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BOOK ONE

The truth, the truth
in all its harshness.
DANTON

CHAPTER 1

A small town

Put thousands together

Less bad.
But the cage less gay.
HOBBES

THE small town of
Verrieres may be regarded
as one of the prettiest in the
Franche-Comté. Its white
houses with their steeply
pitched roofs of red tile are
spread over a hillside where
clumps of sturdy Spanish
chestnuts mark out the
slightest dips in the terrain.
The river Doubs flows sev-
eral hundred feet beneath
the old town walls, built in
former times by the
Spaniards and now fallen to
ruin.

Verrieres is sheltered on
its northern side by a high
mountain ridge, part of the
Jura range. Right from the
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earliest cold spells in Octo-
ber the jagged peaks of the
Verra are covered with
snow. A mountain stream
which comes tumbling down
from the heights passes
through Verriéres on its way
to join the Doubs, and sup-
plies power to numerous
sawmills. This simple form
of industry provides a rea-
sonably comfortable living
for the majority of the in-
habitants, who are peasants
rather than townsfolk. The
wealth acquired by this lit-
tle town does not, howewer,
come from the sawmills, but
rather from the factory
where painted fabrics are
produced in the Mulhouse
tradition. This is the source
of the general prosperity
which, since the fall of
Napoleon, has enabled all
the house-fronts in
Verrieres to be refurbished.

You have scarcely set
foot in the town before you
aré deafened by the din
from a noisy and fearful-
looking machine. Twenty
massive hammers  come
thundering down with a
noise to set -the cobbles
shaking, and are lifted up
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again by a wheel driven by
the waters of the stream.
Each one of these hammers
makes countless thousands
of nails every day. It is the
task of pretty, fresh-cheeked
girls to hold out the little
pieces of iron which the
enormous hammers  beat
speedily into nails. This
rough-looking work is one
of the activities which the
traveller who ventures for
the first time into the
moumtains separating
France from Switzerland
finds most surprising. If on
his arrival in Verrieres the
traveller asks who owns this

fine nail factory which deaf-
ens people as they go up
the main street, he will be
told in the drawling local
accent: * Ah! that belongs
to his worship the mayor. ’

If the traveller stops but
a moment in the main street
of Verrieres, which climbs
up from the bank of the
Doubs almost to the top of
the hill, you can bet a hun-
dred to one he will see a
tall man appearing on the
scene with the look of
someone going about impor-
tant business. As he passes,
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all hats are raised with
alacrity. His hair is tuming
grey, and grey is what he
wears. He is a member of
several orders of knight-
hood, he has a high fore-
head and a Roman nose,
and his face is not without a
certain overall regularity:
people even think at first
sight that it combines the
dignity befitting a village
mayor with that special
charm which can still be
found in someone rising
fifty. But soon the traveller
from Paris is shocked by a
certain look of self-satisfac-
tion and complacency min-
gled with an indefinable
hint of narrow-mindedness
and lack of imagination.
You feel in the end that the
wit of this man does not go
beyond making sure he is
paid on the dot whatever is
owed to him, and leaving it
to the last possible moment
to pay back what he himself
OWes.

Such is the mayor of
Verrieres, M. de Rénal. He
walks solemnly across the
road and disappears from
sight into the town hall. But
if the traveller continues his
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stroll he will notice, a hun-
dred yards or so further up,
a rather fine-looking house
and, through the iron gate
next to it, some very splen-
did gardens. The skyline
beyond is formed by the
hills of Burgundy, and
seems expressly created to
please the eye. This view
allows the traveller to forget
the poisonous atmosphere of
petty financial intrigue
which is beginning to stifle
him.

He is told that this house
belongs to M. de Rénal.
The profits from his sizeable
nail factory have enabled
the mayor of Vemeéres to
put up this fine dwelling in
solid stone which he is in
the process of completing.
His family, it is said, is of
Spanish origin from way
back, and has been settled
in the region, so they main-
tain, since well before it was
conquered by Louis XIV.

Since 1815 his involve-
ment with industry has been
a source of embarrassment
to him: the events of 1815
made him mayor of
Verneres. The walls sup-
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porting the terraces of his
magnificent garden which
runs down step by step to
the Doubs are also a reward
for M. de Rénal’ s expertise
in the iron industry.

When in France you
must not expect to come
across the kind of pic-
turesque gardens that are
found on the outskirts of
manufacturing towns in
Germany like Leipzig,
Frankfurt or Nuremberg. In
the Franche — Comté, the
more walls a man builds,
the more his land bristles
with rows of stones laid one
on top of another, the
greater his claim to his
neighbours * respect. M. de
Rénal’ s gardens with their
walls everywhere are further
admired because he spent a
fortune purchasing some of
the small plots of land on
which they are sited. Take,
for instance, that sawmill
which caught your eye by
its striking location on the
bank, of the Doubs as you
entered Vemmeres, and
where you noticed the name
SOREL written in gigantic
letters on a board set above
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the roof: six years ago it
used to occupy the site on
which the wall of the fourth
terrace of M. de! Rénal’s
gardens is now being built.

For all his pride, the
mayor had to enter into
lengthy negotiations with
old Sorel, a tough and stub-
bom peasant if ever there
was one. He had to hand
over a handsome sum in
gold coin to get him to
move his mill elsewhere. As
for the public stream which
powered the saw, M. de
Rénal managed to have it
diverted , using the influence
he commands in Paris. This
favour was granted him after
the 182 - elections. For
each acre he took from
Sorel, he gave him four on
asite five hundred vyards
downstream on the banks of
the Doubs. And although
this position was much more
advantageous for his trade
in deal planks, old Mr
Sorel, as he is called now
that he has grown rich,
found a way to screw out of
his neighbour’ s impatience
and obsessive greed for land
the sum of 6, coo francs as
well .
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It is true that this ar-
rangement has come in for
some criticism from the
right-thinking individuals in
the neighbourhood. Once
on a Sunday four years ago
when M. de Rénal was on
his way back from church
in his mayor’ s robes, he
noticed from a distance how
old Mr Sorel, with his three
sons gathered round him,
smiled as he looked in the
mayor = s direction. That
smile was a fatal flash of il-
lumination for the mayor:;
now he can’t help thinking
he might have been able to
drive a better bargain over

the exchange.

To win public esteem in
Verrieres, the main thing,
while of course building
walls in great number, is to
avoid any design brought
over from Italy by the
stonemasons who come
through the gorges in the
Jura in the springtime on
their way up to Paris. An
innovation of this kind
would eam the foolhardy
landowner a lasting reputa-
tion for unsound wiews , and
discredit him'for ever in the
eyes of the wise and sensi-
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ble folk who mete out es-
teem in the Franch -
Comté.

In actual fact, these wise
folk keep everyone there in
the grip of the most irksome
despotism . This dirty word
sums up why it is that life
in a small town is unbear-
able to anyone who has
dwelt in the great republic
called Paris. Public opin-
ion—and you can just
imagine what it’s like! —
exercises a tyranny that is
every bit as mundless in
small towns in France as it
is in the United States of
America.
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CHAPTER 2

A mayor
Does dignity then count for
nothing, sir? It is respected by
fools, held in awe by children,
envied by the rich, and de-
spised by any wise man.
BARNAVE

FORTUNATELY for M. de
Rénal’ s reputation as an
administrator, a massive re-
taining — wall was needed
to shore up the public
promenade which runs a-
long the hillside a hundred
feet or so above the course
of the Doubs. From this ex-
cellent vantage — point you
get one of the most pic-
turesque views in the whole
of France. But every
spring, rainwater used to
erode the path away, leay-
ing deep gullies and making
it quite impassable. This
drawback affected every-
one, and put M. de Rénal in
the fortunate position of
having to immortalize his
term of office by building a
wall twenty” foot high and
some eihgty yards long.
The parapet of this wall
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