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Regretting nothing in the past, save : :

those whom | have lost; regretting nothing,
not even my first youth; hoping nothings
i either, | have reached the point at which, } }
wom out by the experience of things, we
| ask oursalves if life be worth the living. |
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The Harmas

his is what I wished for: a bit of land, oh, not so very large, but fenced in, to
Tavoid the drawbacks of a public way; an abandoned, barren, sun—scorched

bit of land, favoured by thistles and by Wasps and Bees. Here, without fear of being
troubled by the passers—by, I could consult the Ammophila and the Sphex and engage
in that difficult conversation whose questions and answers have experiment for their
language; here, without distant expeditions that take up my time, without tiring rambles
that strain my nerves, I could contrive my plans of attack, lay my ambushes and
watch their effects at every hour of the day. A bit of land—yes, this was my wish, my

dream, always cherished, always vanishing into the mists of the future.

And it is no easy matter to acquire a laboratory in the open fields, when harassed
by a terrible anxiety about one's daily bread. For forty years have I fought, with steadfast
courage, against the paltry plagues of life; and the long—wished—for laboratory has
come at last. What it has cost me in perseverance and relentless work 1 will not try to
say. It has come; and, with it—a more serious condition—perhaps a little leisure. I say

perhaps, for my leg is still hampered with a few links of the convict's chain.

The wish is realized. It is a little late, O! my pretty insects! I greatly fear that the
peach is offered to me when I am beginning to have no teeth wherewith to eat it. Yes, it

is a little late: the wide horizons of the outset have shrunk into a low and stifling
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canopy, more and more straitened day by day. Regretting nothing in the past, save
those whom I have lost; regretting nothing, not even my first youth; hoping nothing ei—
ther, I have reached the point at which, worn out by the experience of things, we ask

ourselves if life be worth the living.

Amid the ruins that surround me, one strip of wall remains standing, immovable
upon its solid base: my passion for scientific truth. Is that enough, O! my busy insects,
to enable me to add yet a few seemly pages to your history? Will my strength not cheat

my good intentions? Why, indeed, did I forsake you so long?

Friends have reproached me for it. Ah, tell them, tell those friends, who are yours
as well as mine, tell them that it was not forgetfulness on my part, not weariness, nor
neglect: I thought of you; I was convinced that the Cerceris' cave had more fair secrets
to reveal to us, that the chase of the Sphex held fresh surprises in store. But time failed
me; | was alone, deserted, struggling against misfortune. Before philosophizing, one

had to live. Tell them that, and they will pardon me.

Others have reproached me with my style, which has not the solemnity, nay, bet—
ter, the dryness of the schools. They fear lest a page that is read without fatigue should
not always be the expression of the truth. Were I to take their word for it, we are pro—
found only on condition of being obscure. Come here, one and all of you—you, the
sting—bearers, and you, the wing—cased armour—clads—take up my defence and bear
witness in my favour. Tell of the intimate terms on which I live with you, of the patience
with which I observe you, of the care with which I record your actions. Your evidence
is unanimous: yes, my pages, though they bristle not with hollow formulas nor
learned smatterings, are the exact narrative of facts observed, neither more nor less;

and whoso cares to question you in his turn will obtain the same replies.
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And then, my dear insects, if you cannot convince those good people, because you

do not carry the weight of tedium, I, in my turn, will say to them:

"You rip up the animal and I study it alive; you turn it into an object of horror
and pity, whereas I cause it to be loved; you labour in a torture—chamber and dissect—
ing—room, I make my observations under the blue sky, to the song of the Cicadae; you
subject cell and protoplasm to chemical tests, I study instinct in its loftiest manifes—
tations; you pry into death, I pry into life. And why should I not complete my thought:
the boars have muddied the clear stream; natural history, youth's glorious study, has,
by dint of cellular improvements, become a hateful and repulsive thing. Well, if I
write for men of learning, for philosophers, who, one day, will try to some extent to un—
ravel the tough problem of instinet, I write also, I write above all things, for the young, |
want to make them love the natural history which you make them hate; and that is why,
while keeping strictly to the domain of truth, I avoid your scientific prose, which too

often, alas, seems borrowed from some Iroquois idiom!"

But this is not my business for the moment: I want to speak of the bit of land long
cherished in my plans to form a laboratory of living entomology, the bit of land which
I have at last obtained in the solitude of a little village. It is a "harmas," the name giv—
en, in this district, to an untilled, pebbly expanse abandoned to the vegetation of the
thyme. It is too poor to repay the work of the plough; but the Sheep passes there in

spring, when it has chanced to rain and a little grass shoots up.

My harmas, however, because of its modicum of red earth swamped by a huge

mass of stones, has received a rough first attempt at cultivation: I am told that vines
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once grew here. And, in fact, when we dig the ground before planting a few trees, we
turn up, here and there, remains of the precious stock, half carbonized by time. The
three—pronged fork, therefore, the only implement of husbandry that can penetrate
such a soil as this, has entered here; and I am sorry, for the primitive vegetation has
disappeared. No more thyme, no more lavender, no more clumps of kermes—oak, the
dwarf oak that forms forests across which we step by lengthening our stride a little. As
these plants, especially the first two, might be of use to me by offering the Bees and
Wasps a spoil to forage, I am compelled to reinstate them in the ground whence they
were driven by the fork.

What abounds without my mediation is the invaders of any soil that is first dug up
and then left for a time to its own resources. We have, in the first rank, the
couch—grass, that execrable weed which three years of stubborn warfare have not
succeeded in exterminating. Next, in respect of number, come the centauries,
grim—looking one and all, bristling with prickles or starry halberds. They are the yel-
low—flowered centaury, the mountain centaury, the star—thistle and the rough centaury:
the first predominates. Here and there, amid their inextricable confusion, stands,
like a chandelier with spreading orange flowers for lights, the fierce Spanish oys—
ter—plant, whose spikes are strong as nails. Above it towers the Illyrian cotton—thistle,
whose straight and solitary stalk soars to a height of three to six feet and ends in large
pink tufts. Its armour hardly yields before that of the oyster—plant. Nor must we forget
the lesser thistle—tribe, with, first of all, the prickly or "cruel" thistle, which is so well
armed that the plant—collector knows not where to grasp it; next, the spear—thistle, with
its ample foliage, ending each of its veins with a spear—head; lastly, the black
knap-weed, which gathers itself into a spiky knot. In among these, in long lines armed
with hooks, the shoots of the blue dewberry creep along the ground. To visit the prickly
thicket when the Wasp goes foraging, you must wear boots that come to mid-leg or else

resign yourself to a smarting in the calves. As long as the ground retains a few rem—
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