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WONDERFUL PONTOON BRIDGE CONSTRUCTION

The Engineers of the French Army have achieved wonderful perfection in the
construction of pontoon bridges, This picture shows a completed bridge
being towed into position on a river in France
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PREFACE

O know the truth concerning any great event it is

necessary to know the atmosphere in which it took
place. Divorced from its native air it is changed out of
recognition and becomes a dead fact as compared with a
living reality.

The war is too near as yet for treatment from the
strictly historical point of view ; but already we are in
process of forgetting the feelings which we experienced
during those early days of war, when the world was still
“new to the game.” These feelings are of vital im-
portance, and will remain so. It is certainly true, for
example, that a record of the emotions awakened by the
great days of the Marne and Aisne is essential to a true
conception of these days and to a proper understanding
of their significance.

One of the chief objects of this volume is, therefore,
the realisation of some of these emotions as the author
himself experienced them, and as they were experienced
by his friends. He has drawn very freely upon his
friends’ experiences, because one man, after all, sees only
an infinitesimal part of this “game of war.” To these
friends, acknowledged and unacknowledged, he offers
his thanks.

LonpoN, January, 1916
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BLOOD AND IRON

BEING IMPRESSIONS FROM THE FRONT

CHAPTER 1

A NIGHT OF HEROES

HE scene is a café in the Boulevard Waterloo in

Brussels and the hour is midnight, the midnight
between August 5th and 6th, 1914. The café is full
of men and women: men of the suburbs in morning
dress, with round, heavy faces, and men of the shaggy
bearded type that denotes the Fleming, men in uniforms,
the dark blue of the infantry and the green of the cavalry.
The women are for the most part of the less reputable
order, but they are more soberly dressed than we might
have expected—with a few exceptions—and they do not
seem to care “so much to-night what impression they
make upon the cavaliers who accompany them.

They are excited, those women, with the feverish,
nervous excitement which belongs to stress of emotion.
They laugh nervously, and their laughter has a strange,
unnatural ring in it. They have lost their coquettishness,
most of them, and so you are able to see their drabness
beneath their guise of opulence. They are become for
the hour human and real, and the transformation is not

without its pathos.
B
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The men and the women are talking volubly, gesticu-
lating with their hands in the manner peculiar to the
Latin races. Some of the men are drawing little maps
upon the white marble tops of the tables, and the women
are bending over them to follow the demonstration ;
the maps show, all of them, one point marked “ L ” with
a ring of tiny circles surrounding it, and a long line, bent
like a half moon, approaching towards it. If you listen
you will hear the explanation of it all in the rough ac-
cents of the north. ‘ That is Liége, that point marked
with the capital ‘L.’ And this ring of circles is the
ring of the forts—the forts which Leman is holding now,
at this moment, against the War Machine of the Kaiser.
The half-moon is the German army.” * But,” says a
woman’s voice, “ why do the Germans not pass between
the forts? ”

“ The infantry is entrenched there: and the guns of
the forts command the ground.”

This last remark is overheard by a man in uniform
sitting near, and he approaches to join in the discussion.
He is a Belgian officer, and to-day it is well to belong to
that company—to-day for the first time for a whole
century. His light grey eyes, which recall the eyes of
the slow, sure men of the Norfolk and Suffolk coasts, are
alight with a pride that is quite new and strangely
inspiring.

He strikes an attitude—it is only boyish and charming,
and has no “ swagger ” in it—and launches forth upon
the great story which Liége has sent to Brussels this very
afternoon, and which Brussels, with trembling joy, has
sent out to the ends of the world for a testimony to her
honour.

At another table an old man in the uniform of the
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Civil Guard is discussing the policy of the Government
with deep earnestness. But his face is full of joy as he
speaks. ““The Government did their duty,” he says,
‘““and Liége has proved it. The German bubble ’—that
is the word he uses again and again—‘‘ has burst.” The
War Machine moves so smoothly that a single grain of
grit in the wheels works disaster.” He brings his fist down
upon the table then with a bang which causes many heads
to be turned in his direction. He raises his glass and
drinks. It is damnation to the Germans which he is
toasting. He has already drunk a good deal and his mind
is not so clear as might be ; but his hatred burns with a
good, steady flame. After a few moments he rises to his
feet and begins to speak in a loud, slightly thick voice.
Cheers greet his words; he is encouraged, he speaks
louder, he shouts, and still the cheers approve him.
Suddenly he sits down again as if a little surprised at his
enthusiasm, and another man thrusts himself upon
public attention.

The heat in the place is suffocating, and the smell of
beer and spirits and food—the curious penetrating smell
of ham—cause a feeling of revulsion. The room is
ablaze with light, and the roof is full of tobacco smoke
which hangs like a pall over the company. Men and
women come and go—the same kind of men and the
same types of women. The talk continues in an un-
ceasing flood, the same talk of victory and violence.
Women clench their little hands and utter words of hate
in jubilant voices; they are more patriotic than the
men, these women of doubtful reputation, and much
more bloodthirsty. Sometimes they seem like wolves
in their bitter fury. But at other moments they are a
sorrowful spectacle because one does not expect honest
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emotion of any of them. And they are in deadly earnest
to-night.

Suddenly a diversion occurs ; a motor-car has stopped
at the door and a young officer, muddied from head to
foot, has entered the café. It is whispered, guessed,
believed in a breath that he is from the front. He is
surrounded in a moment and a hundred questions are
put to him. He cannot answer all of them manifestly,
and so he smiles, the slow smile of his race which has
always something of the sorrowful in its gaiety.—* From

the front, yes, from Liége. . . . No, Liége still holds
and the slaughter goes on merrily enough. . . . The
stacks of German dead mount up ... so. ... (He

raised his hand in a quick gesture full of complacency.)
The guns are not yet satisfied, and the banquet is not yet
OVEE. + . &

He fights his way through the crowd towards the back
of the room where are some empty tables. He is still
greatly good-natured but tired evidently. The crowd
surges behind him still asking him questions. He seats
himself with legs extended ; the glint of his spurs, where
the mud has spared them, is like a beacon to the women.
They surround him ; some of the bolder throw their arms
round his neck and one of them kisses him to his con-
fusion. A woman’s voice is heard singing the first lines
of the Brabanconne, and instantly the whole company
begins to sing. The young knight joins himself in what
is of the nature of an accolade. Then people from the
street crowd in to find out what is the matter, and the
door becomes blocked with a mass of people which
extends right out into the roadway as though some
monster were spewing out human beings from its
extended jaws. All are singing and waving hats and hand-
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kerchiefs, and half of them do not know why they are
doing it.

Out in the street a great moon is riding high above
the towers of Brussels—the towers which rose up to
meet the moons of years as full of storm and danger as
this one—the towers which rang out, a hundred years ago,
the wonderful message of Waterloo. The great boule-
vard is nearly empty, and the smell of the tarred road
is heavy on this sultry August night. Outside the cafés
there are little knots of people who stand talking to one
another as if reluctant to end their conversation; a
woman passes on the arm of a soldier, a painted woman
with red lips and expressionless eyes. But she also
is talking about the war to-night. Down the great
sweep of the roadway a motor-car with its exhaust-pipe
open rushes as though the fate of the nation hung upon
its mere speed. It is full of officers in gold-slashed
uniforms, old men with swords held between their knees.
A gendarme moves slowly along the pavement exchangmg
greetings with the passers-by.

There is an ale shop over the way near the Royal palace.
The ale shop is full of soldiers who have been brought
to the great square in front of the Hétel Flandre. Their
rifles, with bayonets fixed, are stacked in little groups of
three in the square. The men are going up to the front,
they say, in the morning. They are big fellows, some
bearded, some clean-shaven. The bearded men have a
stern appearance which is belied by their kind expres-
sions ; the boys are of the English type, fair-haired and
open-faced. Most of them speak Flemish, but there are
a few Walloons in the regiment. They too talk inces-
santly of the news from Liége—of the forts and the
slaughter of the massed Germans on the glacis, and of
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Leman and the King who told his people that Czsar said
the Belgians were the bravest race in Gaul. It is a bare
and dirty little room with sawdust on the floor and cigar-
reek in the atmosphere. There are wooden benches for
the customers with wooden tables in front of them,
stained by many a catastrophe. The ale is from Munich,
dark and good, but to-night it is called Belgian beer
with a wink at the potman and a broad smile into the
pewter tankard that holds it.

Listen to the talk of those men and you will gather a
little of what this day has meant to the nation that
yesterday was called scornfully an “ arrangement.” They
are telling one another that Belgium has been born again
or rather born anew. They confess to the first stirrings
of nationality ; they speak no longer of their differences,
but of their union. Some of them at least, for many are
too tired to speak, and others of the peasant class have
little knowledge of the meaning of events. They are a
very curious people, very childlike and simple. They
hold the'simplest ideas. Germany on this night is beaten
and the end of the war is in sight. Belgium has van-
quished Germany.

It is in vain that the little Frenchman who has found
himself in the company expostulates, declaring that
the German blow has not yet fallen and that the future
1s dark as night. They smile with vast incredulity, or
they are indifferent. They have the peasant sense of
man against man, and some of them know the German
and despise him. The Flanders peasant is a big man and
a simple man, and his ideas are simple. Being better men
than the Germans, it is natural that they should defeat
the Germans. They will go on defeating them.

There is a long road leading out through the suburbs
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of the city towards the east. The moon looking down
upon this road discovers the march of armed men and
touches a thousand bayonets with her silver. Men, and
still more men, white-faced and stern in the dim light,
move with the swift hours towards the place where death
has put in his scythe for the great reaping, drawn by
some strange chemiotaxis, as it seems. The windows of
the suburban houses gleam out garishly against the moon.
In the houses are well-dressed men and women who have
sat up late to watch the road and to rejoice over the
news. They are less gay than the throng in the cafés,
those people, and less simple than the soldiers in the tavern,
but their joy and their pride are not less. The first news
from Liége has caught them also as it caught the world
like an inspiration. They cannot rest in this hour of their
country’s glory.

So windows are thrown open even in the darkness and
flowers that have no colour and no perfume under the
moon are cast out upon the marching men. You may
hear now and again the far strains of the Brabanconne,
and sometimes the chant rises very near to you and is
taken up from open windows by hidden figures that have
gazed out during hours upon the road. The soldiers
come and go no man knows whence or whither. Along
the railway lines strange lights may be seen moving and
great trains roll continually eastward. The troops which
a day or two ago held the frontiers—the French frontier
and the frontier of the sea, as well as that between
Belgium and Germany—are being pressed into a single
army ; an army of barely two hundred thousand men,
to face the greatest army which ever moved across the
face of the world.

It is a night of heroes this—perhaps the most wonderful
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night in history. Around you men are hurrying to the
scenes of death, hurrying in trains and in motor-cars,
afoot and on horseback. All the engines of man’s making
have been pressed into the service of destruction; they
pant and storm towards their goal, shrilling through the
quiet woods as though death were a carnival, not an hour
of which might be lost.

In the trains are men who have never known war and
have not yet learned to fear it. Home-loving men whose
military duties have consisted in guarding a palace or a
Senate house, and who have not so much as dreamed that
this day awaited them. Very young men for the most
part, but a few of them the husbands of wives and the
fathers of children. They do not wish this thing; their
hearts are sick with loathing of it.

The trains rumble away ; at last the cafés are closed
and the streets emptied. The empty streets resound to
your footfalls, and you can hear the dull flapping of the
flags overhead which do honour to the glory of Liége.
Before you is the vast bulk of the Palace of Justice, and
stretching away below the ancient city with its exqui-
site town hall and its splendid place. Scarcely a sound
disturbs the peace of the scene. Brussels has grown
tired even in her triumph ; to-morrow will be the greatest
day in all her years, and she must prepare herself against
it and against the terror which will follow when the
embers of victory are cold.



CHAPTER 1I
THE BIRTH OF A NATION

ECAUSE the Germans failed to bring up their
heavy guns to the first assault against Liége, the
forts held out and the town was not taken. When the
big guns came the error was rectified. But the error
remained nevertheless like a millstone around the Ger-
man neck. It cost time and it cost reputation. Out of
the German error came a new Belgium united and de-
termined, flushed with confidence and confirmed in
courage and determination.

The new Belgium was born in a night—August §th-
6th. In the morning Brussels had become another kind
of city from the Brussels of the history books and the
Brussels of the tourist. The change was not, perhaps,
immediately apparent, but it was real. If you have seen
a boy addressed for the first time as a man you have seen
the kind of change I mean ; the exact change is perhaps
paralleled when a weaker man defeats a stronger through
sheer force of desperation.

I stood that morning in the great square by the Hotel
de Ville and watched the scene for a long time. A strange
scene it was in this peaceful city. In front of the Hétel de
Ville with its marvellous gold tracery, paced on sentry
duty a member of the civil guard who had been a business
man in London a week ago—a chubby-faced boy with

25
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a merry smile and charming manners. But he was a
man now, a Belgian. In the great courtyard a cavalry
regiment was awaiting orders. The horses stood in
groups on the side of the yard, their beautiful coats
gleaming in the sunlight. People stopped and pressed
into the archway to look at them and to talk to the sol-
diers who lounged about smoking cigarettes. Market
women had their barrows in the square—barrows laden
with vegetables from the rich country around Alost and
Ghent, with great masses of blossom, red and white roses
and carnations that perfumed the atmosphere. Business
was brisk on this gay morning and the buyers plentiful.
In the course of their buying they would often look up
where the flag of Belgium floated lazily on its flagstaff
above the hall. They smiled when they looked up.
The newsboys ran amongst them selling the morning
papers ; the long-drawn shouting of the names of the
papers mingled pleasantly with the clamour of the mart.
Men bought edition after edition and read the news
with eager, strained faces. They passed the papers on
to their friends when their own anxiety had been satisfied.

The game of war was a merry game when one was
winning it. The war machine looked less dreadful on
that morning than ever before or since. All the people,
the boy on guard who had been a clerk in London town,
the soldiers who smoked the cigarettes while their horses
fretted, the market women with their bare arms and
ugly sunburnt faces, the men who loitered to read the
latest news, all of them were becoming a part of the
organisation which is called warfare ; already the moods
and emotions of yesterday were dead things. A vast
complexity of emotions,—the noble emotions of patriot-
ism and love of home, of self-sacrifice and honour, and the
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baser feglings of hatred and anger,—assailed them. Fear
too and pride vied with one another for the mastery of
their spirits. At one moment they laughed like boys at
a game; at the next their faces were overcast with a
great shadow of doubt and foreboding. Sometimes
they seemed to struggle for breath as the future pre-
sented itself in all its horror : again a brighter view sug-
gested a more cheerful mood.

Watch the face of this people in its hour of crisis and
you will gain the knowledge that it is in fact a strong
and united people with the soul of a nation. The im-
pression will come to you slowly, but it will abide. You
will think as you look that a word spoken might have
saved all the anxiety which is already so manifest. If
the Germans had been given leave to march through
Belgium there would have been no anxiety, no terror,
no death; prosperity would have walked with the
marching armies, and even afterwards the reckoning
would not have been over-burdensome. A word spoken
might have spared all this blood and agony at Liége and
the longer agony of mothers and wives waiting as Belgian
women never waited before in living memory for news of
their men folk. You will think too that there was a strong
Germanic strain in this people and that therefore capitu-
lation was made easier than it could have been in any
other land.

Why was the word which might have won these ad-
vantages left unspoken then? Why was it that upon
Monday morning before the sun was up over the city
the Government of Belgium had decided to defy the
bully whose threats they had heard for the first time
at sunset on Sunday? Why did the people accept the
sentence of * honour or death ” so gladly in street and
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café—the people who knew all the power of Germany
and all the terror of her arms? If you ask the grave-
faced burghers who pass in and out of the Town Hall
on this morning of mornings they will tell you.

They will point to the men and women in the Square
and bid you note the type—the type which in the dim
past disputed this land with Cesar; which bled and
died for it at one time or another against the Spaniard,
the Austrian and the Frenchman. ¢ Belgium,” they
will say, “ has always been conquered but never beaten ;
the spirit of the nation survives a thousand tyrannies.
In everything we are divided save in one thing—our love
of liberty. Yesterday we were Catholics and Socialists,
Walloons and Flemings. To-day we are Belgians.”

I thought as I wandered through the streets and
watched the thousandfold activities of the city that
this stand of Belgium against the German was one of the
great miracles of history. It was a stand like that of
Horatius at the Bridge over the Tiber, like that of the
stripling David against the giant of Gath. Infinitely
sorrowful these happy streets were, for who that knew
the strength of the foe could doubt the issue? One
seemed to see the days of blood and ruin that lay ahead
like a thunder-cloud upon the horizon. I remembered
another day, years before, when I stood on the quayside
at Kiel and watched the German Fleet steaming into
the harbour, the long grey ships looking like a menace
even in those remote hours—and yet another day in
Hamburg when I sat in a café on the Alster and listened
to the pure doctrine of Pan-Germanism from the lips
of a colonel of infantry. Brussels lay like a sheep on the
butcher’s trestle ; the knife that was sharpened for her
slaughter had been made ready these many years.
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Yet the glory and triumph lost nothing of their splen-
dour because they were set against a background of
gloom. Those who have seen a bull-fight in one of the
great Spanish rings, Madrid or Seville, know that the
only great moment of the spectacle is provided when the
doors of the arena are opened and the little Andalusian
bull trots slowly out to his death-fight. At that moment
he stands as the type of a good warrior, and the strength
and vigour of him are pleasant to see; at that moment
he is a noble thing with, as it seems, a noble purpose in
life. Later, as he reels bleeding from the horrible work
of butchery which is forced upon him, the beauty and
the strength are destroyed. Anger and hate have stepped
naked from their cloak of romance and the business is
revealed in all its sickening cruelty and disgust.

So it was, I think, with Belgium. On that Thursday
morning you saw a people stripped for battle, for the
battle of life against death, freedom against tutelage.
Already the first blows had been struck, and because the
conflict was still an equal one the honours remained
with the little nation. But the hours of disaster ap-
proached hot-foot, the hours when this people must
wither beneath iron heels and bleed to death at the hands
of merciless conquerors.

There is a by-street running between the old town
in the hollow and the new Brussels on the hill, 2 mean
street with a car line laid along its upper length and the
houses of poor artisans facing one another farther down.
At the end of the street is a shop where are sold little
religious trinkets (“‘ Bondieullerie ” as they are called
prettily) and religious books. I was looking in at the
window of the shop at a great white crucifix in ivory
which filled the whole frontage when I heard for the
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first time the voice of war in all its realism and bitterness.
It was the shrill scream of a woman I heard, and the
sound rings yet in my memory as something strange and
horrible, more strange and more horrible because of its
association with the white figure upon the great white
cross.

People in the street began to run as soon as the shriek
was heard ; as men and women will always run when a
human drama of real human interest is afoot: I fol-
lowed them ; a crowd was gathered close at hand round
a couple of men who seemed to be engaged in the work
of dragging some heavy body along the pavement. The
men were policemen, and between them they held a
woman by the arms. The woman had thrown herself
back and was therefore in a reclining posture with her
legs stuck out in front of her on the pavement. Her face
was as pale as ashes, and her eyes seemed to be starting
from her head. At intervals she uttered the piercing
shriek which I had heard a moment before.

She was a fat woman with fair hair and ear-rings.
Her ear-rings were jewelled and they sparkled pleasantly
in the sunlight. Her nose was broad, and being almost
bloodless, had a waxy look like the nose of a dead person.
There was a little blood on her lips because she had cut
one of them in her struggle with the police. Her cloth-
ing was torn too and a white round shoulder was exposed
through one of the rents. She was fashionably dressed,
too fashionably, and the powder which had recently
covered her face was smeared over a black necktie she
wore.

The policemen were big men; they did not relish
this new work which had been forced upon them.
Their faces wore strange, puzzled expressions. It was
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brutal work even though the woman was a spy, and they
were, clearly, ashamed of it. But the work had to be
done—in the name of war. The crowd felt at first just
as the policemen did. There were young men in the
crowd and also old men who might be grandfathers ;
there were women and young children. The crowd
hesitated 2 moment because its instincts were against
the rules of war and the work which war exacts of those
who wage it.

And then a shrill voice shrieked out the words ““ espionne
allemande and followed them with a bitter imprecation.
In a minute the attitude of crowd and policemen
changed.

Faces already soft with pity grew flint hard. Out
of the shame they felt, men became more brutal. An
angry growl, like the growl of a wild beast that is
hungry, escaped their lips; the little fists of women,
fists adorned with rings and bangles, were thrust into
the face of this other woman and terrible threats rang
in her ears.

¢ Kill her, shoot her, tear her to pieces,” shricked these
women who, but yesterday, would have ministered to
her had she fainted in the same place. “ Away with her,”
said the men. ‘ She’s not fit to live.”

A taxicab was called; screaming and kicking the
woman was hoisted up and deposited inside of it. I
heard her screams as the cab drove away: as the cab
drove away a young girl with a pretty face shook her
fist at it; you could see the light of hatred shining in
her eyes. She turned aside and her eyes fell upon the
face of Christ hanging in His agony upon the cross.

She paused a moment. She crossed herself ; she shud-
dered.



32 THE BIRTH OF A NATION

Do not blame these honest Belgian people because it
is of war that we tell. Of war which is the negation of
kindness and the sepulchre of pity. Rather pass into
the church so near at hand and listen to the murmur of
women’s prayers for men, which is the other side of this
terrible kaleidoscope of noble and base, strong and weak,
sweet and bitter. The women are kneeling in a little
circle before an image of the Virgin which looks down
at them coldly from its white pedestal ; there are little
tapers in a great brazen candelabra on the right side of
the statue, a little taper for a life and may Our Good
Lady have mercy ! An old man places the tapers on the
candelabra, he moves with palsied steps, but deliberately
because he has had much practice in this work. The
women in the intervals of their devotion follow him with
their eyes. Some of the women are crying, crying softly
as children cry ; these are the young wives perhaps ; the
older women are often dry-eyed because they have seen
life already and have come to know it. And life and war
have many points of similarity.

A priest passes very softly along the stone flags like a
familiar spirit.

You can see the light burning in front of the altar;
and the figure of Christ hanging upon His Cross, this
time a cross of pure gold, gleams under the light. There
are women who bow to this Presence also and cross
themselves devoutly ; women who murmur their thanks
for victory and their prayer for salvation in the same
breath.

Are these the women of the street in front of the little
Bondieullerie, the women who cursed that other woman
and ravened for her blood? It is possible, who knows ?
Your heart quails and your eyes are dim as you harbour
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this thought ; the face of war is inscrutable truly as the
face of death.

This was the beginning : there was a whole world of
sorrow to come after. Swiftly it came. That night I
saw a mother arrested in the Rue Royale and heard the
screaming of her child, a little girl in a white dress with
a doll clutched in her arms. The screaming of a child
goes with a man through many days. The woman was
aspy; they tookher away. Isaw a man-hunt, too, along
the housetops, and the crowd clamouring in the street
below for his blood. I saw the face of the man, a big
German face accustomed to smiles; it was flabby and
dreadful looking in its terror. If you have seen the
butchering of a pig you will realise what I mean. Another
man pursued by a crowd, his clothes torn from his back,
his body kicked and bruised, furnished yet another recol-
lection ; and the baying of the crowd recalled exactly
the “ music” of hounds on a hot scent. They were
running the Germans to earth in Brussels as they were
running Englishmen and Frenchmen and Russians to
earth in Berlin; there was spy-hunting afoot in all the
cities of Europe, the hunting of women and of men who
fled before their devourers in white terror and found no
eye to pity and no arm to save.

The thing had its grim humours, however, if you
cared to forget the imminent horror of it. When the
War began the Belgian Boy Scouts had been mobilised,
and they swarmed now everywhere throughout the city.
If you called on a Minister at his Bureau a boy scout
conducted you to his presence ; if you went to a pass-
port office again a boy scout scrutinised and dealt with
you. They were in the cafés and in the streets, at the
hospitals and the railway stations, upon the tramway
cars and around all the public buildings.

c
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They were universally popular, perhaps because they
are a British institution. All British institutions are
popular in Belgium. The people petted them and talked
about them and smiled on them, and the newspaper
men wrote articles in which their patriotism and their
quick-wittedness were belauded to the skies. One news-
paper, I think Le Soir, had an article telling how a boy
scout tracked a German spy and caught him while in
the act of setting up a wireless installation on a housetop.
From that hour every boy scout in Brussels became a
spy-hunter ; spy-hunting appealed to the scout instinct,
and there was the chance of honourable mention if one
were successful.

The thing became a plague within twenty-four hours,
for boys are terrible when their native instincts are
enlisted and sanctioned in a war against the larger social
laws. These boys had no pity and no humour ; what
boys in such circumstances would have ? They followed
the most innocent people and spread terror wherever
they went. I saw an old gentleman of obviously inno-
cent character being tracked along the main street of the
town by a stealthy boy who conducted the operation in
Red Indian style, dodging from shop door to shop door.
His victim soon discovered the plight he was in and then
his efforts to escape became ludicrous. He was too fat
to hurry and so he tried the expedient of buying things
he did not want in all manner of shops. He bought
tobacco at least twice within the space of ten minutes.
At last the boy ran out of his hiding-place and confronted
the man, demanding to see his papers.

In an instant a crowd collected. The unfortunate
man had no papers. You heard the angry growl of the
crowd rising in a crescendo above the expostulations of
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the victim and the shrill talk of the boy. The crowd
began to jostle, to threaten, to abuse. The boy lost his
head and shrieked the fatal word “ spy.” A scuffle began
which but for the arrival of a couple of gendarmes
would have gone badly for the victim. The gendarmes
knew the fat gentleman and released him.

On another occasion a couple of telegraph mechanics
who had gone on to a roof to mend a wire had a nasty
experience which I witnessed from the street. A boy
scout managed to reach the roof of the building they
were working on and when the crowd in the street saw
him and guessed his intentions they began to shout
directions to him. The two men lost their heads and
very nearly their lives also, because they tried to escape
from the boy and the crowd across the roofs.

Finally the boys wrought their own undoing. They
stopped in a single afternoon a member of one of the
Ministry Staffs and, it is said, M. Max, the Burgomaster.
Next day M. Max put an abrupt end to the reign of
terror.

The anger of the people was rising. But yesterday
they were the pleasantest, the most easy-going of all the
peoples of Europe. Belgium was the home of liberty,
and a man did and went as he willed. But the poison
of war was working subtly. Brussels, the home of inter-
national spying, became a prey to the spy terror which
is the most demoralising of all base emotions. Spies
were everywhere, and every man began to feel himself
unsafe. Every man began to be suspicious, and suspicion
made kind men hard and weak men brutal. It rode upon
men’s backs in the street like a curse, and it spoiled even
the taste of victory and heroism in men’s mouths.

You could feel the poison at work; you could even
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see the change which it wrought upon the people and
upon the face of the city. The joy of the carly days was
turned to a bitterness that was brother to fear. Safety
seemed to have vanished even from the open streets.
Everywhere were watching eyes and listening ears,
doubting minds. If you lingered by a shop door the
passers-by viewed you with quick suspicion; if you
lingered long they gathered about you. In a moment
you might be the centre of one of those furious crowds
which have neither reason nor pity.

The poison corrupted wherever it spread as fear and
hatred corrupt. Like an evil presence war spread her
black wings over this city. At night you might see fierce
mobs destroying the shops of the enemy or chasing sus-
pects through the street; men but yesterday turned
soldier, paced the streets and demanded proof of iden-
tity at the bayonet point.

This transformation is one of the most hideous of the
features of war. It is like the process of a soul’s damna-
tion made universal to all souls and quickened within
the space of a few days. Damnation comes too by force ;
there is no escape from it. As you look upon their faces
men are debased, brutalised—out of the very nobility of
their spirits, out of their heroism and out of their self-
sacrifice is wrought the abomination.

How else can be explained the days of terror which
supervened throughout all Europe upon the first clash
of arms? Here are mothers weeping and praying for
their sons, there are women tearing the clothing from
women’s backs and scarring them with their nails ; here
are men facing the most stupendous odds for the sake of
honour and liberty, and there are men hunting fellow-
men through mean streets as a dog hunts rats. Here
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you may listen to the loftiest and noblest sentiments
which the lips of man can give expression to; there are
blood-calls and the shoutings of the mob frantic with
hatred. It is woe surely to the minds which planned
this corruption of espionage and this drama of oppres-
sion ; those who pray and those who shout, what respon-
sibility have they and what real share in this orgy ?

But the orgy continues, sometimes fiercely as when
the law is given by casual crowds, sometimes sternly and
coldly as when authority steps in to take control. You
read of the arrest of spies disguised as priests, as nuns,
as red-cross nurses, there is always the laconic comment.

“ La fusillade les attend.” And these are men and
women !

Yet there is another side to the story. Here is a
young Belgian officer whose name is known throughout
the whole country, a member of the lesser nobility, an
athlete of wide reputation. His wife and his child are
in the town of Liége now, while the guns are booming
and the Germans at the gates. A young wife—he will
show you a miniature he carries upon a chain round his
neck,—a girl with the sweet face of a child. Will she
escape from the hell that is brewing ? He has exhausted
frantic efforts to find her and she is not to be found.
Has she escaped already? Great shells have fallen into
the town, and what of the child in that terror ? His face
is drawn with agony. It is more than can be borne.
The Germans! He clenches his fists, the blood seems to
rush even to his eyes. “ My God, it is to the death this
business. Their spies are everywhere, but please Heaven
we shall hunt the rats out before the world is a week
older.”

The moon is still in the heavens; but it is a waning



38 THE BIRTH OF A NATION

moon. The streets of the city are empty except around
the doors of the cafés. Again I am walking these empty
streets wondering at all the changes I have witnessed in
so short a space of time, at one moment thrilled by the
splendid heroism of this people which has come so
quickly to nation’s manhood, at another pitiful for all
the sorrow that is come upon it, again filled with rage
at the betrayals and treachery of the enemy who is not
only without but also within the gates, this enemy with
his thousand ears and eyes secreted all over the city and
the land, this enemy whose strength is duplicity and
whose right hand is cunning. Like the others, I have
begun to lose something in this maelstrom of feelings ;
I am not pitiful towards spies, men and women, as I was
a few days ago. I do not care so long as they are cornered
and caught. Let them shriek; it is better so than that
the innocent who have not schemed nor plotted should
be laid upon the rack. In this war sentiments can have
but a small place, sentimentality no place at all.

It is astonishing indeed what a man can bear to look
upon unmoved. The other evening, I scarcely remember
how long ago, the German inhabitants of Brussels were
rounded up, and marched to a circus to spend the
night before being entrained and sent back to their
own country. What a motley throng that was, old and
young, rich and poor, fat and lean. Gross-bodied mer-
chants with pale, flabby faces, greatly careful of their
skins in this terrific hour and no less disturbed concern-
ing the possessions that have been, perforce, relinquished
after long years of toil and labour, you could almost see
the fat hands clutching at this vanished wealth; you
could see the tears that coursed down their heavy faces.
The women were a grievous spectacle, especially those
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who had children hanging about their skirts; yet there
were young girls who contrived to be coquettish even
in this hour and to cast languorous glances at the Belgian
soldiers who shepherded them. Some of the men and
women were very old and some of them were ill and had
to be carried on hastily improvised stretchers. Many of
the children were mere babes carried tenderly in their
mother’s arms. They spent the night in a circus
under strict guard ; and during the night in the circus
an old woman died and a child was born into the world.



CHAPTER III

THE COMING OF THE TERROR

HE noise of the city, if you shut your eyes, is no
whit altered ; you cannot detect war in these
cheerful sounds, the clanging of a tramcar bell, the hoot
of motor-cars; the rolling of wheels, the tinkle of the
bells under the necks of the horses, the hum of the
cafés, the sound of many feet upon dry pavements.
But open your eyes on this tenth day of war and you
will see that the subtle process of fear and doubt has
begun to leave its indelible marks upon Brussels. The
news is no longer good news as it was a week ago. You
hear no more concerning the heroic forts of Liége nor
of the thousands of German dead that lie on the slope of
the forts, before the town. Liége has fallen and every
man is aware of it. The Belgian Army is falling back
across the green Canal by Diest towards Tirlemont and
Louvain ; little by little the screen of defence is being
withdrawn from Brussels. It is in vain that the news-
papers assure their readers that the situation remains
good in every particular ; that the French are on the
frontier and the English upon the sea. Men shake their
heads and a great weight of foreboding settles down
gloomily upon their spirits.
There are evil rumours, too, running about the streets
of the city; rumours that make strong men faint of
40
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heart. They tell of villages burned and men and women
put to the sword. Of women turned to the base uses
of a brutal soldiery, and children whose tormented
bodies have furnished in their undoing a laugh for the
devils, their tormentors. It is horrible, this whispered
terror, which nolocked door can exclude and no discipline
of mind discount. There is no longer any safety or any
security in the world; and the familiar places are be-
come terrifying. ‘The instinct to flee away from sight and
sound of the approaching doom has begun to drive men
as sheep are driven.

In street and market and café you may see the same
anxiety manifesting itself, the anxiety of men for their
womenfolk, gnawing at the vitals, of women for their
children, of the rich for their possessions, of the poor
for their homes. All these are in deadly danger; the
hands of the spoiler seem already to be thrust out to-
wards them. The pavements are as crowded as ever,
but the people have lost their customary restfulness ;
they hurry, looking furtively about them ; uneasiness
is expressed in every action; a discerning eye will not
fail to observe that preparations for flight have already
begun in the city and in many of the shops.

The heart of Belgium quails ; but the heart of Belgium
is not afraid nor turned from its allegiance.  The
English will come,” they say in the streets; “ we shall
have another Waterloo upon the old fields of victory.
The terrible fleet of England will keep our coasts in-
violate.” In the streets it is always of England they
talk, with what faith, what wistfulness! A hundred
times a day you are asked the same questions:  When
do they come, the Highlanders?” “ Have you seen
them? It is said that they passed through in the night
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and have gone up to the front.” “ To-day or to-morrow
they will come and save us, is it not so? ”

What to reply to these questions? You do not know.
In your face it is written that you do not know. The
Belgian will presently smile his slow, patient smile and
shrug his shoulders—* Tout est caché.” He must
accept the inevitable.

But the hours of waiting are slow hours and the enemy
is approaching. On one day you may see the little
Princes walking in the Boulevards with their tutor and
hear the cheers that follow them ; on the next, it is said
that the Queen has taken her family away with her from
the doomed city. There are rumours that the Govern-
ment is about to leave for Antwerp and a long line of
motor-cars moves out through the long twilight upon the
Antwerp road. It is in vain that the newspapers deny
the rumours and repeat their happy assurances; the
evidence is against them.

But at night in the cafés it is still possible to be
merry over one’s dinner. There are still beautiful
women in the cafés and well-dressed men. And there
are soldiers to discuss the news with, when there is any-
thing in the news that is worth discussing. Here, for
example, in the great café of the Palace Hotel, beloved
by English tourists, is a young flying officer, Baron ;
who is perhaps the first man to have witnessed a
battle from an aeroplane in Europe. He is of the type
that Englishmen love, calm and steady, a trifle cynical,
without the least self-consciousness. This very day he
has flown over the woods and valleys around Diest and
been a witness of a struggle there being waged. He
laughs a little when you ask him to tell you his impres-
sions.
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“ But that is the misfortune,” he says in excellent
English, ¢ there is so little impression. You can see men
—Ilike ants. It is all silence too, because the noise of your
engine drowns every other sound. You say to yourself,
¢ If this is war, it is a poor show ; a struggle of the in-
sects among the grass.” ”

A little later he returns to that metaphor which, it is
evident, has pleased him: “ A struggle of insects among
the grass,”” he says, * that exactly is war as you see it from
an aeroplane.”

The first wounded came to Brussels in the cool of a
splendid August day. It seemed as if the sky was spread
for their coming—all gold and crimson and saffron, like
a banner of war spread upon the dim fields of night.
The people knew of their coming and awaited it in the
great square in front of the Nord Station which in peace
times is the traveller’s first vision of Brussels. The
people had come to offer its tragic welcome to its soldiers.

For long hours the crowd waited, scarcely seeming to
move. The train was late upon its journey, but the
Belgian people have a deep fount of patience. The
crowd consisted of the ordinary Bruxellois, though the
number of women present was greatly in excess of the
number of men. Some of the women were very poor
and many of them were mothers leading children by the
hand. The children regarded the matter from the point
of view of children, that is, they thought that they were
being taken to see a show of some kind and they clamoured
to be lifted up so as to be able to view the proceedings
over the heads of the crowd.

I do not think ‘that I have ever experienced a crowd
so quiet. The silence in the square was oppressive, like
the silence you sometimes encounter in hospital wards
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at night when it is known that a death has taken place,
or like the silence which attends the act of burial in a
country churchyard. It was almost a presence this
silence ; a gathering of the spirits of men and women
into some great indeterminate shape which brooded over
their mere bodies possessing and compelling them. The
chimes of a church clock which told the quarters sweetly
near at hand had a strange significance and struck
sharply upon the mind, as the tinkle of the Mass bell
strikes at the great moment of sacrifice ; and the sound
of the traffic in the near streets which came faintly over
this muted place only deepened the stillness and the
tension.

There was a tongue given to this silence, however,
when a long line of motor ambulances and motor-cars,
which had been hastily converted to serve the purpose of
ambulances, crept down the hill from the Hopital
St. Jean and passed through the rows of the crowd into
the station. This was the first sight which many of these
people had been afforded of the actual form of war ;
like a statue unveiled the form stood forth from its
coverings of language and romance, stark and terrible.
The red crosses upon the cars, which deliberate hands
had painted in anticipation of coming slaughter, seemed
to be painted now in blood. The people reeled at the
sight, ordinary, mundane as it now seems to all of us—
for in those days the people were not inured to the
spilling of blood and the wrecking of bodies; the
eyes of the men grew cold and stern, and the women’s
eyes were full of tears and their faces soft with pity.
You heard a murmur that was an expression at once
of regret and grief and fear, a strange murmur recalling
the uneasy sighing of the sea before a gale.
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After that a long time passed, or it seemed that a long
time passed, before the ambulances reappeared upon
the great square. When the first car moved slowly out
of the station and it was seen that it was in fact loaded
with wounded men a groan, like the groan of a man
under the knife, broke from the crowd. It was a terrible
cry to hear, because you knew, as you listened to
it, that it came from lips that were set against
emotional expression. It was like the stab of a sharp knife,
quick and deep; the stronghold of self-restraint had
been assailed and taken as it were at a single blow.

The cars crept back silently through the crowd and
the crowd shrank from them and then pressed forward
again, divided betwixt fear and curiosity. There were
faces at the windows of some of the cars, queer, vacant
faces, with closed eyes or eyes that looked but did not
see. There were faces so pale that you wondered whether
death had not already finished his work. If you were
near enough you heard terrible sounds coming from the
inside of the open ambulances. And all around you you
heard now the crying of women and the shriller crying
of children, who cried because they were frightened and
because their mothers cried. The ambulances moved up
the hill in the golden dusk that enveloped them like a
haze ; the people melted away; spirits of desolation
passed like a chill wind through the streets of the city.

The Hopital St. Jean is built around a central quad-
rangle where are old trees and lawns and flower-beds.
They brought the ambulances here and unloaded them
in an atmosphere sweet with the perfume of roses.
Quiet orderlies who had been drilled for the work
removed the stretchers from the waggons and cars, and
carried them slowly to the wards. It was now that you
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saw the first horror of war and knew the first sickening
sense of its presence.

There were boys on those stretchers who had come
straight from the carnage of Liége, boys with yellow
hair and blue eyes like English boys, and faces that were
as pink and white as the faces of girls. One of them had
ashattered arm that lay by his side limp and pitiful ; a
great bandage, hastily applied, covered half the face of
another ; by his pallor and the curious twitchings of his
face you could guess that this man was grievously
wounded about the body, his eyes were very wistful
when they looked at you as though he told you that he
was young as yet and did not wish to die. But his lips
were firm and proud. Another lay in what seemed to
be a deep coma flaccid and inert, the reservoirs of his
strength exhausted.

In the wards nurses made ready for the work they had
waited for during a whole week. Sweet white beds were
spread to receive the poor bodies, and there were little
trays of instruments set out and barrows loaded with
dressings and bandages; the operating theatres were
likewise prepared against their grim work.

One by one they brought the stretchers to the beds.

Night fell and the lamps in the wards were lighted ;
the yellow light fell graciously on the white beds and
on the white faces of the men in the beds. So many
faces and so different—the bearded men of Flanders
and the heavy clean-shaven men of the Eastern provinces.
Nurses in their white uniforms that suggested a religious
order moved from bed to bed under the lamplight. How
softly and serenely they moved and how deftly they
performed their work! A surgeon with his assistant
came into the ward; they were dressed in long white
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operating aprons. Methodically and noiselessly the toll
of suffering was reckoned. As they passed from man to
man the assistant wrote the diagnosis of his chief upon
the case-boards which hung above each patient. When
they reached the man who had gazed so wistfully in the
quadrangle the surgeon shook his head.

Afterwards a barrow painted all white and with little
rubber-tyred wheels was rolled into the ward and the
man with the wistful eyes was taken away to the operat-
ing room.

It is so quiet in this ward and so homelike that you
cannot believe that all the terror and agony which rage
without do not belong to some nightmare. This ward,
like every hospital ward, surely it stands as the expression
of man’s love for man ; and the doctors and nurses are
the ministers of a compassionate sentiment which has
overflowed from the heart of humanity. War is far
away now, here in this clearing-house of war. War, the
shameful thing, is put away because the shame of it has
been discovered and its mockery and tinsel are appraised
at their worth.

There is a German in the ward, in the far bed on the
right-hand side next the door. They have put him in
the same ward with their own people for this night at
any rate, though to-morrow they will remove him to a
ward by himself. He is a tall fellow and fills all his bed,
and he has a round face and a big jaw and hair like a
brush, stiff and hard. His leg is broken and the Belgian
surgeon has taken infinite pains to set it so that the
German may have a good leg again as soon as possible.
The Belgian surgeon was very tender in the handling of
that leg; as tender as when he handled the legs and
arms of his friends in the other beds. And the German
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thanked him when it was all over and the leg was bound
in its splints.

Had they too, the surgeon and his patient, forgotten
the fact of war in this quiet hour under the lamps when
men suffer and die and grieve for one another that
suffering and death are mingled in every man’s cup?
Yesterday at Liége it was different. The German was
mad then ; he told me in his broken French that he was
quite mad, and I am not disposed to doubt his sincerity.
He said he had one wish only—to kill. He lies very
quietly now watching everything out of his little, restless
eyes, which have a trace of uneasiness in their hurried
glance. Perhaps these other men may experience the
killing instinct just as he experienced it? But no, it will
not come to a man in this place at any rate. So he goes
to sleep and to dream, when his pain will let him ; and
then his face is quite simple and boyish as it may have
looked when he slept at night in his father’s house on
the other side of the Rhine before they did this thing
which has made all the world foul and hideous.

When you leave the hospital the streets seem gro-
tesque to you, because the streets and all the people in
them are given over to this business of war, the end of
which for a man himself you have seen. But you are
not proof against the delirium that runs in the streets
and bends every spirit to its influence. The hope and the
fear that are abroad grip you as they are gripping every-
one round about you, and once more, like a piece of
flotsam that has been cast ashore, you are sucked back
into the whirlpool of hate and despair.

Brussels is shedding her delusions now with every hour
that she measures of her freedom. The end is within her
sight. She is dull and merry by turns, as they say the
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condemned are, who await execution of sentence. She
is dull stoically, without scandal, and she is merry in a
curious, aloof way that tells the secret of Belgium’s
history—that this people has learned the uses of war not
by hearsay but from its blood. This people, after all,
has a hereditary disposition towards exile. And despair
has come to it often in the years that are past.

Despair comes now upon the heels of triumph before
even the glow of victory is cold.

Yesterday there were German prisoners marching in
the streets of Brussels, dull, dirty men with muddied
uniforms and bare-headed, because their helmets had been
taken as souvenirs. They marched stolidly, not looking
to right or left, because the shame of their position
weighed on them. The people of Brussels looked at
them from the footways, but did not demonstrate against
them : the people of Brussels could read the truth now
through the rosiest of the rosy pictures. . . . It was a
strange spectacle that column of marching, muddy
prisoners and those quiet people on the footways watch-
ing it.

There is a café in the city that was once a guardroom
of Alva’s soldiers. A cellar it is, which you approach
down a short flight of steps from the street; and the
street is one of the lesser streets of the town. The place
is full of memories of other days, and even to-day you
may meet all manner of interesting men and women
here—men and women who move behind the set
scenes—men and women who understand, who know.
The café has one of the best cooks in Europe—or
had, because I have no knowledge concerning his fate
since the occupation began. His soups were things to

talk about, and his chocolate souflé was a work of art as
D
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the term is understood in the narrowest circles. He was
a good fellow, and he loved you if you showed a dis-
criminating interest in his creations. He would not
spare himself in that case to make you happy.

I dined in the old cellar on many occasions: the last
occasion was Thursday night, a week before the end
of things as they measure time now in what is left of
Belgium. We had the souflé that night by special re-
quest, and I fancy it was the last occasion on which the
soufflé was made, at least with a good conscience. It
came to us in a great earthenware pot ; light as thistle-
down it was and exquisite as old sherry. We had the
cook up afterwards and made speeches to him as he stood
beaming and bowing in the gloomy middle distance of
his vault.

I recall the incident because that night I met a very
strange man indeed in the cellar café and had a long
conversation with him. A being quick and nervous
in his speech, a trifle furtive, amazingly well informed.
He may have been a Frenchman or he may have
been an Italian—or even a Turk. He had a rare
assortment of passports in his wallet—passports for
half the countries in Europe that an ordinary man has
never as much as set his eyes upon. He knew Brussels as
few of her citizens did, and his fund of news was remark-
able.

But what held my interest was his exposition of the
situation as he had come to know it. He spoke of the
situation as grave beyond any powers of exaggeration.
The Germans, he said, were going into Belgium in
numbers that were almost innumerable; the Belgian
army was reeling back in front of them, fighting, it is
true, like heroes, but hopelessly outnumbered and out-
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gunned. The Belgian army would not attempt to cover
the city; it would wheel back to the northward and
save itself behind the fortifications of Antwerp. Brussels
was already a ville ouverte and the barricades which they
had begun to erect in the suburban roads were so much
wasted effort. They would not be used.

There was little hope of defeating the march upon
Brussels because the Allies were not ready. The French
might get as far as the frontier—with luck. The British
perhaps would join forces with them in that region.
But the German avalanche would be difficult to stop—
it was doubtful whether it could be stopped. The
future of Europe was, indeed, in terrible jeopardy ; all
things were possible, and most of the things that were
probable were of evil omen.

There was no doubt that this was the truth: they
knew it in the Government offices and at the Ministries ;
they knew it in the great business offices and were already
making their preparations; they were beginning to
know it more and more, certainly in the streets. The
abounding life of the city still pulsed and throbbed, but
the chill of death was near and it was coming nearer.
It was spreading from the Eastwards where already the
enemy was master of important towns and flourishing
villages, from which he had driven forth the inhabitants
as cattle are driven forth. It had spread all over this
land even to the frontiers of the sea at Zeebrugge and
Ostend.

Ostend was no longer the Ostend of summer memory.
The crowds were still there in their summer clothes, and
there were still little children to paddle in the sea and
build sand castles and fly their gaily coloured kites.
There were still women ready to prove that all things
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may be bought for gold, but a gloom that made all
this pleasure-market hideous in its emptiness had settled
over the face of the town. On Sunday, August 16th,
when I walked for an hour in the evening along the
famous digue, 1 saw already the coming of the terror
that was soon to change these gay shores into a place of
death and agony. Here, even more than in Brussels, the
people feared. Long years expended in the piling up
of profit had made them greedy of their possessions and
very careful in the disposing of them. Some of them
were already in process of flight to England ; and others
were nearly ready to flee; in the minds of all anxiety
was working bitterly, and upon the face of all was written
the terror that rankled in their breasts.

The digue is empty for it is night: a soft wind blows
in from the sea across the long yellow sands. The town
sleeps uneasily under a cloudless sky that is full of stars—
this frivolous pleasure-town where all Europe was wont
to come merry-making. You see the long spires of the
churches piercing the blue night, and you hear the tinkle
of soft-tongued bells calling the hours. Out seaward
there are strange lights that flash a message indecipher-
able and mysterious, and far away you hear the booming
of a ship’s syren. It is the end for Ostend also as it is
the end for all this pleasant land: the long, long years of
peace are rolled away like a concluded scroll: the days
of sorrow and danger, of shame and bitterness and death
are at hand. You think as your footfalls ring emptily
upon the pavement in front of the famous Casino of the
lines of Verhaeren :

¢TIt is the flabby, fulsome butcher’s stall of luxury

Times out of mind erected on the frontiers
Of the city and the sea.”
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Will the fire that is already leaping to consume the
old world, its pleasures and its lusts, give in its place a
new world fairer and nobler made ?

And now there are but three days left to Brussels in
which she may call her spirit her own. Monday (to-day)
and Tuesday and Wednesday are all that are left to her.
She has fought and prayed and hoped, and the sound
of her bitterness has been echoed through the whole
world—but there is no salvation and no help for her in
the whole world.

How changed the city is? If you speak to your fellow-
diners in the cafés now they will no longer tell you of the
great deeds that warm their hearts to hear and to re-
count. They will tell you instead stories of barbarism
and horror that are coming to the city every hour from
the country that has been invaded. The name of the
Uhlans will be continually on their lips, and you will
gather that these horsemen have become an obsession
as terrible and as terrifying as in the days of 1870 when
the French peasantry of Champagne fled before them.
You will hear how the Uhlans carried pillage and rape
into Tongres, Herve, Micheroux, Soumayne ; how they
fired the little villages that line the highway between
Liége and the city, how they drove their long lances
through the bodies of fleeing men and women, and how
the women were caught and torn from their men and
made the partners of most hideous carousal.

In Soumayne they shot men and women in batches
without reason or object. They shot a little girl here
with the men in the corner of a field near her home ; but
it may be that her fate was better than that of her sisters
who were not shot. For in the night it was the habit of
the Uhlans to visit private houses, the doors of which
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were ordered to be kept open all night. When they
started forth upon these visits the soldiers were, more
often than not, drunk.

At Herve they burnt houses, and lest the women and
children should try to escape there were men posted
with rifles to shoot into the doorways and windows.

On tables in the public square of Liége fifteen women
were raped in daylight, and their agony made sport for
the brutes who stood about to witness it.

A story was told me of the murder of a child, a little
boy with fair hair. They drove a fixed bayonet through
this boy and then the owner of the bayonet shouldered
his rifle and the child, which still lived and moved, was
carried aloft until it died.

As you listen to these stories, the truth of which is
beyond dispute, you grow sick at heart. But there is
worse to come, so that afterwards you will scarcely be
able to remember what you have heard. There is the
burning and sacking of Louvain to come, and the awful
massacre of Dinant, and the scourge of Semspt and
Rotselaer and Wespelaer and Tamines. The café lights
grow dim and the garish decorations seem to mock you
through the cloud of tobacco smoke which rises up
around them. These white tables with their gleaming
silver and their flowers and their costly food—the things
which civilisation has evolved and sanctioned—of what
meaning are they ? Twenty miles away from this place
civilisation is dead in a welter of the blood of children ;
human wolves blood-glutted, but still bloodthirsty, are
ravening for more women and more children.

In the great square by the station, which faces the
hotel I am staying at, the refugees from the eastern
towns and villages are being gathered as they come to
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the city. They come by trains, by horse vehicles, on foot.
The trains are crowded with them, fifteen and twenty
people in a compartment huddled together like sparrows
in the presence of a hawk. They throng the verandahs
at the ends of the third-class carriages, holding on to the
railings ; they are even upon the roofs of the carriages.
These are the fortunate ones who have managed to gain
a place in the train and so to escape. They did not win
that place, at least in many cases, without a fight, and
there were grim scenes at some of the stations where the
trains came from when it was seen that the accommoda-
tion was not sufficient for all who wished to travel.
Some of the trains were the last trains out, and when the
train left you behind, you and your children, you had
to walk through a country in which armies were already
moving, an army falling back and an army pressing
forward. You had also to take the chance of meeting
the dreadful horsemen with their death’s-head helmets
whose mercy is as the mercy of tigers.

So you fought for room in the train at least for your
old folk and your children, and you left the poor baggage
which you had brought with you on the platform of the
station. When the train moved away from the station
you shut your eyes and thanked God swiftly and silently
for the deliverance accorded to you, though you had
lost everything you possessed in the world in utter ruin.

The roads to the city were full of the fleeing peasants,
of the old who toiled along bitterly and of the children
who cried because they were hungry and there was
nothing to eat, and they were not allowed to sit down
and rest.

They came to the great square, most of them, about
evening, when the lights of the city were being lit and
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the cafés were receiving their usual crowd of diners.
They came to the square as to a haven of rest and
safety. Here, surely, in the capital they would find a
secure retreat. 'They brought their luggage, those of
them who had luggage, and piled it up to await the
moment at which the journey must be resumed in the
morning. The luggage consisted of all manner of things,
useful and useless. Of household goods tied up in
blankets and shawls, of pots and pans strung together,
of pieces of furniture brought upon hand-barrows, of
treasures valued through many years which it had seemed
impossible to leave behind to destruction. The barrows
in Shoreditch of a Saturday night do not contain so
motley a collection of odds and ends as did the great
square in Brussels on that autumn evening. And the
people themselves were stranger than their possessions.

You have to go to poets like Verhaeren for a descrip-
tion of these Belgian peasants herded in this city area
with their dumb, hopeless eyes full of fear as the eyes
of an animal when it approaches the shambles. They
are peasants, tillers of the soil, ignorant and stupid ;
they have never before journeyed from their homes ;
their homes are their world, and this night it is not only
exile which faces them but something nearly akin to
death—a change terrible in itself and full of unknown
terrors for the morrow.

Verhaeren has said of them that they are a greedy
people.

“Keen on the slightest gain; and mean
Since they cannot enrich themselves with work.”

But this night even the pangs of greed have ceased to
affect them: this night it is the pangs of hunger they
feel and the deeper pangs of homesickness and loneliness

—
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and bewilderment. They are dressed, most of them, in
their best clothes as though it was to some festival that
they were setting out.

They fill the centre of the square. As night comes on
they lie down to sleep, using bundles as pillows and
tightening their coats and cloaks about their tired bodies.
Many of them sleep heavily like hogs. But some of the
old ones cannot forget easily enough to sleep, and they
sit upon their gear gazing into the darkness stonily as the
procession of the years goes by before their eyes.

Is it possible to measure all the grief that is expressed
by this silent, drab company upon which the lights of
the city fall so garishly ?—the grief of the simple man
who is the pawn in this game of war, of his womenfolk
whom he has not learned to guide in these labyrinthine
ways, and of his children who wound his spirit by their
shrill complainings. If you come near to these folk you
will discover new shapes and forms of grief: you will
taste the exquisite vintage of mother’s love as never
before you have tasted : you will see this peasant woman
of the broad, heavy face gather her children under her
shawl to warm them and give her breast to the babe
that clamours against it. Her self-sacrifice, so immediate
and unconscious, will perhaps give you hope even in this
darkest hour. You will hear the old women too, as the
night deepens, crooning little songs to the children, and
gathering those of them who are motherless into arms
long since unskilled in mothercraft, yet never forgetful
of the cunning of earlier days.

Around the square there are great lights blazing;
the cafés have their doors and windows open and the
shops are brightly illuminated. Around the square
move in endless procession the women of the town and



58 THE COMING OF THE TERROR

the men who make traffic with them. Vice has her
marts open ever, even in this solemn hour. When you
have tired listening to the sobbing of the frightened
children and the crooning of the old women, you may
come to the pavements and hear the laughter of these
girls and their cavaliers. You may see rich dresses and
gay faces—though the gaiety is more haggard than usual
to-night—and catch sentences of conversation that has
changed little, perhaps, in its tenor since men began to
build cities and people them with the creatures of their
pleasure.

It is a grim contrast this if you have an eye for the
dramatic. It suggests, perhaps, a coffin surrounded by
its lighted candles. Only the voice of the mourners do
not mourn.

Let there be no misunderstanding. The sight of these
refugees wrung the heart of the city and every effort was
made to alleviate their distress. But the good citizens
of Brussels were not upon the pavements of the city at
this hour: at this hour they were abed or else preparing
themselves for the exile that was so surely their portion.
On the pavements were the riff-raff of the city that is
like the riff-raff of all cities, of London, Paris and Berlin
as well as of Brussels—a people without nationality and
without home, whose city is the street, and whose
devotion is toward the lusts it battens upon.

So the drama is played to its final act, and already the
curtain begins to descend. These last were strange days
indeed, even in this new world of the unforeseen and the
incredible. Blow upon blow the evil news has fallen
upon the city, every hour the harbinger of fresh calamity.

In these last days men have seen a whole nation driven
like chaff under the fan. Roads have been thronged
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with a great tide of humanity surging to the frontiers
of theland. All day and all night in steady torrent the life
of the city has flowed away from it as a man’s blood flows
from a wound. Along the Antwerp road, which runs
out between the station and the Palace Hotel, motor-
cars and horse-cars and carts and carriages and bicycles
and foot passengers have fled away from the doomed
Brussels, and by every train they have gone, more and
still more of them, fighting and scrambling with one
another even to gain a place. I stood in the railway
station and watched this exodus, and there was no end
to it ; from morning until night there was no end. Such
an exodus Belgium had not seen, I thought, since the
days when Napoleon bestrode Europe and the fear of
his name went before him like a sword.

But some there are who do not join themselves to that
human avalanche, who elect to stay and face the dark
days in the strength of their own spirits. In a chamber
of the Town Hall, panelled by dead hands and adorned
with the ripest splendour of Flemish art, one man sits
through these long hours for whom there is no door
open whereby he may escape, one man upon whose acts
and words will depend ten thousand lives and the safety
of ten thousand homes. It isa cruel burden that he must
carry, and his face is weary and haggard already at the
knowledge of it. But he does not flinch. There are as
brave men in Brussels this 19th day of August as went
out three weeks before to the holding of Liége and the
work in the lanes before Tirlemont and Louvain. Bel-
gium is justified of her children. She has her Adolph
Max and his devoted counsellors as yet against the dark
days that are come upon her.

And she has imperishable memories. There is the
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memory of Leman of Liége, the Horatius of Belgium,
who held the passage of the river while the Allies—
France and England—were girding on their armour, and
so perhaps saved Europe from shame and slavery. And
there is the memory of the words of the King, spoken
upon the eve of battle, and much more than justified.

¢ Casar said that the Belgians were the bravest of all
the peoples of Gaul.”

Leman and Max are lost to Belgium at this hour, but
her King remains, surely the noblest leader ever vouch-
safed by Heaven to a noble people. It is true what they
said to me in the first days before the darkness:

¢ Belgium has often been conquered: she has never
been beaten. This people may be driven even to death,

but who can doubt that this people will rise again from
the dead ? ”




CHAPTER IV

BY THE WAY OF THE HILL

HE Channel boat was about to sail; the Channel

boat was half empty and the sea was like glass. In
the delicious warmth of the August afternoon people
seemed to forget to be in a hurry, or that all Europe and
all the world was at that hour in the most desperate
hurry of which history has any knowledge. The porters
on the quay at Folkestone lounged idly against the trucks
which they had unloaded, and the sailors on the packet
waited, as idly, for the word of command to loosen away
the ropes which bound the vessel to the pier. I stood on
the deck of the boat watching the last of the few passen-
gers come aboard. The last of the civilian passengers was
a very famous war correspondent whose name is known
in most homes throughout England. He had forgotten to
have his passport countersigned by the French consul, and
so he was having an argument with some of the landing
people which for a time looked rather ominous. Eventu-
ally, however, they shrugged their shoulders and let him
go. He came down the gangway slowly, carrying his
luggage, and there was disclosed, behind him, a little man
in khaki uniform with the scarlet facings and the scarlet
hat-band of the General Staff. The little man was smiling
genially, and as he stepped on to the gangway said some-

thing to a friend who was with him which set that friend
61
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laughing heartily. The little man was Sir Horace Smith-
Dorrien.

Then, the circumstance did not strike one greatly,
but now, in the light of after-events, it seems full of
strange meaning. Within a week what other scenes were
the quiet, rather tired eyes of this little, oldish man to
gaze upon—scenes of ruin, of carnage, of heroism and
self-sacrifice which will remain emblazoned on the pages
of our history while an Englishman lives to read of them
and to glow with pride at the knowledge of them, scenes
of terror which no pen can ever describe and no brush
ever reproduce, scenes of dreadful anxiety that wrung
men’s hearts till young men grew old and old men were
forsaken of knowledge and experience. How often in
those days must this quiet sea have risen like a picture
in that man’s memory, comforting him perhaps with
its suggestion of rest and peace !

The steamer drew away swiftly across the blue spaces
of the Channel. Folkestone and Dover, with their white
cliffs, became a dim shadow in the evening sunlight ; the
other cliffs of Gris Nez rose up out of the sea, beckoning.
The little man stood forward on the deck surrounded by
officers ; they talked earnestly among themselves . . .
and beyond the cliffs, in the dim haze that rose like a
cloud above the fields of France, lay sleeping a hundred
towns and villages—Mons and Charleroi, St. Quentin,
Le Cateau, Villiers Cotterets, Crepy en Valois, Senlis—
to-morrow to be smitten into the dust and scattered to
uncharitable winds.

At Boulogne a huge motor-car received the little man
and spirited him away beyond the hills. The green hills
above Boulogne where Napoleon camped his armies, have
become, in these days, the barrier between the known
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and the unknown, between civilisation, what is left of it,
and savagery; between life and death. But on that
August night the terrible secrecy had scarce begun ; the
procession—the long, long procession, of fair youth which
was to mount the yellow road by the old walled city, past
the great Cathedral, which stands like an image of love
on the hill-top—had not yet set forth upon its pilgrimage,
the beginning of which is rosy endeavour, and the end,
so often, silence. It was still possible, if you wished it,
to travel beyond the hills, amid the green fields of France,
and talk with anxious men and women concerning their
chances of salvation. To-morrow the gates would be
closed and the sentries posted : to-morrow and the next
day and the next and the next, until the year will have
grown old into winter and a new year come also to
maturity. But the night remained.

A starlit night it was: still and quiet, because the
sea had relinquished her moaning and the wind blew
only softly amongst the trees. From the hill-tops you
might look down upon the old town of Boulogne, and
then, casting your eyes seaward, discern, far away, the
lights that promised England and spoke of her confidence
in this moment of all moments in her history; you
might see the flat roof whereon Buonaparte walked with
his Marshals while yet the dream of Empire was a dream
and discussed the fate of the vast expedition pulsing
around him with eagerness and expectation. “ The
Army of England!” And over yonder, standing out
white and stark in the gloom like a wan spectre, is the
column he builded to perpetuate the fame of this Army
of England which was to wrest her trident from Britannia
and put the yoke on the necks of her people.

It is like a dream, this eve of stupendous calamity, a
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dream in which the figures of warriors and heroes come
again to their ancient battle-fields. You may see Julius
Casar going down the hill with his legionaries to make
his crossing to the Isle of Mystery across the waves, and
Henry V and his helmeted knights ascending over
against the day of Crispin—for Agincourt is near at
hand—Marlborough too passed this way, and Wellington.
. . . You may see “the Little Man on the White Horse”
riding away across the fields of France to his Empire
and his downfall, to Austerlitz and Marengo and Wagram
and Leipzig and Waterloo.

It is like a dream, because the smoke of the town goes
up so lazily upon the still air and the sound of the town
is like the tinkle of distant bells, a little music and some
jarring and again a soft murmuring of sound. They are
merry in the town because they have seen already the
first regiments of a new army of England; and the girls
are wearing the regimental badges pinned over their
hearts ; and the girls are wearing new little caps like képis,
and tartan skirts some of them for love of the “anglais
écossais,” because the swing of the kilt has already lit new
ardours in the ardent heart of France. The streets and
the cafés are filling with light, for it is near the dinner
hour, and no matter what may be afoot in Paris, Boulogne
has not yet changed her custom. The “apéritif hour”
is still the gayest of all the day, let the shades that go up
and down the hill, dream-wise, bode good or ill.

It is a dream surely—because on the full tide great
ships are stealing into the harbour, one and then another
and another, and far off, like an echo, comes to your ears
the thrill of strong men cheering !

How slowly those ships creep in which bring the
flower of England’s fighting men to France. So slowly
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that it seems almost that they linger wilfully upon their
coming, delaying, if it may, the hour of death by a little
period. Great ships, well known on the long Eastern
trail where the merciless sun blisters the paint on iron
plates and makes the deck a grid for men to writhe on ;
ships that have sailed to the world’s ports for the world’s
enriching and the glory of England, but never before to
this little port between the sands over against the gate-
ways of England.

The bridges of the ships loom up overhead through
the dusk, and you see men, hands on wheel and telegraph,
guiding the monsters to their berths. Men do not shout
to-night as you have heard them shouting in the great
ports in the peace days; they are still and quiet and
they speak their orders shortly and sternly, with a curb
on their voices all the time which thrills you to the
marrow as all the shouting did not thrill you. And the
men on the docks do not shout either, because the spell
of this night is upon them also and has made them mute
as they have perhaps never been mute before in their
lives. And all the while a murmur of men’s voices talking
intently comes to you across the gangways and the
strip of water which holds the ship off still from the dry
land.

Men’s voices, the men of England whom all Europe
awaits with breathless anticipation, the men of England
the hope of whose coming solaced Belgium in her hour
of agony and still upholds her, whose fair, boy-faces have
stirred the heart and the soul of France. You feel a
great throbbing as you listen—and when your eyes dis-
cover them crowding the decks, a sea of faces moving
in perpetual waves, you cannot speak the emotion that

surges tumultuously in your breast. You too are dumb
E
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like the men upon the ship and the Frenchmen along the
quays.

It is a spectacle strange and glorious beyond all the
sights which an Englishman’s eyes have ever looked upon,
and in the retrospect melancholy so that your heart
breaks to think of it.

Those boys whom we shall never see again, who will
not come back adown the yellow road by the old walled
town which their feet trod so gaily in those days before
the reaping ; those boys of the fair cheeks and the blue
eyes, hard as a whip’s lash, light-hearted as girls, merry
and careless as the wind ; those boys, the type and figure
of the perfect soldier in joy of life, and fearlessness and
experience and faith. . . .

Beyond the yellow road and beyond the old walled
town and beyond the green fields that stretch away
from the hill-top towards the broad breast of France,
they are waiting for them now as sick men wait for the
dawn ; there is a little work to do for each of them
before the silence, and a little glory to win before the
darkness, that the white fires of imperishable honour may
be lighted again on the altars of England.

They are opening doorways in the sides of the ships,
and into the doorways go the long planks that have
been brought for this work. An officer is the first to
step ashore, and as he passes along the quay you may see
that he is still upon the threshold of his manhood. With
an easy stride he passes, recalling somehow the stride of
a panther in the wild. The Frenchman at your elbow,
who knows the world, has marked him and exclaims
with a touch of impatience in his voice, “But it is
ridiculous, is it not? He tries to walk humbly and
he walks as if he owned the universe.” And that is
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the truth too, and worth recording because it is the
truth.

Great flares are lighted along the quays and their
light falls red and yellow upon the water. The soldiers
come down the gangways stiffly because the voyage has
cramped them in narrow limits; some of them begin
to disembark the horses for the gun teams, and there
are lively scenes when they prove difficult, as is the
natural right of horses. The men warm to their work
and you hear cheery imprecations being flung at the
horses, and little, gay snatches of songs that men have
remembered from their school-days or picked up a night
or two ago in a London music-hall; and you hear be-
ginning the sudden stream of chaff and banter which
will last many of these lads to the presence of death on
the parched fields that are awaiting them.

After the horses the guns; and so the great cranes on
the dock wall are brought up and begin dipping their
arms into the holds. Out of the holds come the chariots
of war, short black boxes set upon heavy wheels and
long guns with snouts that suggest a greedy animal of
the baser sort. You learn that the guns are “ Long
Toms,” and that, nevertheless, they are of the female
sex and dearly beloved even as they are abundantly well
known. You learn that a gun may have a soul even as a
man has, and that the character of a gun is strange and
capricious as the character of a girl. These things are
revealed to you in the crisp language of the barrack-room
which knows England as “ Old Blighty ” and pours its
scorn upon the holder of the * couchy ” job.

And there is revealed to you also the secret of the
blazing devotion which in the days so near at hand will
bind these same men to their guns as seamen in dire
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peril are oftentimes bound to their ship, a devotion that
is more than the mere performing of duty, that has
tender sentiment and fetishism—if you do not wish to
call it religion—mingled inextricably in its composition.

When the men are gathered in the open beyond the
dock sheds you are able to look at them at your leisure,
and talk to them. But it is not so easy to talk because
the little French girls are already in front of you, and
already they are begging in those plaintive, haunting
voices of theirs for ¢ souvenir, souvenir >—and the soldiers
are submitting with a smile to the theft of the regimental
badges from shoulders and hats, which quick fingers per-
form ever so skilfully.

The soldiers are more interested in the little French
girls than in any other thing, because this is the first time
many of them have set foot on the shores of France, and
the fame of the French girls is ubiquitous.

But when that novelty has been tasted they will talk
to you merrily and you will learn their point of view
concerning the tragedy in which they are destined to
play so great a part. You will learn with wonder and the
wonder will remain with you. For these men, most of
them, do not know why they are here and do not care.
They know that there is war—war with Germany—and
they know that war is the life business upon which, some
in haste, and some with deliberation, they have embarked.
They are fighting men; and so they will fight, God
helping them. And after that they will go home again
and wait for a new campaigning. How should it be other-
wise ? And how should these know that they are going
out, the vast majority, upon their last campaigning ;
that the old British Army with all its riches of custom
and tradition is already in the melting-pot of destiny ?
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They stand, rank upon rank, boyish faces in the light of
the yellow flares, stern at attention and perfectin their com-
posure. The flares leap and diminish, casting long shadows.
Behind are the masts of the great ships, and out, seaward,
the lights of other ships stealing in with their burden of
human souls. The city rears itself up, tier upon tier of
light, across the harbour. The stars are overhead.

There is a sharp word of command.

The ranks begin to move forward towards the wooden
bridge that leads to the city and the hills where the camps
are.

The sound of marching feet is like the sound of deep,
low thunder muttering along the plain.

Then above the thunder of the marching a strong
voice thrills out the song that, by accident, has become
the Soldier’s Song of this year of tragedy.

“It’s a long way to Tipperary,
It’s a long way to go;
It’s a long way to Tipperary,
To the sweetest girl I know.”

And all the marching men take up the song, swelling
the singing of it to a mighty tide.
¢ Good-bye, Piccadilly ;
Farewell, Leicester Square.

It’s 2 long, long way to Tipperary,
But my heart’s right there.”

The lilt of the singing comes back to you, wistfully,
across the still night.

Who affects to despise that song with its mournful lilt
and its sobbing choruses? Not those who heard it during
these August days and nights when brave men were going
to death in battalions with its haunting foolishness upon
their lips and ringing in their ears! Not those who lay
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awake through the stifling nights listening to it, hour
after hour until the words became burned upon memory,
and brain and body throbbed with its incessant cadences !

I speak for myself ; so far as I am concerned “Tip-
perary ” is sacred. As I heard it, it was the song of
dying men; I think, of the best and bravest men this
world ever saw ; it was their song because they chose it
and because it comforted them.

All night they sang it, thousands and tens of thousands,
as they marched between the ships in the harbour and
the camps on the hill, through the narrow, hot, smelly
streets of the French town.

The sound awoke me and brought me to my bedroom
window to watch them as they went. The long street
was full of them, of them and their song, from end to
end. In the dim morning light it was as though I stood
upon the high bank of a great river and watched a torrent
of swollen, muddy water covered with flecks of foam
sweep by beneath my feet; the faces of the men were
the foam upon the torrent’s breast. . . . Then the sun-
light welled up from behind the hill, heralding the sun,
and it seemed that a shower of living gold fell upon the
moving throng, touching the boy faces with glory. The
boys looked up into the sunlight and paused a moment
in their singing to laugh for joy of it, and then again
the throb of the chorus swelled and died through echoing
streets.

Above the fishing village and the new town is the old
town, the walled city of Boulogne which history knows ;
and above the walled city again the yellow road is
divided ; one branch of the road goes to Calais and the
other branch to St. Omer and Lille.

They pitched the camps up here near the branching
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of the roads, and when you climbed the hill you came to
a new city of white tents and waggons and tethered
horses, and men moving about in their shirt-sleeves with
the fag-ends of cigarettes in their mouths watching the
horses and making preparation for the feeding of their
comrades. A scene of abounding life it was which re-
joiced the heart ; a carnival of youth upon the threshold
of mighty adventure. The great guns that protrude
their snouts so formidably from between the wheels of
the cars, and the huge pontoons, each like a lifeboat
upon its carriage, and the artillery waggons, and the
stamping, shifting mob of the horses and the tents and
the ambulances, seemed like the playthings of giants
heaped together for their entertaining.

You might walk where you chose along the grassy
avenues between the tents and watch the life of the new
city which yesterday was not, and which to-morrow
would have vanished beyond the distant slopes. You
might hear the merry talk, the jokes and laughter which
were the cordial of this company; you might see the
brawny cooks pouring soup from huge cauldrons which
seemed to have been shaped for giants, or staggering
under the weight of mighty rations which sent up a thin
vapour of steam upon the sunny air. You might watch
the barber at his work outside his tent and listen to the
chatter of his customers while he shaved and clipped
them, or you might visit the blacksmith at his forge and
see in how deft a manner he performed his task.

There were young men and old men in this company ;
men who had had their salting on the Indian frontier
and wore a strip of ribbon proudly over their hearts;
men who fought through the grim days of South Africa
and saw Buller ride into Ladysmith and Roberts go up
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to Paardeberg. And there were men who had never yet
looked into the face of war, overgrown schoolboys from
English villages, in Kipling’s phrase “ with the sap of
good English beef in their cheeks ”” and the joy of Eng-
land in their blood. The talk of all of them was of the
war ; but they talked of a war which has never been
fought and never will be, of an adventure-war of glorious
battles and great surprises and unending victory ; a war
like the great wars of old days, full of deeds and actions,
wherein the happy warrior found at last the desire of his
spirit ; a short war too, of days or weeks, with a quick
return and a long aftermath of rejoicing.

The officers knew better ; and theirs were the only
grave faces in this cheerful company. They moved about,
quiet men busy with duties that had become a part of
nature: they talked very little, and if you spoke to them
they told you that they knew nothing at all. But occa-
sionally you might see a wistful look in the eyes of some
of them, especially the boys, which said much more than
speech could have said—the look a man wears when he
thinks of his home and of his mother whom he will not
see again this side of the grave.

A sergeant, who had fought in the Boer War, with
whom I talked a long while, bade me note the difference
between the faces of the men and the faces of the
officers. “ It is education which makes the difference,”
he said, “ because at heart they are the same men. But
the educated man has a finer temper on him, that’s all ;
he can see ahead and he can compare things and draw
conclusions. Look at our boys now; they would hug
the Germans to their hearts; they love them because
they have put up a fight and given them this show. But
wait a little. Wait till the Germans hurt them and get
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their blood stirred. Then you’ll see what you will see.
I have seen it all before, and I know. We can be an
ugly crowd just as much as we can be a jolly crowd.”

He was still speaking when a bunch of horses that were
being brought up the hill from the watering took fright
badly and bolted. They came up past us like the finish
of a Newmarket gallop, and the boy who had charge of
them nearly lost his seat half a dozen times in as many
seconds. A chubby-faced, fair-haired lad he was with
strong white teeth that you saw gleaming through his
parted lips. When he realised that he couldn’t stop the
mad rush he did a bold and plucky thing very quickly.
He swung himself from his seat to the ground and threw
all his weight on the leading ropes that held his team
together. For a moment he seemed to be tossed away
by the flying hoofs like a cork on a rushing stream ; but
he stuck it gamely. And as he held on the pace of the
horses slackened so that it was possible for him to regain
his legs and pull backwards as he ran. A moment later
the rush was checked and the horses stood still looking
about them as if surprised that they could have behaved
so foolishly. The boy led them back to where I stood,
and as he passed I noticed an angry flush on his face,
and an angry light in his eyes. The sergeant smiled and
nodded.

“ It will be just like that on a bigger scale presently,”
he said.

He had a shrewd knowledge, had that sergeant in the
hill-camp above Boulogne.

At night they struck camp and went away beyond the
green hills. They went silently in the dead of night so
that no man saw them of all the men and women who
had watched and welcomed their coming. Nor did any
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hear them, for there are few townspeople on that high
plateau, and the townspeople go early to bed. It was
strange, the manner of their going, and sinister because
at that hour every heart quailed at the news that was
coming to the town—the news of the agony of Brussels
and of the avalanche that was sweeping southward to-
wards France.

The merciless August sun rose up on white tents that
were silent and empty and his first rays played sadly upon
the dead embers of fires grown cold under the dew. The
guns and the waggons and the great pontoons and the
horses and the boy faces, that made you think ’twas a
game they played, were all vanished away and only the
muddied avenues between the tents and the footprints
upon the grass remained to bear testimony to their pas-
sage. You gazed across the green distances and saw a
smiling land waking serenely to the day’s adventure ;
you heard, far away, the voices of the country, that
make silence golden ; but you heard no more the voices
that yesterday rang so gaily in your ears, nor the tramp
of marching feet, nor the rolling of the great wheels on
the hard road.

The days of her darkness had come indeed upon this
land of France.

Yet not all of those who had come were set out upon
this terrible journey. A few remained who should
escape this horror of the frontierland about Mons now
brewing behind the sunny hills.

At the top of the hill stands a great, dark house, that
was once the home of a religious sisterhood. In the days
when France rose up against her religious orders the
house on the hill fell upon bad times, and one night the
mob came to it and took it by storm against the devoted
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women who were ready to give their lives in its defence. -
The mob broke into the old house and wreaked their

savage anger upon it; they broke the windows and

destroyed the rooms, and what they were unable to accom-

plish in the matter of destruction, the fire they called

to their aid accomplished for them, so that the place

became a ruin with grass-grown walls and empty courts

and broken doors that beat dismally against their jambs

when the night winds blew.

It was no man’s business to rebuild the broken walls,
and authority forbade the return of the dispossessed, so
that the place stood a ruin for a long while awaiting the
new destiny which Fate had ordained for it. The march-
ing men who came up the hill from the ships saw it and
looked up wonderingly at the gaping windows and black-
ened walls, and asked eager questions concerning the
tragedy which had befallen it. The marching men passed
on ; but the doctors and the ambulance men who accom-
panied them lingered behind, because they saw that
within these walls it would be possible to arrange a
temporary hospital to accommodate early casualties that
would in the ordinary course of events be brought down
to them.

They were adaptable men these army doctors, and they
soon got to work upon the ruin and brought some sort
of order into its chaos. They found that there remained
one wing of the building with a sound roof and a sound
floor ; and into this they brought beds and bedclothes
and stoves and tables and cases of instruments and bottles
of antiseptics and dressings, and the hundred and one
things which go to make up a hospital equipment. They
did the work very quickly, because there was no time to
lose and becausc no man could say how soon, out of the
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mystery-country beyond the hills, the waggons with the
red crosses would return loaded up with victims.

I saw their work on the day after the marching men
went away. Good work it was, though necessarily a little
rough and ready. They had some thirty beds in .the
hospital, I think, and some half-dozen doctors to look
after it. The doctors lived in a tent which was pitched
in the convent garden, and they had their food in
another tent around which rose bushes were blooming.
They gave me tea in this tent, and we talked about the
war and about the tragedy of Belgium which I had
witnessed. They told me that they did not know how
long they might stay in the old house, nor whether it
was proposed to make a great hospital base in Boulogne
or not. They said that depended probably on the course
of events at the front, of which already there was a total
lack of news. Fine fellows they were, of the best stamp,
ready to give their lives at any moment in the perform-
ance of duty.

But I think often how small that preparation was for
the tremendous events which were to come and how it
proved, in its way, that no man had envisaged the extent
of this catastrophe. In other days I was to see a new
hospital rise up under the shadow of those walls, and a
whole city of hospitals stretched out below the hill by
the sea, and then to learn that even that vast preparation
could but touch the fringe of the agony and sorrow that
flowed out like a broad river from the smoke and welter
of war.



CHAPTER V

THE CATASTROPHE OF NAMUR

HE cafés of Boulogne, like the cafés of Brussels,

were busy these days of waiting, but there was a
difference that not even the dullest wit could fail to
apprehend. The people of France are not like the people
of Belgium, though they speak the same language and
breathe the same air. The people of France are very
old in the knowledge of war, and they have suffered
grievous things in the acquiring of that knowledge. The
bitter days of 1870 have left their indelible stamp upon
this proud people, and the heart of France cherishes that
memory as a man’s heart conceals the knowledge of a
wrong that may not be forgotten nor forgiven.

There were Frenchmen in these Boulogne cafés ‘who
remembered 1870 ; and there were men who with their
own eyes had seen the terrors and humiliation of that
calamity. These men were like a people apart and they
held aloof, in their greater knowledge, from the mirth
and hopefulness of the boys who wore their new uniforms
so gaily. They had dim eyes that held a smouldering fire,
and when they talked with you you saw their hands
clench and their teeth set as the tide of memory carried
them backwards. Their eyes blazed at a hundred grim
recollections, and the deep note of passion made their
voices strangely eloquent.

77
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This man is a colonel of infantry, but then he was a
private in the ranks. He tells the story of Sedan over
again and the fearful days which followed that debacle.
He recounts small intimate details that bring all a man’s
blood into his face for anger and shame. He speaks first
in low tones that are like a whisper, and then huskily as
his voice grows stronger, until at last he holds you by
the very force of his words. .

“'The Germans . . . they are not men, they are bar-
barians. I know as to-morrow you also will know, and all
the world. Where they go there they pollute, and the
blood of innocent victims is left to cry out for vengeance.
The heart of France has been broken, but this day is the
beginning of a new world for France. Itis not revenge,
it is retribution ; we may suffer, we may die, but we shall
triumph. France must triumph or she must pass for ever.”

And then in softer tones you hear him add:

“We have not nursed the spirit of revenge, God
knows. We have worked for peace and lived for peace
and hoped for peace. But Fate has willed. To-day the
bitterness and the shame of that year have come again
from the graves wherein we laid them, and as we are
men we must strike. . . .7’

There is a doctor in the company whose hair is white
like silver. He is of the same view, though he speaks his
thoughts differently. ‘

“'There are forty years,” he says, “ which when this
war is ended we shall wipe away from the story of France.
Yet we shall not forget them—the forty years of bitter-
ness that were hidden beneath the mask of mirth. Asa
man remembers the hours of his weakness we shall know
them, and France shall know them . . . for these hours
the price is death. . . .”
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On the Sunday which followed the passing of the Army
they had a religious procession through the streets of
the town. It was the old, old procession of Our Lady,
whose kind spirit goes forth to the fisher-folk—those who
depart to the fishing grounds of the North and those
who wait and fear at home. In the days when they made
war on the religious orders the procession was forbidden
though the people hankered after it bitterly; but in
these new days, when a man’s life was measured only by
moments and hours, and men and women besought in
fierce anguish the mercy and comfort of God, there was
no man who durst forbid or censure it.

So they held it as of old, and as of old the fisher-folk
came in their best clothes and lined the narrow streets
from the church under the walled city to the quays,
where the boats lie, and back again by other streets to
the church.

But not the fisher-folk alone. In the crowd were all
manner of men of all manner of peoples. Shopkeepers
were there, and wealthy merchants from the villas along
the digue, and soldiers in their long blue overcoats with
the ends buttoned up, and dashing cavalry men in sky-
blue tunics, and here and there a sprinkling of our
British khaki, where an ambulance man from the hospital
on the hill stood to watch the spectacle. There were
fashionably dressed women too who had come to Bou-
logne to play in the Casino or bathe on the beach before
the war clouds gathered and who had lingered after-
wards because of the fascination that held them ; there
were women of the town and a few women of the street
come already from Paris in anticipation of gain, like
vultures to a carcase. Also there were children in their
summer frocks carrying pails and spades, and merry,
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without a care for all the sorrow that lay hid about
them.

The procession came slowly along the streets, and it
consisted chiefly of children and young women. The
children and the women were dressed in white linen that
fell to their feet in ample folds, and the women wore
thin veils over their faces and carried, some of them
nets and some fish baskets in token of the character of
the procession. They moved slowly with rhythmic steps,
and their faces were grave and sorrowful, as only the faces
of the fisher-folk of Northern France can be. A few of
them had red eyes, as though they had wept a little
before setting out, and these, you might guess, had taken
leave during the last days of father or brother or lover
when the order of mobilisation was posted up through
the land, in all the villages and hamlets. There were
also some older women wearing the costume of the fisher-
folk, which is beautiful in a barbaric sort of way and which
depends for its effect chiefly upon the elaborate shawl
that is bound over the shoulders.

Behind the long ranks of the women the clergy walked,
bearing, under gaudy canopies, holy relics, at sight of which
men bared their heads and women fell weeping and
praying upon their knees. And after the relics the Blessed
Sacrament, in a golden monstrance, was carried by the
Bishop himself arrayed in his vestments. There was
sweet singing as the sacrament went by—an old chant
that rose and fell in wonderful cadences—and the multi-
tude in the streets grew still and silent and bent in deep
reverence and adoration.

They carried the figure of the crucified Saviour too
upon a great golden cross, that men might turn their
gaze for a brief moment away from the spectacle of
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murder and bloodshed and behold the face of Everlasting
Love.

Behind the hills they have already begun the work of
death, but here in this seaport town men and women are
waiting for news through long days that parch and scorch
so that the very air seems to have become charged with
fire. The veil of mystery which hangs above the hills is
impenetrable now, and only rarely does a whisper reach
the town of the fearful doings a dozen leagues away. The
whispers are heard when the service motor-cars come
down, and at that time you may see men with anxious
faces hurrying in and out of the Hotel Bristol on the
quays, where a handful of British Staff Officers have been
quartered.

At first the whispers are reassuring, but very soon a
new note is sounded that chills anticipation. The British
Army is fighting, somewhere along the Belgian frontier ;
no man can say what the issue of the fight may be, but
the hordes which the enemy is pouring down upon the
borders of France are like the waves of an irresistible
tide. “ You may kill and kill—but after your hands are
tired and your eyes grow dim there are new ranks in the
places of the old ones, and new enemies coming against
you as though you had not lifted hand in your defence.”

So they talk on quay and digue, and so they relate in
the c