . . .
The racial struggle, perhaps, at a pinch . . .”

Ricq elaborated on this:

“Lam Sammay now knows he has placed himself at the service
of foreigners and that he is only acting as a screen for them. There
aren’t many Laotians in the Pathet Lao: two battalions, a few
hundred half-hearted junior N.C.O.s. They too are discontented.
If Sammy and his people found a Neutralist government in
Vientizne—a government on the Indian model, for instance, led
by a tolerant and receptive man like Prince Sisang—they might
contemplate joining it.

“From then on the Viets would be mere invaders agzainst whom
Laos would be able to ask for help from every nation, from the
Third Wotld as well as the American bloc. All that’s needed is to
seize Vientiane and get Prince Sisang to come back. We have his
consent. We’'ll reunify Laos and restote peace. The French govern-
ment will encourage us if we succeed; it will leave us in the lurch
if we fail. A new ambassador is going to be appointed in Vientiane.
His name is Xavier Pinsolle. His instructions are to help us, but
without compromising himself.

“First phase: we seize Vientiane by surprise.
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“Second phase: Sisang comes back to lead the government. He
gets himself recognized by every nation, whether committed
or not. Paris and London will back him.

“After that, 2 coalition government is formed with Prince
Sisang and Prince Sammay. The two Pathet Lao battalions join
the national agmy. They’ll soon stop being Communists and
become &hene-playing, girl-chasing Laotians.

“Sammay breaks publicly with the Vieuminhs and demands
their evacuation from the two Laotian provinces they’re not con-
trolling in the name of the Pathet Lao—Sam Neua and Phong Saly.

“If this operation succeeds in Laos, what’s to prevent us from
extending it to South Vietnam #”

“Pipe dreams,” said Gibelin. “Even if we manage to get rid
of Si Mong and punish those swine who desecrated Nouei-Phou
Lak, killed Chouc and raped Ven and the other gisls, it will
already be something. But first we have to seize Vientiane, Do
you agree, Chanda ?”

*“Yes, if I can get my hands on Phouy.”

“What about you, Thon ?”

“Yes, if I can do anything about Si Mong.”

“And you, Meynadier »”

“On my return from a difficult operation in which I had had
heavy losses and been wounded myself, an Algerian French gid
asked me: “You, you paratrooper captzin, is Algeria your country
today? You’ve just shed your blood for her.” I told her my
country was Nouei-Phou Lak. It has just been pillaged, and you
still ask me if I agree?”

The soldiers prowled round the fires, stripped to the waist.
Others splashed about in the river. Some of the girls were dancing.
Meynadier looked at Gibelin and Ricq—the gaunt, prematurely
aged skeleton and the quiet little man whose hair was turning
grey. But this time they had changed places. Gibelin had become
the realist and Ricq was playing Don Quixote.

Ever since May 13, Meynadier had known that it was never
difficult to capture a town. In Algiers 2 few parachute regiments
had averthrown the Fourth Republic, with the neutrality of forty
million Frenchmen. There were one million five hundred thousand
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Laotians, and all of them wanted peace. A battalion should be
enough to seize Vientiane. But the red prince’s personality dis-
turbed him.

Ricq had asked Meynadier to undertake the training of the
battalion and preparte it for strect fighting. As he left, he let him
have a plan of Vientizne,

For a week Meynadier had studied the capacities of the para-
troops in the battalion. In their own way, they were first-rate
soldiers.

When they felt they were being hard pressed or losses were too
heavy, they would split up into small groups and reassemble in
the forest or the jungle, following the old guertilla tactics. It
required other qualities to seize a town. Meynadier started off by
instilling in them a certain military bearing. It did not matter if
in the jungle the paratroops were slovenly-dressed, went around
barefoot and with chickens tied to their belts with pieces of string.
But in a camp or a town this was disastrous. Thon undetstood
him, be was a soldier. It was more difficult to convince Chanda.
He was still a gang leader, open-hearted and naive; he revelled in
disorder and confusion.

To obtain a certain standard of discipline, Meynadier put the
paratroopers through frequent periods of physical training: cross-
country runs, obstacle courses, every man on parade stripped to
the waist. He went further and had their heads shaved. The 3rd
Battalion began to live at the paratrooper’s tempo. Suddenly
reinforcements and weapons arrived. From four hundred, the
battalion jumped to six hundred. On the edge of the river,
christened the Mckong for the occasion, Meynadier built a rough
model of Vientiane and the essential objectives: the post office,
headquarters, the Assembly, the central police station, the wireless
station, the electricity works, the main intersections. A few
hoardings and two or three thatch huts were used for this purpose.
For the first few days the paratroopers enjoyed this new game. But
in the long run they got tired of going through the same motions
over and over again and taking the same routes, being forbidden
to smoke or to talk, having to muffle their weapons so as not to
make a sound.
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Chanda and Thon attended to the psychological preparation of
the men. The two officers were utterly dissimilar. Thon had
already grown a beard and wore his hair leng. These hirsuite
appendages made him look like 2 mangy poodle. He had swom
not to shave until they had taken Vientiane. But he was still a rea!
officer, puactilious about regulations, never satisfied, putting his
men through the same exercise over and over again. He was
respected, but not loved. Chanda, on the other hand, was adored.

Chanda charmed his men with the endless stories he told them.
They were full of phis and witch-doctors, wild animals in which
the dead were reincarnated. Meynadier had never been on close
terms with Chanda. He remembered him only as a funny lirtle
fellow ootting about and swinging his shoulders, with a high
forehead and 2 long fine-featured head out of proportion to the
rest of his body: he remembered also his gentle manner, his tendexr
eyes, his smile,

He knew he was capable of wildly audacious actions, like the
capture of Lai Chau. But he did not know about his superstitious-
ness, the magnetic influence he exercised on those tound him, his
mysticism, his occasional madness and lust for blood.

In the evening Chanda used to assemble all his soldiers, com-
pany by company. Sitting on the ground, he would listen to what
they had to say and only at the end did he speak himself. They
did not want to fight against other Laotians but would rather stand
aside and let the Russians, Chinese, Atpericans and Vietnamese
kill one another off, while they planted their rice and courted their
girls.

Communist propaganda had proved effective. By making use
of Prince Sammay, the Viets had led people to believe thar there
existed a real Laotian liberation movement, the Pathet Lao, whose
aim was not to install Communism but to restore purity of morals
and quietness of life.

Patiently, Chanda would explain to them that the Vietnamese
wanted to seize the land, that the Pathet Laos who were with the
Communists had realized this and only wanted to make peace and
be among Laotians again. Among Lactians anything can always
be straightened out. Everyone was agreed on this point.

320



The Plain of Jars

For a month thete was no mention of Vientiane, then, to
everyone’s astonishment, the bartalion received new uniforms,
jungle hoots, the most up-to-date weapons which the Americans
had just delivered, and their arrears of pay. A few days later the
order arrived to make for the capital as quickly as possible. Having
packed their kit, the paratroopers set off by truck.

Gibelin had just organized his most tremendous hoax at the
expense of 5i Mong.

Whereas Ricq had been in constant conflict with the general for
years, Gibelin had become his boon companion and partner in a
number of deals. The man’s cynicism and crapulence were a
constant delight to him.,

For a long time Si Mong had wanted to become president and,
subsequently, dictator. He would then no longer have to share
the dollars from American aid with deputies and politicians who
were infinitely greedier than soldiers. He dreamed of a military
régime which would combat the Communists efficiently and at
the same time be welcomed by Washington and the Pentagon,

Si Mong was likewise convinced that it needed oanly one
battalion to seize Vientiane. It was with Gibelin that he had
worked out the details of his coup d’état, with his assistance that he
had drawn up the plans for occupying the town, in his presence that
he had received Chanda and obtained his adherence to the scheme.

Gibelin had rolled the old robber in flour in order to fry him
more thoroughly.

At Vientiane, Meynadier had been amazed at Chanda’s powers
of dissimulation considering he had hitherto been known as an
insecure chatterbox. He was to be seen every day naying court
to his “king™, 8i Mong. Chanda appeared to steer clear of the
French and on several occasions ostentatiously avoided saluting
Meyanadier.

The general, in full-dress uniferm, had paraded and inspected
the battalion, scrutinizing each man as though he already be-
longed to his praetorian guard. He was accompanied by two
American colonels, his two guardian angels, tali, lean and clean-
cut as Olympic Games athletes in contrast to himself, short,
wall-eyed and pot-bellied.
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Immediately after the meeting between Chanda and Si Mong,
the officers of the 3rd Parachute Battalion found themselves being
cossetted by the Ameticans, who invited them to go on training
courses in the States and study tours in Thailand.

After playing vp to them all day, Chanda, Thon and the other
officers would come back to Meynadier, laden with whisky and
American cigarettes, happy to have played a trick not only on Si
Mong but also on the Americans, whom they hated for their
blunders and despised for their credulity.

“Luckily at that time we didn’t have Colonel Cosgrove to cope
with,” Ricq was later to remark. “He would have tumbled to our
little game. Cos knows the country too well . . . and the role
Gibelin and I played during the initial capture of Vientiane in
1945- He also knew we had belonged to Force 136 and later to
the French secret service.”

Cosgrove at that tie was in disgrace somewhere in Malayz or
India for having demonstrated to his ambassador with icy polite-
ness that His Excellency was an imbecile, and four of his assistants
crooks, who were filling their pockets and helping themselves to
the aid they were meant to be distributing,

The battalion had resumed its training: but in the town itself
and with the blessing of Si Mong and his advisers. They even came
and watched the men at work. On several occasions Meynadier,
who was still instructor to the battalion, had caught the American
officers smiling. This Frenchman, so they thoughr, was un-
wittingly preparing a coup d’état to bring to power the man whose
first action would be to eliminate France from Laos. Quite a spicy
situation.

For the last year the whole country had been waiting for the late
king to be cremated. His worthy old corpse had meanwhile been
preserved in formalin. According to one tradition, it was neces-
sary to wait until a sandalwood tree several hundred years old was
found in the forest, from which a coffin could be carved in one
piece. Gibelin announced that his prospectors had come actoss
the tree that was needed and the cremation ceremony was fixed
for 20 July.

As s00n as he heard the news, Ricq called a final meeting. He
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suggested taking Vientiane on the very day of the ceremony. This
presented the most favourable conditions for the success of the
enterprise. Ministers, generals, ambassadors, deputtes and Si Mong
himself would have taken the plane for Luang-Prabang the night
before, and the capital would be empty.

He asked Meynadier to get himself confined to barracks to
ptove he had not left his quarters that day. On no condition
should there be the slightest inkling that the French were involved
in the events that were about to take place.

“Fix it somehow,” he had told him. “Your friendship with the
officers of the 3rd Battalion is too well known.”

Meynadier had fixed it. Since his return to Vientiane he had had
endless trouble with General Molliergues, who accused him of
having a bad influence on the battalion he was responsible for
instructing, and turning them into film-star paratroops who
swaggered ahout the strects wearing the red beret in an aggressive
manncr.

He had even added:

“QOne would think you wanted to make putschists out of them.
Wasn’t Algeria enough for you?”

On 14 July the Mission gave a pre-luncheon party. It was more
economical than a proper cocktail party and at the same time in
keeping with French military teadition.

Meynadier turned up with Thon, both of them in battledress,
and wearing all their medals, but shirtless and with their jacket
collars unbuttoned.

The general rushed up to him:

“What the devil is the meaning of this turn-out, Meynadier?
Go away at once and change. Come back properly dressed. This
isn’t carnival week.”

The captain had snapped to attention.

“General, in this turn-out many of my comrades died in Indo-
China and Algeria. It’s in their memory that I'm today wearing
this uniform which often served them as a shroud.”

“Your comrades _ . .*

The general had gone putple in the face:

“Your comrades, Captain, are a lot of riff-raff. They found
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their proper place in prison . . . or as O.A.S. killers.”

Ricq had tried to intervene; the general had turned on him:

“You're meant to be an ethnologist, you'd better mind your
own business, which it seems you dor’t always do.”

Gibelin, who was fairly dmunk, planted himself in front of
Molliergues and said:

“Call youtself a general, do you? General, my arse! There are
a number of witnesses amongst us who have heard you insult an
officet junior in rank to yourself, and in front of a Laotian
licutenant who is also 2 former French officer. My comtades may
have made fools of themselves in France and Algeria, 1 agree.
They’te lost soldiers, not dishonoured soldicrs. While you were
hanging around ministry offices 2nd anterooms, they were getting
killed.”

He clawed at Molliergues” decorations with his dirty ingernails:

“A general, and you only have the Légion d’Honneur—pretty
poor show! So you’d better apologise at once, otherwise you’ll
get the contents of my glass in your face. May I remind you that
I don’t give a damn about making a scene, that your Minister was
one of our men . . . and that he must therefore consider himself
likewise insulted. Well, what about it 7™

The general had apologised and next morning Meynadier had
been confined to barracks for fifteen days . . . for being improperly
dressed at an official ceremony.

During the night of 1920 July, Chanda, Then and the battalion
company commanders had held a final meeting. They had re-
hearsed the operation on paper but were unable to memorise the
street-plan.

Captain Meynadier was in despair. How could the coup possibly
succeed ? The paratroops would move off in disorder and lose
their way in Vientiane. In spite of being confined to barracks, in
spite of Ricq’s request, he had come with them. Sitting in 2
Signals jeep, in which it was difficult to see him, he had taken
command of the operation. The paratroops had forgotten the most
important objectives: the airfield and the wireless station.

A guard post which had been alerted refused to surrender.
Chanda did not want to open fire. Meynadicr had ordered Thon
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to ignore this. One man was killed and three wounded. There was
almost anothet casualty. Thon had Iobbed three mostar shells onto
General Molliergues® villa.

Fuming with rage, Meynadier had taken him to task:

“Generals, Licutenant Thon, don’t get assassinated, they get
shot. Furthermore, the firing squad presents arms and the detach-
ment goes on parade to the sound of drums.”

By nine o’clock in the morning the paratroops had occupied
the whole of Vientiane. Everyone thought Chanda was acting on
51 Mong’s orders. The paratroops had formed a revolutionary
committee ont of what elements they had been able to find: a few
generals and colonels who were frightened to death, a Health
Minister who was ill and had been forced to take to his bed, a
handful of opposition deputies and policemen, some former
contacts of Ricq’s or Gibelin’s or veterans of the anti-Japanese
fresistance movement.

Ricq had straight away headed for Bangkok and from there
flown to Patis. He was off to fetch Prince Sisang back.

After smoking opmm, Cléach always liked to lie down and rest
in the warm fetid darkness rendered tesonant by the drug.
Indulging in day-dreams, memories that he evoked and in turn
dismissed, with his eyes wide open and his limbs sluggish and
numb, he would gradually yicl to a feeling of amused indifference,

“When 1 smoke, I grow old,” he reflected, “old and tolerant,
therefore almost a coward. Opium is the temp