CANADIAN ILLUSTRATED NEWS

Max 1st, 1878

THE STORY OF A PEASANT 17]9)

OR

THE BEGINNING OF THE GREAT FRENCH REVOLUTION.

By MM. ERCKMANN-CHATRIAN,

AUTHORS OF ** MADAME THERESE,” “ THE CONSCRIPT,” “THE BLOCKADE,” &c.

PART THE FIRST.

1789,
IA'A

It was a very good method of teaching; and
only through hearing the others answer, at the
end of three months I knew nearly all my
catechism,

He also made us say our lessous by question
and answer; about eleven he used to £0 down
bebind the benches and lean over to see that
we were learning; while we were speiliog in a
low toune, e would pinch one’s ear gently, and
"y —

“ That's right—you will get on ! ”

Every time he said that to me I lost breath,
and my eyes dimmed with pleasure. Once he
even said to me—

“You may tell.Jean Leroux thatI am very
well satisfied with you. Give him this mes-
sage.,”

That day I should not have cared to call the
échevins or the governor himself cousin ; still
Isald nothing about it to Maitre Jean—I was
afrald of the sin of pride,

By the beginning of March I could read. Un-
fortunately, Jean could not keep me doing
nothing all the year, and with the return of
spring I was again down in the pastures. But I
had my catechism in my bag, and while my
goats were climbing about the rocks, quietly
seated on a tuft of heather, in the shade of a
beech or an oak, I learned over again what the
curé had taught us,

Thus, instead of forgetting wkat I had learned,
like the Hultenhausen, Chavrehof, and other
boys, I knew it still better at the close of autumn
and M. Christopher at the beginning of winter
removed me into the class of the well-to-do
boys of Lutzelbourg, who went to school all the
year round. I learned all there was to learn in
our viliages —to read, write, and do a few sums
—and on the 15th of March. 1781, Ireceived the
communion for the first time. Here my studies
came to an end; I knew as much as Maitre
Jean; the rest would come of itself if I worked
with a will.

From this time my godfather took me en-
tirely into the forge; he put his cattle in eharge
of old Yéri, the town herdsman; I still looked
after them in the stable, but I was learning a
trade at the same time, and some months after,
having gained strength, I became third ham-
merman,

Madame Catherine and Nicole were kind to
me, for in the evening, when the forge fire had
tired Maltre Jean's eyes, it was I who read the
gazettes and llttle books of all sorts brought us
bv Chauvel. I read them without understanding
much about them. For instance, when the
paper spoke of the crown rights, of state pro-
vinces, and provinces of election, I sweated
blood and water, as they say, but I could not
get the sense of that into my head. I saw
clearly enough that money was to he given to
the king, bu® I could not understand in what
way it was to be raised from us.

In everythning relating to our couuntry it was
another thing. When the paper spoke of the
gabelles, as I used to go every weeck to buy
salt in town for the house, at six sous a pound,
which would be more than twelve sous now, I
fancy I heard the salt-dealer at his wicket
orying out at some poor devil—

+You were not here last Tuesday. You are
buying smuggled salt, I've got my eye on you
—take care what you are about.”

For not only were we obliged to buy our salt
at the office of the gabelle, at a price much
above its value, but also to take so much a head,
and weekly.

When it was a question of tithes I could see
the tithe-collector, with his pole and his oarts,
calling out in the flelds, « Mind the eleventh.”

For then, even when the weuather was likely
o be bad or stormy, we were obliged to put the
sheaves Ib a line, and the collector came so
slowly, and stuck his pitchtork into the finest
before your face, to add to the help he had
already.

In the middle of all recolleotions, what causes
the saddest recollection is tiie state of want of
my parents, always at work, and always fall-
ing short of food in winter, Etienue had grown
—-thé poor cbild worked with faiher, but was
always weak and uiling--he ocould hardly earn
enough to feed him; Claude was herdsmun at
the Tiereelin convent at Lixheim, Nicolas was
at work in the forest as woodoutter; he wus a
workman, but he was fond of tippling and fight.
ing In the wine-shops on Sundays, and hardly
gave his mother anything, My sisters, Lisbeth
and little Marceline, waited on the officers and
town ladies at Tivoll, but that was but once a
week ; on Sandays and the rest of the week
they begged on the .high road, for there were
then no manufactories; they did not knit those
fine woollen hoods, jackets, and puffs in our
villages, nor did they plait those thousands of
straw bats which are now sent to Parls, Ger-
wany, Italy, and America; children often
reached the age of elghteen or twenty without
haviug earned & penny.

But, worst ofall, our debt went on increasing ;
it already exceeded nine crowns of six livres,

and M. Robin knocked at our window regu'arly
i every three months to tell tather he must do
i such and such a corvée-—~this was our nightmare,
all our other ills were smali by compatison.,
We did not know that owing to the system of
farmers-general, of tolls and taxes, we were
made to pay for life’s necessaries ten times as
much as they were worth; for a piece of bread
.we paid the price of a loaf, for a pouud of salt
the price of ten, and so on, which was our ruin,

We did not know that at a distance of Ltwenty.
five leagues, In Switgerland, with the same
amount of labour, we could have lived better
and put money by as well. No, poor peasants
Dever understood indireot taxation; whatever
is asked from them in coln at the close of the
year, if oniy twenty sous, disgusts them ; but
if they knew what they paid for daily necessa-
ries, they would ery out in another fashion,

There is nothing of that now: the barriers
are withdrawn, and the officials cut down toa
quarter of their number; but in those days
what robbery and what distress !

How I longed to be able to relieve my parents!
how I comforted myselt by thinking—

“ Next year Maltre Jean will glve me three
livres a month, and so we shall be able to pay
off our debt Httle by little!?”

Yes, this idea gave me double strength. I
dreamed of it day and night.

At last, after suffering so much, one plece of
good fortune happened tous. Nicolas, in draw-
ing for the militia, drew a white ticket. At that
time, instead of being numbered, the tickets
were white or black'—black tickets ouly had to
go. .

‘What good luck !

The idea of selling Nicolas immediately came
into my mother’s head; he was five feet six
inches (French) high; he was fit for the grena-
diers. That would be more than nine crowns.

All my lie long I shall see the joy of our
family, Mother held Nicolas by the arm, and
said to him-—

“Now we can sell you! Many married men
are forced to serve in the militin. You can take
the place of one of them.”

It was only married men who were allowed
substitutes, but you had to serve double the
time—twelve years Instvad of six! Nicolas
knew that as well as bis mother, but he an-
8wered all the same—

“Just as you like. I am quite satisfied.”

Father would have preferred keeping him;
he said that by cutting wood in the forest, and
doing corvée work in winter, he could earn
money and pay his debts; but mother took
him aside, and whispered to him—

¢ Listen, Jean-Plerra! 1f Nicolas stays here
he wilt get married. I know he is looking after
little Jeannette Lorisgse. They will marry and
have a family, and that will be worst of all for
“8.”

Father then asked, with his eyes full of tears :

“You want to be a substitute, Nicolas; you
want to leave us?”

And Nicolas, with a bit of red ribbon in his
old cocked hat, cried —

“Yes, I'll go! I ought to pay the debt.”

He was a good fellow. Our mother threw
both her arms round his neck, kissed him, and
told him she knew he loved his pareats, she
knew it long ago; and that he would come back
to his village in a white coat and a sky-biue
collar and a feather in his hat,

¢ All right ! all right!” replied Nicolus. He
#aw through our mother’s plans, who was only
tbinking of her family, but he made beli-ve to
notice nothing ; besides, he was ready for war.

Our father sat orying by the hearth with his
head in his hands. He would have liked to
have kept his whole family by him; but mo-
ther leaued over his shoulder, and while the
rest of the family were erying at the door and
disturbing the neighbours, she murmared in his
ear—

“Listen! We shall have more than nine
great crowns. Nicolas has six inches to spare,
and they wiil be paild for extra; that will come
to twelve louis! We can buy a cow; we shall
have milk, butter, and cheese; we shall be ab ¢
to fatten a pig.”

He made no reply, but was sad all day,

However, next day they went to the town
logether, and in spite of his sorrow father sajd
that Nicolas would be & substitute for the son
of the baker Josse, that he would have to serve
twelve years, and that we should get twelve
louis—u lonis for each yenr’s service; that Ro-
bin should be paid first, and then we should see
what to do,

He wanted to give Nicolas a louis or two;
but mother said he wanted nothing, that he
would be well fed once a day, that he would be
well clothed; he would have stockings to his
feet like all the militia, and if he had money in
his pocket, he would spend it in the wine-shop
and get punished,

Nicolas laughed and said—

“Well, well, 80 be {t.”

Father alone was grieved. But you must not
suppose that mother was glad to see Nicolasgo.
No, she loved him a good deal; butgreat misery
hardens the heart; she thought of the younger
ones, of Marceline and Etienne : in those days
twelve louis was u fortune.

80 the affair was settled; the papers were (o

be signed at the towu-hall in the course of the
week. Nicolas set off for the town, and of
course, as he was to be the substitute of the
son of the house, Father Josse, who kept the
inn guiled the Great Stag, opposite the German
gate, treated him to sausages and choucroute ;
nor did he refuse him a glass of good wine.
Nicolas passed his time in langhing and singing
with his comrades, who were substitutes for
otler townspeople. I worked on with more
courage than ever, for at last Robin would have
his money, and we should be freed from that
rascal. I struck the anvil with pleasure, and
Mxuitre Jean, Valentine, and all the household
understood my satisfaction,

One morning as the sparks were fiying ri:ht
and left under the hammer, there suddenly ap-
peared in the doorway a strapping fellow six
feet high, a corporal in the Royal Allemand
regiment, his large cocked hat stuck over his
ear, the ooat buttoned, a chamois-col sured vesl,
yellow leather breeches, and long boots up to
his knees, his sword belted round his walst ;
and he begins to call out—

“Good morning, coasin Jean; good morning.”

He was as grand as a colonel. Maitre Jean
first looked at him with surprise, and then he
said—

+Ob, iv's you, is {t, you rascal? You are not
hanged yet? "

Thd other began to laugh, and cried—

“ Always the same, cousin Jean—alawys
Joking. Won’t you pay for a tottle of Rike-
wir

¢ When I work it is not to wet the whistle of
a fellow like you,” said Maltre Jean, turning
bis back on him. « Go on, buys, work away.”

And while we went on bammeri oug the copo-
ral laughed and walked off, trailing his sabre.

He was really Maltre Joan's cousin—his cou-
sin Jerome, from Quatre-Vents; but he had
been in 50 many scrapes before he enlisted that
his family no longer noticed him. This fellow
had come home on leave; and why I mention
him is because next day when I went to buy
salt I heard some one call out at the coruer of
the market—

¢ Michel ! Michel !”

I look round and I sce Nicolas with this fel.
low before the Bear tavern at the entra ce to
Ceeur-Rouge-lane. Nicolus takes me by the
arm and says-—'

“ You must have a drop.”

% Let us go to Josse,” said I.

“1 have had enough choucroute,” said he.
4 Come.”

And wheu I said something about money the
other struck in with—

« Never mind that; I like a fellow.country-
man-— that’s my business.”

I was obliged togo in and drink.

Old Ursula brought whatever they called for
—Wwine, brandy, cheese. But I had no time to
lose, and this den fuil of soldiers and militia
sioking, erying and singing together, did not
please me either. Another Baraguin, littie
Jean Kat, the clarionette player, was with us,
and he too was drinking at the Royal Alle.
mand’s expense. Two or three oid soldiers,
veterans, tieir wigs pushed back, nats on one
side, nose, eyes, and the whole fuce covered
with red patches, were sitting at the table lean-
ing on their elbows, and black pipes between
the stumps of thelr teeth, They thee and thou'd
Nicolus, who returned it. Two or three times
I saw them wink to the Royal Allemand, and
whean Nicolas said aonythiug they laughbed, and
cried—

“Hal ha! bha! that's it.”

I could not understand it. I was surprised
that the other paid for everything.

Outside, the rappel was being beaten at the
infantry barracks, The Bwiss soldiers of Sché.
naw's regiment went running by ; they had re-
lieved the De Brie régiment some days since.
All these Swiss wore red coats, and the Frensh
soldiers white. But the old soldiers who were
pald-off velerans belonged to no regiment, so
they did not leave the tavern.

The Royal Allemand asked me how old I was;
he said notbing more to me.

Nizolas began to sing, but 1, seeing more peo-
ple continuully coming in, took ny bag from
under the bench, and I made haste home to
Baraques. '

This happeued the day before the papers were
to be signed at the town.hall, This night
Nicolas did not come home to sleep. My
father was uneasy wheu I told him what I had
seen, My mother said—

¢ 1t's nothing; boys must have pleasure.
Nicoias can no ionger come bacz to us every
day; he had better make the-most of his timp,
and amuse himself, since others pay for it,”

But my futher wasthoughtful; my mother
and sisters had been long asleep ; n:y mother
went up the ladder, and left us alone by the
hearth ; my father said nothing—he was think.
ing; at last, very late, he said—

¢« Let us go lo bed, Michel, and try to sleep.
To-morrow morning early I will see after him.
The sooner this business is over the better. 1
must sign, as I promised.”

He went up the ladder, and 1 was undressing,
when we heard somc one come to our cotlage
from the garden lane, My father went down,
and said—

¢ Here is Nicolas.”

He opened the door, but instead of Nicolas it
was little Jean Kat, very pale, who said—

‘ Listen ; don't be frigLtened; but a misfor-
tune has happened.”

* What is it ?” cried my falher, trembling,

“ Your Nicolas Is in the town prison. He has
nearly killed big Jerome, of the Royal Allemand,
with a jug. Itold him totake care, and do as I
do; for the last three years I drink at the ex-
pense of the kidnappers; they all want to catch
we, but I won’t sign—I leave them to pay, but
I never sign.”

“ Oh, my God 1” said ny father, « how many
ills fall on us 1”

I could not keep quiet; I was sitting by the
hearth. My mother got up—they were ail
awake, .

“ What has he signed ?” asked my father ;
¢ tell us what. He could not sign, sluce Josse
had our promise. He could notdo it.”

“ Well,” sald Jean Kat, ¢ it was neither his
fault nor mine. We had had too much. The
recruiting-sergeants told him to sign ; I made
8igns to him not to do it, but he could not see
distinotly, he was too far gone. I was obliged
to go out for & moinent, and when I returned
be had signed. The Royal Allemand had
#ir ady pocketed the paper with a laugh.
took Nlcolas into the kitchen, and I asked him
if he had signed. ¢ Yes.’ +Then instead of
twelve lonis you will only get one hundred liv.
res; you have let them cheat you! Then he
gves baok in a rage, and tells the others that the
paper must be torn up. The Royal Allemand
laughs at him. Well, I can only tell you that
your Nicolas upset everything; he had the
Royal Allemand and one veteran by the cravat.
Everything shook {n the house. The old woman
called for the guard. I wasshut in betweon the
table and the wall. I coulddo aothing; I could
not get away. Jerome drew his sword, but
Nicolas took a jug and gave him such a blow on
the head with it that it was broken in Pleces,
and that rascal Royal Allemand was stretched
at full length by the side of the stove, which
was upset, botties, jugs, and glasses rolling un-
der one’s feet. The guard came to the door, and
I was just able 10 get away by the stable at the
back into the Rue de la Synagogue. As I turn-
ed the corner I saw Nloolas in the midlle of the
guard near the archway., Market-street was
full of people. It was not possible to gel near.
They said the Royal Allemand was nearly dead !
But he had no right todraw his sword; Nicolas
Wwas not going to let him kill him. Jerome was
toblame In it all ; I will swear it if called upon
—he was to blame "

While Jean Kat told us this sad tale, we stood
there crushed down, saying nothing, for we had
nothing to say ; but when mother lifted ber
hands every one burst into tears. It was my
saddest remembrauce ; not only were we ruin-
ed, but Nicolas was in prison.

Hd not the city gates been shut my father
would have set off at once, but he was obliged
to walit till morning in all this trouble.

Our neighbours, who were already in bed, got
up one afier the other when they heard our
lamentations. As they came Jean Kat repeated
the same story, while we <at cn the edge of our
old box full of leaves, resting our hands on our
kne2s and crying. The rich do not know what
mlisery is. No; .t always falls on the poor—
everything is against them. Atfirst my mother
had blamed Nicolas, but afterwards she wus
sorry for bim and cried about him.

Early in the morning my father took his stick,
and was golug to start alone; but I made him
wait. Maltre Jean was getting up, and he
might glve us good advice, and perhaps he
could go with us and try to arrange the matter.
We waited till ive, when the forge fire was
lighted, and sat out for the inn. Maitre Jean
was already up in his shirt-sleeves in the great
room. He was much surprised to see us, and
when I told him our trouble and begged him to
help us, at Arst he was very angry.

“ What can I do inall this?” said he. « Your
Nicolas is a tippler, and the other, my big rogue
of a cousin, Is worse ! What is there to be set-
tled 2 Things must follow tbeir own course ;
the prévot must take it in hand. Any way the
best thing that vould happen would be (o see
your scamp of a son off' to his regiment, since
he hns been such a. fool as to let them kidnap
him.”

Heo was right; but as my father's tears tell
fast, he ail on a sudden put on his Suunday coal,
took his stick, and satd—

“ Come, you are a good man, who deserves to
be helped, If it be possible, but I have very lit.
tle hope.”

He told his wife we should be howme by nine,
and gave his orders to Valentine before the
forge. We then set off, very much cast dowu.
From time to time Maltre Jean oried—

‘ What can be done? He made his mark
before witnesses, he is five feet six, strong as a
box-tree. Do you think they will let off such
fools when they allow themselves to be caught ?
Why, they make the best soldiers ; the less
brains they bave the bolder they are. Andethe
other fellow, that great gallows-bird, wou!ld he
have had 8Ix months' leave of absencs if it was
uot to entrap our country bovs? Don' you
i think he would catoh it if he did not oarry baock




