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THllE STORY OF A PEASANT (1789.)
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.

TH E story of the Great Revolution of the peo-
ple and the middle classes againat the nobles ln
1789 bas been told by many. But they were
men of wit and learning, who took an extended
view of the matter. I am an old peasant, and
I will only speak of these facts as they affected
ourselves. Lot nu attend to our business; we
must be acquainted with what occurred before
our eyem; let us profit by them.

You muet know, before the Revolution, the
district and lordship of Phalsbourg bad five vil-
lages belonging to it-Vilschberg, Mittelbronn,
Lutzelbourg, Hultenbausen, and Hazelbourg.
The townspeople and those of Valschberg and
Hazelbourg were free, but those of the other
villages were serfs, men and women alike;1
they could not leave the lordship or otherwise
absent themselves without the prévôt's permis-
sion.

The prévôt adminietered justice at the town.
ball; he had both civil and criminal jurisdic-
tion; he wore a sword, and could send a man
to the gallows.

Accused persons were put to the torture in the
vaults under the town-ball, where the guard-
room now stands. If they refused to confess,
the prévôt'a sergeant and the executioner put
them to such pain ihat their cries couldbe heard
on the open square.

The gallows were erected on market days un-
der the old elms, and the hangman despatched
tbem by resting his feet on their shoulders. In
those days It required a stout beart Io do wrong
only lu Imagination. Phalsbourg had also a
right to levy a toll on all commodities; for in-
stance, every cart laden with cloth, wool, or
similar wares paid a florin at the gates; every
loal of poles, planks, frames, or ot er wood-
work, six gros de Lorraine; and rich stuffs,
either velvets, silks, or clotbs, paid thirty gros
a waggon-load; one packhorse, two gros; one
basket of goods, half a gros; a truckful of fisb,
balf e florin; of butter, eggs, or cheese, six gros;
every hogshead of sait, six gros; every rezal of
rye or wbeat, three gros; of barley or oats, two
gros; one bundred pounds of iron pald two gros;
a cow or an ox, six pfennings; a calf, pig, orabeep, two pfennings, &c.

In this wise the Phalsbourg people could
neither eat, drink, nor clothe themselves with-
out paying a round sum to the Dukes of Lor-
raine.

Then came the gabelle-that is, every botel-
keeper and tavern-keeper living lu Phalsbourg
or the villages belonging to it was obliged to pay
bis highness a certain tax on every measure of
wIne or beer which was either stored In their
cellars or consumed by them. Then there were
fines on alienation, whIch means five per cent.
on the sale of bouses or inherited property.i
Then came the tax on grain-every rezal of
wheat, rye, barley, or oats sold in the market
pald bis bighness one sou.

Then there were the standings at the fair,1
that took place three times a year ; the fIrst,1
St. Matthew's day, the second, St. Modesty's,1
and the third, St. Gall's day. The sergeant put
a price on tbese standings for the benefit of his
bighness.à

Next, the town weights-every bundred1
pourds of wool, flour, or other goods pald one
sou; then thefns, which were alwaysadisputed1
before the prévôt, but which bis bighness's1
counsellors usuallz decided in his favour; then1the rigbt to gather acorns, the rigbt to pasture,
of mowing, of felling; the great tithes, two-1
thirds for bis highness, and one for the Church ;
the small tithes on wheat for the Church only,E
but which bis bighness flnisbed by appropriait-
ing, loving himself better than the Church. 1

If any one wants to know how so many peo-i
ple found themselves ln the clutches of bis high-1
nesasand bis prévôts and bailliffs, tbey must re-t
member that about 200 years before this miser-t
able state of things, a certain George-John Count
Palatine, Duke of Bavarla, and Count of Wel-1
dentz, who possessed immense forests ln our
country by the grace of the Emperors of Ger-1
many, but who profited nothing by them for1
want of inhabitamse, want of roads to transport1
the wood, and of rivera te float it down to a
market for it, publisbed ln Alsace, Lorraine, andi
the Palatinate, -4That ail those who were not
afraid to work hsd but to betake themselves to
these woods, that he would give them land, andc
they would live ln abundance." That he, Johnt
of Weldents, did all this for the glory of God Ia
That Phalsbourg being on the high road betweenf
France, Lorraine, Vestrich, and Alsace, artisans, a
tradespeople, blacksmiths, coopers, farriers and1
shoemakers, would flnd a market for their pro- g
ductions, as would lockamiths, armou•ers, Inn-a
keepera, furniture-makers, and other industriousd
persons; that as the honour of God ought to be
the beginning of every great undertaking, allt
thoie who found themselves ln bis good town of
Phalsbourg should ho free from servitude ; they
should be free to build, sud should bave wood
fer nothing i Ho would construct them a churchb
wherein to preach purity, simplicity, sud good
faith; sud a school to beach their children trume
religion, seelng that the mind cf youth ls a

beautiful garden with deliclous plants therein,
the scent of which rises to God 1

He promised tbem a thousand exemptions
and advantages besides; the news soon spread
over Germany, and crowds of people hurried to
havè a share in these good things.

They built, they cleared, they cultivated, and
made the woods of 3eorge-John of some value,
instead of being worthless.
• Then did the said George-John, Count of
Weldentz, sell lands, beasts, and inhabitants to
Charles III., Duke of Lorraine, for the sum of
400,000 florins, in honour of good faith, justice,
and the glory of God.

The greater number of :the inhabitants were
Lutherans. George-John had declared that
faitb, pure and simple according to St. Paul,
should be preached at Phalsbourg, in virtue of
the Confession of Augsburg; but as soon as he
had pocketed the 400,000 florins, bis promises
never kept him awake, and the successor to
Charles III., who had promised nothing at ail,
sent bis trusty and well-beloved counsellor of
state, Didier Dathel, to exhort bis townsmen of
Phalsbourg to embrace the Catholl faith;
should any persist ln their errors, to order them
to leave the town on pain of expulsion and losa
of property. Sone were after this fashion con-
verted; the rest, men, women and children,
leit, taking their carts loaded with old furniture
with them.

Order being tbus established, the dukes em-
ployed "their dearly-beloved inhabitants of
Phalsbourg in raising and repairing the ram.
parts; in building the two gates of Germany
and France of hewn stone; in clearing out the
ditches, building a town-hall for the adminis-
tratIon of justice, a church for the instruction
of the faithful, and a home for the curate ad-
joining the said new church, to watch over bis
flock; last of ail, to build the market hall, where
the dues were levied and paid." After which
the officers of bis highness settled what dattes,
charges, service, and forced labour, or corvées,
they thought proper; and so these poor people
worked from father to son, from 1583 to 1789,
for the benefit of the Dukes of Lorraine and the
Kings of France, for having believed in the
promises of George-John of Weldentz, who was
only a rogue, like many others in the world.

The dukes also established several corpora-
tions ln Phalsbourg by letters patent, associa-
tIons among men of the ame trade, Io prevent
ail othera from working at it, and consequently
enabling themselves to plunder the public be-
tween them without let or hindrance.

The state of apprenticeship lasted three, four,
or five years. The master was well paid for
admission to the trade; then, after making his
masterpiece and receiving bis certificate, the
quondam apprentice treated his neighbours as
he had been treated himself.

The town was nothing like what it ls now.
The lnes of streets and the stone-builit houses
are of course the same, but not one house was
painted; ail were ln rough-cast; the doors and
windows were amail and arched, and bebind the
leaden framework of the windows the tailor was
to be seen sitting cross-legged on bis board, cut-
ting out or sewing, and the weaver at bis loom
throwing bis sbuttle ln the obscurity.

The soldiers of the garrison, with their large
cocked bats, their patched white coats hanging
about their beels, were mont wretched of ail;
they were only fed once a day. The tavern-
keepers and chop-house-keepers went from
house to houme collecting broken victuals for
these poor devils; this wae still the case some
few years before the Revolution.

The people tbemselves looked wan and dis-
mal; a dresa was handed down from grand-
mother to granddaughter; the grandfather's
shoes were inherited by the grandson. No
pavement in the streets, no lights at night, no
gutters to the roofs; small panes of glass in the
windows, mostly replaced for twenty years by
pleces of paper. In the midst of this squalor
the prévôt passes and mounts the staircase of the
town-hall, a black cap on hie bead; young oi-
cers, nobles, march about in their little cocked
bats and white uniforms, their swords against
the calves of their legs. I see al in my mind as
if it were yesterday, and say to myself, "4What
happiness for wretches like us that the Revo.J
lution bappened, and most of ail for the peasan- i
try 1" For if the misery and want ln the town
were great, in the country they exceeded ail j
description. In the first place the peasants i
pald the same duoes as the townfolk, with many i
others besides. In every village ln Lorraine 1
there was a farm belonging to the seigneur or to
a convent; ail the best land belonged to tibs
farm ; the poor bad only the worst as their
share. Nor were the unfortunate peasants al- 0
lowed to cultivate their land as they wished; i
grass land muat remain grass land, arable land1
arable. If the peasant laid any of bis land1
down in grass he robbed the curé of bis tithe; 1
if he ploughed up bis meadow he diminlshed &
the grasing Iand ; if ho sowed bis fallows with
clover, he could not prevent the flocks of the
soigneur or of the couvent eating up bis rp.i
His land was burdened with fruit trees, whlchi
were lot for the benefit of the seigneur or the a
abbey; these trees ho could not destroy, but c
was obliged to replace thiem when dead. The
shade of these trees, the damage caused by ]

gathering the fruit, and the ground occupied by
their roots, caused him a very great loss.

In addition to all this the seigneur had the
right of sporting, of walking over the crops and
injuring the harveats In ail seasons; and if the
peasant killed one single head of gaine even on
his own land he risked being sent to the galleys.
The seigneur and the abbey had also the right
to send their cattle to graze an bour earlier than
the peasant could send their beasts, which cf
course suffered in consequence.

The farm of the seigneur of the country had
also exclusive right to a dovecot; the pigeons
covered the fields by thousands, and hemp,
peas, beans, had to be sown thrice over if a
crop was to be hoped for. Thon, every father
of a family owed the.seigneur In the course of
the year flfteen bichets of oata, ten fowls,
twenty-four eggs. He had to give up to him
three working days-three for each of his sons
or his servants, and three days' cartage or horse
labour. He bad to mow his meadow round the
the château, make his hay, and cart it to the
barn at the first sound of the bell, subject to a
fine of five sous each time he failed. He had
also to cart both stones and timber when requir-
ed for repairing the château or the farm. The
seigneur fed him on a crust of bread and a clove
or garlic -that la what was called the corvée, or
forced labour. I must also mention the mano-
rial bakebouse, the manorial mill, the manorial
press, where the whole village was obliged to
go, of course by paying. I will just notice thei
executioner, who bad arghtto the skin of everyi
dead beast. If I were to speak of ail thesei
impositions, and of a thousand others whichj
crushed the country population down to the
ground, I should never come to an end.

And even now the measure was not yet full.1
As long as our country remained under the ruleq
of the dukea, the exactions of his highness, asi
well as those of the seigneurs, were quite
enough to ruin us ail; but after the death1
of Stanislas and the incorporation of Lorraine1
with France, there bad to be added the king's
capitation tax-that is, the father of every1
family had to pay twelve sous a head for every1
child and every servant-the king's supply ; so
much for the furniture-the king's twentieth.
which meant the twentieth of the net produce
of the land, but only of the peasants' land, theni
and lastly the king's excise or assessed tares. 1

Then, again, if the princes, seigneurs, and1
nobles who had kept the best land to themu-
selves for *ges past, obliging the wretched pea-1
sauts to plough, to sow, to reap for them, com-
pelling thea to pay ail costa or contributions as à
well-if they had used their wealth In making(
roads, digging canais, draining marches, manur-1
ing the soil, building schools and bospitals; ifE
they had done this the evil would have been
only balf as great; but their ouly cares werei
their pleasures, their pride, and their greed.

When one saw at Neuville, Bouxviller, Hil-
deshausen, the great men build pheasantries, a
orangeries, and bothouses; lay out gardens,abalf a league in extent, full of vases, statues, andz
fountalns, In imitation of th€ king at Vermailles;1
not to speak of the loose women dressed out lui
silks, that they carried about wlth them i
amongst these poor people ; when one sawy
balliffs, prévôts, seneschals, notaries, And judges
of ail sorts, only thinking of their fees, and liv- t
ing on exactions and flue&; when one saw a i
thousand similar grievances, it was sad indeed, tthe more sad because the sons of the peasantse
alone supportedthis stateof things against their
fathers, their friends, and themielves.

Once enllsted, these ons of peasants forgot
the distress lu their villages, forgot their mothers a
and sisters; they only acknowledged their a
offiers, their colonels-nobles who had bought b
them, and et whose command they would i
massacre every one, for the bonour of their 0
colours 1 Yet not one of these men could rise to i
become an officer ; clowns were unworthy of t
the epaulette; but after baving been wounded s
In battle, they were allowed to beg their way. b
The knowing oues picked up recruits In the s
taverns and tried to swindle tbem out of the b
bounty money, the bolder turned highwaymen; t
sometimes one or two companies of gendarmes t
were sent against them. I saw a dozen hanged rait Phalsbourg, nearly ail old soldiers, disbanded s
after the seven years' war. They had lost the
habit of work and did not get a livre of pension, B
and were ail taken at Vilschberg after having e
stopped a diligence near Saverne. Any one can e
Dow understand %bat the ancien régime was f
like • T

ti
Thankveod ibis la ail over now ! The pea- s

tanis bave acqulrod their are lu the good e
hings 0fbe Earth, and uaturally I bave not re- P

maiued bebind. Every one beroabouts knows w
Father Michel's farm, his Valtin meadows, bis ti
ane Swis cows, wandering about the flr.forests, w
ad bis twhlve big pougb oxen. 

IJacquesotb111, WheoPmpyten cf Smy grandson, a
Faqe ithe Poyshi ccol lu Paris,

n herlst class; my granddaughter, Christine, wa marrled to the inspector cf forests, Martin, s h
dau hwith pbeui cf good sensee; my grand- p
Forbner,f JuteE, lu the wlfe of Commandent b

Michel, whom I may bo said W ike the besti',

because lie la the lasi, ls going tol be a doclor-
he passed his bachelor examination last year at
Nancy; if he works he will get on.

I owe ail this to the Revolution! Before '89
I could have possessed nolhing.

Sitting, as I do now, in my old arm-chair in
the middle of the big room, the old crockery ln
the rack over the door shining ln the fire-light ;the old hen and ber chickens coming and going;
my old dog stretched before the fire, bis muzzle
resting on bis forefeet, looks me ln the face for
hours together; when I see through the win-
dows my apple-trees white with blossom, my
old beehives, and I hear the farm-lads slnging
and chattering with the girls In the yard; the
ploughs going out., the hay-waggons coming ln,
whips cracking, horses neighing; as I sit think-
ing there, I call to mind the horrible but lu
which my poor father and mother and sistera
and brothers lived ln 1789-its four bare sd
crazy walls, the windows stuffed with straw,
the thatch worn down by rain, melted snaw,
and wind ; a sort of black, rotten den, where we
used to be smothered in smoke, and shiver from
cold and bunger; when I think of these roally
brave people, of my good father, sd of my
mother courageously and ceaselessly working te
give us a few beans for food; when I see them
before me covered wlith rags, the picturemcf
miery-it makes me shudder, and, if I arn by
myself, I begin to cry.

The indignation I feel for those who made us
drag out such a miserable existence, lu order te
screw the last farthing from us, will neyer ho
extinguished ; m& elght-five years cunifer
nothing; the older I grow the strouger I feol.
And when I think that sons of the people, the
Gros-Jacques, the Gros-Jeans, the Guilloîs, dare
to write in their papers that the Revolution
destroyed everything-that we were muc
more honest, much happler before '89-what
liara ! Every time I get hold of one of their
papers I trembled with rage. It is of n use for
MichAl to say-

" What la the use of beiug augry, grand-
father ? Those fellows are pandgW decelve peo.
ple, to lead them back IntIgnorance; Ivhlatheir
business, Isla their only means of livIng.'t

I reply-
" No; we shot dozens of men from '92 to '99

a thousand times better than these; they wore
the nobles, the soldiers of Condé, they fought
for their principles I But to betray father,
mother, children, and country, tolîl one's belly,
la too mach l''e

If I were to read these rascally papers often I
sbould have a fit ; fortunately my wife puts h
ont of sigbt if one chances t fndia way W the
farm. But they are like the plague, toey get
everywhere without being sougbt for

This, ton,is the reason I have made up my
mind te write ibis atory-tbe eiory of a pasent-to destroy this spite, and tor l the world
know what we undorwent. I lahme lime
since I first thought of t. My wife bas pr-e
served ail our old letters. This work will give
me some trouble, but one nust noimind trouble
f onemeans tode good; besides, there lesa
great deai of pleasure in worrying those who

aex us; wereI etuly for that I could spend
rears ai my desk, spectacles ou nose.It will amune me, snd will do me geod, W
think we have driven those rascals away. I
need not hurry myself; Juat eue tblug will occur
to me and then another, and I1shall put down
everything u lits turu; withpou order nothing
goes right.

Now I begin.
I am not to imade to boleve that the pea

santry was happy before the Revolaton; I bave
ieen what tbey caîl "the good old times; I
nave seen our old villages; I have seen the ma-
noria bakehouse where tbey baked their cake
once a year, and the manorial wine-press,
where tey odly went whe forced to work for
heo ragneur of the district; I bave seen the lean,
sraggy labourers, with neither shirts nor sa-
ots, but only a frock and linen pantaloons,
bummer and winter alike; their wives, so sun-
urnt, so filthy and ragged, that they mlght be
haken for beasta; ther children hanging about
be doors, wilt nothing but a rag to cover them
ound their loins. Even the seigneurs them-
elves couldtnot belp writi.g lin their books at
bai urme "that the poor animals bent over the
round ln sunshine and in rain to get bread for

tevry one, ought at least to have a little of it to
et." They wrote thus ln a moment of good
eeling, and then they thought no more of I
These tbings are never to be forgotten; ask
Mittelbronn, Hultenhausen, Baraques, ask ail
he country round. And the old people use to
peak of a state of things still worse ; they talk-
d about the great war of the Swedes and the
Prencb, and the Lorrainers-the seven years'
war-when they hanged the peasanta to the
reesin bunches. They spoke of the great plaguewhich followed to complete the ruin of every
ne. You could go for leagues without meeting
seul. They used to cry with uplifted handm,
O Lord God, save us from the plague, from
aer, sud from famine 1'" As for famine, they
ad ht every year. They had net yet learned to
lent potatoes, sud the poor had nntbing but
ard pulse to est; how could they get food

Ne oday labourer could.
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