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- INTRODUCTION'
- ToTuEisland of Ttinidad, washed up on the tail end of a Carib-

bean hutricane, had come a slender watcr-logged indian canoe.

- In it, the Trinidad Guardian said, were six starved and almost
drowned Frenchmen—fugitives who had, after seventeen days
on the tossing sea, success| ully escaped from Devil’s Island and
the penal colony of French Guiina.

Out of curiosity several British colonists and I went down
to the military barracks to see the fugitives. They were not
under arrest; there is something of the sportsman in every real
Englishman no matter how far away he is from home, and the
Officer-of-the-Port voiced the thoughts of everyone (but the
French Consul) when he said: “I am not going to turn these

r men over to the French Consul. Let him tear his hair all
he wants! French Guianaisa plague on the face of civilization.
We will feed the fugmvcs, give them a place to rest, give them
a better boat and give them a chance to continue their escape!”

In a large comfortable room six men greeted us with an ea-
gerness to smile that was pathetic. Five of them were big, tre-
mendously powerful men — they might have been prize
fighters, Canadian lumber-jacks, soldiers of the Foreign Legion.
They were men of brute strength, brute living, and brute men-
tality. The sixth man, in contrast, was astoundxngly little, less
* than five feet, very. thin, and weighing under ninety pounds.
But he had fire in his eyes, fire fanned, as I was to learn, by
fifteen years of living death, by four previous attempts to escape,

and now by an almost fanatical decision to either make good
his fifth attempt or die. .

He had with him only one possession, an oil cloth covered
package which contained over thirty pounds of closely written

manuscript — the detailed record of fifteen: years of prison
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colony life; the most amazing document of bxography, of crime
and of punishment which I had ever seen.

After I had read many chapters I began talkm with him.
I'wanted to learn something of his eatlier hlstory Bom in Paris
on Apnl 4, 1899, René Belbenoit was at twenty-one years of
age en route to a lifelong exile in the most notorious prison
colony the civilized world has ever known. But I was 1mprcssed
by the fact that he didn’t fit any picture I could sum up in my
mind of what a criminal, a Devil’s Island convict would, or
should, be like. Step by step I traced his hxstory, his boyhood,
looking for the place where the downward path 1nto his personal
hell had begun.

Some children grow up into successful men, some into fail-
ures. Why? Papa Belbenoit, who married quite late in life, was
a good man — a very good man, René Belbenoit told me, who
took great pride in his position, won after many years, of Chief
Conductor of the Panis-Orleans Express. Three months after
baby René was born the young wife deserted husband and child
and went to Russia as a tutor to the children of the Czar’s
family. She thought René’s father very unambitious because he
refused to accept a promotion which would have taken him
from the train which he loved, and the adventure of moving it
like clockwork back and forth over the rails. Papa Belbenoit did
not want any further promotion, did not want to sit in a super-
intendent’s office, and the mother, young, ambitious and dog-
matic, left home — for the Russian Court.

Papa Belbenoit was on his train four days each week and
young René was entrusted to his grandparents who owned a
small restaurant near the railroad station. Untl he was twelve

ears old René was just another good little French boy. He went
to school, studied hard and stood at the head of many of his
classes. But when he was twelve years old his grandfather and
grandmother died. His grandmother died one day, and five
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INTRODUCTION

days later his grandfather died. Everyone said that the old man
loved his wife so much that life oozed quickly .out of him as
soon as she was not with him any longcr

Four days out of each week the growing boy fromi then on
had no guardian to regiment his life, until an uncle moved to
Paris and became manager of a night club, the Café du Rat
Mort (the Dead Rat) in the Place Pigalle which was to become
very famous. The Uncle took René to live with him in his apart-
ment over the restaurant. During the late afternoons and eve-
nings young Belbenoit worked as messenger and errand boy.
He was only thirteen years old but he must have been very
resourceful. The Rat Mort was patromzcd by women of the
theatre and of the demimonde, women clad in expensive clothes,
and displaying large amounts of jewelry. Montmartre was the
great center of Parisian merry-making. The most notorious play-
boys of Europe were among his uncle’s customers as well as the
most desired and hlghly dpnzed women. The beautiful Otero,

“Queen of Paris,” visited the night club every night. Prince
Murat gave Belbenoit a 100 franc note as a tip — merely for
delivering a love message to her and getting an answer. Mis-
tinguette, Baron Maurice de Rothschild, the Prince of Wales
and many other colorful men and women gathered at the Rat
Mort, spent money lawshly, and before long René Belbenoit
was rccexvmg more money in tips during a week than his father
made in salary in three months.

“I had never seen so much money!” Belbenoit told me. *“So
much careless spending! All the people I had known, all the
people my father, grandfather and grandmother had known,
wotked very hard for money, spent it frugally. Money was
somethmg which they struggled to obtain, and went without
many nice thmgs in order to save. At thirteen years of age I
looked thus into another and different world — an amazing

society in which people did no work, haql all the money they
11



INTRODUCTION

wanted, denied themselves nothing, spent mioney furiously,
lived in a realm of champagne, silks, perfumcs, ]ewelry and
abandon which made me gasp with excitement.’ :

Living at night that sort of life did not make of the youth'a
good student during the day. He was often sleepy. And when -
he was not sleepy he was quarrelling with the idea of continuing
studies which, at best, would get him only an apprenticeship -
in the business wotld that would pay him but a fraction of
the money he already was obtaining in the Rat Mors. When
he was fifteen years old his uncle agreed with him. The success-
ful assignments in which he had been cngagcd the delivering
of love messages and the arranging of trysting engagements -
between men and women, had much to do probably with the
growing prosperity of the night club. Both play-boys -and
women of the demimonde found the boy’s services unusually -
. efficient and successful. . »

But Papa Belbenoit was very angry when he found out about - -
it. He wanted his son to get a good academic education and then
a technical training; he wanted him, he said, to become a rail-
road man. Someday when he was too old to work he'd retire -
and tuin the Paris-Orleans Express over to René. Papa Belbenoit
and L’Oncle Belbenoit quarrelled violently and René did not
see his father again for a long time.

Some patrons met at the Rat Mort during the day. They
played games or bet on the races. René carried the money to the
bookmakers and his commission when the horses won was con-
siderable. One day a group of patrons announced that because
of some secret information they were betting more money than
usual on a very long shot—ona horse which would pay twcncy ,
to one if it won. :

“It’s like throwing money away,” a friend of René’s ad-
vised him as the boy was taking the package of money to the
race track. *‘Don’t be a fooll Put the money in your own pocket.

12
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Don’t place it. That hotse will surely fall down, or come in last
— and the money will be yours instead of the bookmalker’s!”

René counted the money. The bets amounted to two thou-
sand, two hundred francs. It would be a shame to give all that
money to the already rich betting agents. He pocketed the
money and did not go near the race track. :

Unfortunately the dark horse won. “I did not return to Rat
Mort that mght, Belbenoit said, “I would not have been able
out of my savings to have paid off the bets at twenty to one
and I didn’t dare face my uncle and admit that I had not placed
his patrons’ bets but had deliberately kcpt the money. I walked
the streets of Paris all night long trying to think of something
I could do. Finally, towards dawn, I worked out a solution. I
had failed to place the bets: that was dishonest. But I still had -
all the money that belonged to the patrons. I had enough sav-
ings of my own to pay them double the amounts they had bet.
SoI ctept into the Rat Mort through a rear entrance. My uncle
glared at me like a tiger when I tried to explain. He grabbed
the money from my hand, beat me over the head with his fist.
He struck me with a heavy bunch of keys. I ran from the blows,
and from his voice calling me a thief, drugged with the dlsaster
which so suddcnly had befallen me.’

It was a catastrophic day for the rest of the wotld too. Sud-
denly the streets of Paris became filled with anxiously reading
and talking groups of people. “Warl” a former schoolmate cried
rushing up to young Belbenoit with a newspaper in his hand.
“We're going to fight the Germans. War’s been declared! My
father has alrcady gone to join the volunteers. Look!” he
shouted, pomtmg down the street, “There’s the place whete
the volunteers register. See how fast the line’s growing!”

The schoolmates walked toward the hastily opened enlist-
ment stall. And there, nearly at the head of the line, René saw
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his own father. He stood out from the other men, for his rail-
road uniform had been carefully pressed, the buttons polished.
He looked almost like a general. René went up to greet him and
ask his forgiveness. He didn’t know whether his father had
heard about the unplaced bets but he was going to tell him and
ask his forgiveness. He would promise to. go back to school,
study hard, and do as his father wished.

“Stand back from me!” Papa Belbenoit said as the boy held
out his hand to take the gold-braided coatsleeve. “‘Stand back,
thief!”

“The men in the line all turned to look at me,” Belbenoit
remembered, “‘but my father kept his eyes straight ahead, his
face frozen with grief and anger. I do not think that any of the
volunteers realised that we were father and son. I walked away
as fast as I could.” .

‘Two days later René Belbenoit stood in the balcony of a small
hotel and watched the soldiers march through the street to the
place where lotries would transport them up to the front. There
at the head of a squad marched Papas Belbenoit. He was stiffly
erect. His shoulders were back. His eyes were front. He was not
the Chief of the Paris-Orleans Express any longer.

“I watched his back,” Belbenoit told me softly, “until it
was indistinguishable in the tiver of soldiers and then I was
alone. I was very alone. I do not think that in all Paris, where
many people were becoming lonely, there was a youth so lonely
as I.”

In less than a month René Belbenoit was a soldier too. I
was not eighteen years old,” he told me, “but I stood up as tall
as I could and puffed out my chest. The Sergeant was very
eager for recruits and didn’t look too deeply into my years. I
was still another one who could fire a gun.”

The French Army had a gun which was called a fausil-
mitraillenr. It weighed thirty pounds, fired bullets in rapid suc-
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INTRODUCTION

cession from twenty circular barrels. In practice Belbenoit be-
came unusually adept at using this weapon and on the replace-
ment train which took new soldiers up to the madly fighting
front Belbenoit was in command of a brand new fusil-mitraillenr
with two assistants. One carried ammunition and half of the

n while the other recruit, a skilled mechanic old enough to
be Belbenoit’s father, carried the other half and stood by during
firing to fix the mechanism whenever the gun jammed.

“The war,” he said, “‘was tetrible. But of course it was noth-
ing to what I have since been through. My part in it was that
of thousands of unknown soldiers, fighting as ditected, charg—
ing ahead as commanded, scared to death most of the time of
what mlght come out of the sky ahead of me, wondering when
my time was coming. I tried not to look individually at the
men I killed, I ran past them with my eyes averted. We went
into Belgium and new replacements constantly took the place
of those who had fallen. Outside of Roulers, which we were
preparing to take from the Germans, I received my £ romotion.
I became a Corporal of the 4oth Regiment. Five hours later
word reached us that the Armistice had been declared.”

While with the Army of Occupation in Germany, Belbe-
noit saw on the bulletin board of the Cologne encampment a
notice asking for volunteers for the Army of the East. He be-
. came a Sergeant in the 2nd Regiment of Tirailleurs, the Arab
Regiment, and went to Syria. Then at Alexandretta, after the
capture of the city of Aleppo, he became Top Sergeant of his
company. In the middle of 1920 he became 1ll with fever and
was sent back to France. Of the fourteen soldiers sent on the
same ship only five lived to reach Marseilles.

He was sent to Percy hospital at Clamart, and while conval-
escing he met a young nurse — fell madly, head over heels, in
love: Renée and René. They decided that as soon as he was

demobilized he would get a job and they would marry. At the
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INTRODUCTION
end of February, 1 921, he was dismissed from the hosp1tal

He went immediately to the demobilization barracks.
. “In a military umform, Belbenoit remembered, “almost
any man can look impressive. Rich or poor, we all had the
glamour of epaulets, brass buttons, tight fitting tunics. I prided
myself on my own fine feathers — the uniform of a Top. Ser-
geant of the African Army. A natty fez was perched on my
head, three decorations were on my chest. Renée thought I
looked very grand. Jauntily I reported to the authorities for offi-
cial discharge. I took the three decorations from my uniform,
: wtapped themin paper and stuck them in the pocket of an ill fit-
ting pair of grey pants which the Supply Sergeant issued to me.
It was my A brami suit, a present of the French Government to
each soldier who hadn’t died. The grey coat fitted me even worse
than the pants. Pants and coat, the Sergeant said, cost fifty-two
francs. If I didn’t want them I could take the money instead.
Many wealthy men took the fifty-two francs and used them for
a champagne party. Tailors had made them plenty of good
clothes. But I had no ta1lor and no money to spend on clothes.
I took the A brami suit.’

Thus René Belbenoit, civilian, twenty-one years of age,
walked again the streets of Paris. He spent the first night in
a cheap hotel. Early the next day he began looking for a job.
He signed his name to many application blanks, even though.
he was told that his would lie at the bottom of earlier stacks.
He felt, when the day was over and he went out to the hospital
to walk home with Renée, like a raggamufhin.

“I was disgusted at not having quickly found a job, and I
was scared that Renée would look at me, in my Abrami suit,
with different eyes — decide she’d made a bad bargain. But
she didn’t. She cheered me up. There were many returned
soldiers looking for jobs, she said. I should be patient and cvery-
thing would work out all right.”

16
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But ten days went by and there was no job. His money was
spent — everythmg he had saved as a soldier. He hastened to

the town of Besangon where he heard that a restaurant keeper

needed a dishwasher. Eight francs a day, meals and a room was -

all the manager would pay. For ten days he worked in the
steaming kitchen trymg to save every so# in order to get capital.
On the eleventh evening he discovered that in the locker of
the restaurant there was a good deal of money. .

“I looked at the few francs I'd been able, _by sweating all
day, to save,” Belbenoit said. ““They would not have kept me
alive for a week. As soon as the manager was busy elsewhere
I reached into the open locker, took the wallet and stuffed it
inside my shirt. Outside the door there was a motorcycle. I
jumped on it and rode all night over the national highway. In
the mormng I left the vehicle outside of Paris and with 4,000
francsin my pocket began a shopping tour. I bought two good

quality suits and had them altered until they fitted perfectly.

I bought shirts, neckties, socks, underwear, shoes and a hat. I
bought a suitcase and filled it with the things I couldn’t wear.
“T went to see Renée and for a while we laughed together

as we had when I had been a sick soldier. She seemed. very
happy that I had found a job. I was rid of my tetrible 4 brami
sutt and now looked, as she said, so nice in my new clothes. To-
morrow night, she said, I must come to her home so her mother
“and father could approve of me. But I was frightened. What I
had done lay heavier and heavier on my conscience. I had com-
mitted a theft. I was a thiefl Already the police would be look-
ing for me. I did not want to have Renée mixed up in such
dlsgrace I did not want her to know that I was a thief. For

- two days I did not leave my hotel room. On the third day I

wrote her a letter saying I had been sent out of town and went .

- hastily to the railroad stguon T boarded the train for Nantes
17
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and made myself as small and as unrecognizable as possible in
a third class coach.”

Nantes at that time of year, he said, was ghttenng with
wealth and fashion. Using his military record book containing
many highly favorable credits Belbenoit went to an employ-
ment agency which had a fashionable clientéle and within

 three hours after his arrival at the resort he was being fitted for

the garments of valet in the Chiteau Ben Ali owned by the
Countess d’Entremeuse.

“Looking backward now,” Belbenoit said as we sat in the
barracks of Trinidad, “upon that moment of my youth, from
across the years of punishment and regeneration through which
I have passed, I do not know whether that was the t:uming
pomc of my fate or not. But I do not think so. I think the turn-
ing point began the day my mother deserted my father and
went to Russia. At the tasks in the castle I could have found
long, comfortable and honorable employment and a good chance
of entirely cutting myself off from the theft at Besancon. Yes,
I could even have married Renée. The Countess d’Entremeuse
was a gracious employer. No one was over-worked; there were
frequent intervals when we could enjoy ourselves on the beach
or in haunts to which other employees of the nobility gathered.
But I looked on my days spent as a menial in that fashionable
household, and on my livery, as a disagreeable penance and

dually became more and more discontented.”

“I had been at the Chiteau only a month when I saw on
the Countess’ dressing table a red leather case containing her

ls. There was also a package of money, brought to the
castle to pay the servants on the following day.

“T took money and pearls, went to the servants’ quarters,
changed my clothes, and hastily took the train for Paris. The
next morning two pohccmen in plainclothes began walking
beside me as I came out of the postoffice where I had mailed

18
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Renée a letter asking her to meet me secretly in Paris. I was,
they announced, under arrest. . . .”

That, Belbenoit said, wripping up the bundle of manuscript
and documents which he had brought from the penal colony,
was the story of his early life. From the Gallery of Thieves he
was taken to court — and sentenced to eight years of hard
labor in French Guiana. A short time before two other men had
stood before the same court for serious crimes. Galmot, the
Deputy of French Guiana who had engineered the notorious
rum scandal by which he was accused of profiting to the extent
of four million francs and Vilgrain, who was accused of making
over six million francs selling the French Army bad supplies.
But these two men had many lawyers and influendial friends.
They were acquitted.

Two big guards took Belbenoit, who bcgan challenging the
sentencing judge for such unbalanced justice, by the arms and
without allowing his feet to touch the ground walked him

_quickly to the door of the prisoners’ guard-room. There t.hey
dumped him on the floor and snapped handcuffs on his wrists,
René Belbenoit, not yet twenty-two years old, was on his way
to Devil’s Island.

* “But that manuscript of your life in French Guiana and the
documcnts,” I said as he was tightly sealing the oil cloth cover-
ing, “why don’t you let me send it safely to the United States
for you and find a publisher. It’s impossible for you actually to
gain permanent freedom. You’ll be lost at sea or, landing in
some unfriendly port, you'll be arrested and sent back to
Cayenne.”

“I'll make it this time,” Belbenoit said. ‘T am gomg to
reach the Umtcd States and I am going to take the manuscript
with me.’

Twelve months later I was in the jungles of Panama. I saw
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a little man with a big butterfly net in the forest trail ahead of
me. He stood still for a moment and looked at me as though he
couldn’t make up his mind whethet to run or not. I recognized -
him. : :

“René Belbenoit!” I said. * Congratulatxons! v
“Not yet!” he answered. “Panama’s only half way to the
~ United States. It’s taken me a year to get here!”

“Where are your companions, the others who were with
you in Trinidad?”’ I asked.

“T am the only one who is still free,” he said. I could not
help but turn over in my mind as I looked at his thin, worn
body and face the fact that in the year since I had seen him.—
the year which for me and most people in the wotld had been
quiet routine — his life must have been a continuous night-
mare. A whole year it had taken him to get from Trinidad to.
Panama! We sat in front of his little thatched buttcrﬁy hunting
shelter, many miles from civilization — ten miles, he said —
- from the Chakoi village in which he lived with primitive
Indians. Again I asked him to let me take his manuscript safely
to the United States.

“You can’t continue luggmg thuty pounds of paper through
Central America,” I said. “You've still to pass thirough Panama,
Costa Rica, Nlcaragua, Honduras, Salvador, Guatemala and
Mexico, countries that now guard their frontiers with the vigi-
lance of hawks. You've no passports. You're a fugltlve What
you are trying to do is 1rnp0551ble Let me take the manuscrlpt
to the United States and get it published. It is an amazing docu-
ment, and an cxtraordlnary story. The publishers may | be able
to help you win anent sanctuary and freedom.”

“T%an you,P:;:n, he said 31&:1}', ‘But I think I can
- make it. I want to take it to the United States myself. The

United States is the land of the free, isn’t it? The Land of
Liberty. I have been fifteen years in hell. If I can reach the
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United States I may be able to put an end to the sufferings not
alone of myself but of thousands of other human beings. If I
am caught somewhere, if it looks as though I will be sent back
to French Guiana, I will scnd the manuscript to you — before

I kill myself!”

I thought I would never see him again, that the story of
man’s inhumanity to man which he had transcribed paintully
dunng fifteen years of torture would be lost to all other readers,
lost in the jungle or in the sea which would be his grave also.
But I was mistaken. René Belbenoit, after twenty-two months
of superhuman trying and many amazing adventures, finally
reached the United States. He crossed the frontiers in rags, but
his manuscript was always safely wrapped in oiled paper.

His book, Dry Guillotine, begins with his exile from society
and civilization. It is the story of Devil’s Island, of Iles Royalc
and Saint Joseph, of Cayenne, the capu:al of a colony of sin,
of liberés living like jackals, of men going crazy in solitary
dark cells, of life more terrible than death and deaths more grue-
some than fiction. At thirty-eight, terribly emaciated, almost
blind, toothless, scurvy eaten and fever wrecked, he may not
have many mere years to live. He says that he hopes the publi-
cation of his book will accomplish just one thing. He hopes, with
all his heart, it will cause France finally to do away with French
Guiana and send no more human beings there to suffer — on

the Dry Guillotine.

WiLLiam LAVARRE

Fellow, The Royal Geographical Society
The Harvard Club
New York City
Christmas Day 1937.
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GLOSSARY OF FRENCH WORDS

OFFICIAL TERMS OR CONVICT SLANG, APPEARING IN THE TEXT

bagne: (the galleys) convict slang for prison or the penal colony.

condamné: a convict.

débrogille: rake off; graft (slang).

déclassé: a convict who has been restored to normal prison life after a
term at a punishment camp

doublage: (doubling) the law by which a convict, after release, has
to teside as many yeats in the penal colony as the length of his
prison sentence.

dondou: a temporary mistress; lprosl:it:utc (slang).

durs (les): the penal colonies (slang)

évadeé: a convict who has made an attempt to escape.

évasion: escape; whether successful ot not.

forgat: aconvict.

fort-d-bras: rough-neck; an old and seasoned convict.

inco: a pnsoner classed as “incorrigible” (slang)

libéré: a convict who has served his prison sentence but who is still
condemned to reside in the penal colony.

maquillage: (make-up) convict sYang for the bringing on of artificial
sickness so as to get out of cells into the hospital.

méme: boy-pet; young pervert (slang).

- monchard: spy; stool-pigeon (slang).

momllage (wetting) disposing of a convict’s corpse by throwing it
into the sea to be eaten by the sharks (slang)

plan: a metal or bone suppository used by convicts to hide their money
or other small contraband articles (slang).

plan d'évasion: special escape-suppositoty, furnished with a handcuffs-
key and small saw and screw-driver (slang).

prevot sergeant-keeper of the jail.

relégué: an exile; a criminal with four convictions agamst him who has
been banished to the penal colony, but without a prison sentence.

stére: a cubic meter of wood — about 35% cubic feet.

tafia: a cheap rum, made for local consumption in Guiana.

vieux (les ): old hands; seasoned criminals (slang).
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CHAPTER I

THE transfer of convicts who are sentenced to French Guiana

to the concentration prison, - which lies on an island near La

Rochelle, to await the convict ship is effected in the wagons-
cellulaires, railroad cars which contain nothing but small cells

three feet by four. Each cell contains one prisoner whose

fect are securely fastened with chains, and a small bench; and
it has a sliding panel in the locked door through which food is
passed. There are three armed guards in each cell car, and
these cars, hitched to passenger and frelght trains, comie from
all points of the nation to the focal point of La Rochelle, sto

ping by the prisons that lie in their path to pick up all the men

condemned to the horror of bamshmcnt to the penal colony

in South America.

After two days in prison I was taken to Besangon to answer
charges for the theft I had Perpetrated in the railroad station
lunch room — the first step in my fall to crime. There the
court gave me a yeat in prison1; my appearance there was merely
a technlcallty and the sentence was mcorporated into my eight

ears’ term of hard labor.

When the cell car began its devious journey to La Rochelle

I was its sole occupant; ten cells stood ranged at each side of the -

natrow cortidor, and in one of them I sat chained in utter silence.
The next stop was Arbots, the town where Pasteur lived. Two
of the guards went off to the prison and brought back a convict.
They locked him into the cell that faced mine across the
cortidor.

““Absolute silence! Or I'll slam the panels on your faces and
you Il stifle in there,” barked one of the guards. Then he walked
off to the end of the car where he jomed his two companions,
who were preparing the meal.

I began 4 whispered conversation with the newcomer. His

25
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 face, what I could see of it in the panel, was hard and deeply
lined; his name was Gury and he had been given five years for
stealing. He told me he had served several sentences and that he
had been six or seven: yeats in the African penitentiaries as a
condamné militaire. In the years to come I was to learn the
vicious import invariably connccted with the African con-
damnés militaires.

The cell car stopped next at Lons le Saulnier; we arrived in
the miiddle of the night, and the guards took us to the prison in
the town where we were again locked in cells. When we left
the next morning thete were two more convicts. One of them
was named Joannelly. He was sentenced to ten years’ hard labor
for sexually violating a woman seventy years old. He said
he was innocent of the crime — he worked on a farm and one
night when he was drunk he had lurched his way into a house
to find a place to go to sleep: the old woman saw him come in
and began to scream; he told her not to yell and said he would
go away but at that she screamed all the more, so he caught
her and stopped her cries by putting his hand over her mouth,
and in the struggle they both fell down for he was horribly
drunk. After that he ﬁcd and left her on the floor; the next
morning the police arrested him and he told them just how it
had happened. But they didn’t take what he said as true because
the old woman had many scratches on her thighs. This convict
had also been in the military pemtcntlanes of Africa; and, as
was the case with Gury, he had tattooing all over his body —_—
it seemed to me vety savage and bizarre. %’he other convict was
named Moyse. He had been given fifteen years at hard labor
for repeated theft. He was a war veteran and said he had
several decorations and that he held 2 number of patents for
mechanical inventions. It was to finance a new patent, he told
us, that he had committed the theft for which he was being
sent to Guiana.
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At Dijon, our next stop, we took on still another convict,
named Richebois; he was fifty-five years old and had been given
eight years for seducmg and abusing lasciviously his two
daughtcrs who were both under seventeen years of age; he was
an inveterate degenerate. After this we came to Chélons sur
Saone where we were locked into the city prison for two days.
* 'We had each been put into separate cells. I was pacing back
and forth restlessly the first day when of a sudden there began a
steady rapping of blows over my head. “There’s somebody up
there telegraphing to me,” I said to myself. I plckcd up the
worn broom that stood agaxnst the corner of my cell and with
its end I began tapping against the roof of the cell by way of
answer. Over my head more beats acknowledged my answer.
Listening closely I soon discovered that he was using a very
simple code — one rap stood for A, two for B, and so on down -
the alphabet.
“Where’re you from?”
- “Paris.”

*“How many years?”’

“Eight at hard labor.”

“Why?”

“For theft.”

“What did you steal? Are you wealthy with loot?”’

“No. I stole a necklace, but it was returned.”

“Ever been in jail before?”

“No. Who are you?” I rapped.

“I’m in detention. Cocaine traffic. Your namer”’

“René Belbenoit. And yoursP,"

“Georgette.”

Georgette! so it was a woman who was in the cell above me?

“How old are you?” I asked. She might perhaps be a di-
shevelled old hag taken in on a drug clean-up.

“Eighteen. And . .."”
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At that moment I heard a key rattle in my door. I barely had
tite to shove the broom aegainst the side of the cell. The door
opened and the guard cried out, “So you're rapping, are youl
If you like dry bread there’re still plenty of cells that are
empty!” I said nothing and he slammed the door shut.

In the afternoon a small pebble fell into my cell. When I
picked it up I found a bit of paper wrapped around it, which

read:

“My dear René—You're goingdo the ‘durs’ (the slang name for
the penal colony ) and it's bad luck, but don’t give up. You'll es-
cape! I'm waiting for my court trial and I'll get one or a couple
. of years in prison. Haven't you got some tobacco and matches?
Tie up alittle package for me and climb up on your window, and
I'll give you a sign when to throw it. Too bad I can’t make 4 bole
in the floor of my cell. We might bave lots of fun. Georgette.”

I made a little wad of tobacco, paper and matches and tied it
to the pebble. Then I pulled myself up on the grill of the
window. About fifteen women were circling around in the
court below me at a slow walk while a female guard sat at the
far end watching them. I had no trouble spotting Georgette, for
the girl made signs to me as soon as she saw me appear at my
window. She pointed with her hand to the spot whete I was to
throw the pebble, but made signs for me to wait. I saw her say
something to one of the women, who fell out of line and went
over to the guard and started talking to her. That was the
moment, and I cast the pebble. I saw her snatch it up and hide
it in her blouse. The whistle sounded for the end of the walk
in the court. She threw a kiss from her finger tips, and then I
watched her disappear into a door with the other women.

- That night she “talked” to me again: “I'm puffing a ciga-
rette. It’s so good. You're a darling. I bet you can love like every-
thing! A thousand kisses. I'll see you again tomorrow in the
court.” But at daylight next morning my cell opened. The cell
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car was movmg on, and I left without hearing or seemg
Georgette again. :
There were three new convicts in the car. My first i impres-
sion on seeing them was that they were being taken to some
house of correction, for they were very young; but at the roll-
call their names and crimes were read out, and I was amazed to
learn that all three were going to French Guiana for five years.
- These three were Julien, Raoul, and Maurice. They had gone
off to a near-by village together on a lark and had drunk too
much. On the way home they passed a tavern which had closed
up for the night; they were feeling hilariously merry and
wanted to drink some more, so they banged on the door. There
was no response. So they broke the door in and helped them-
selves to the bottles they found on the shelves! The owner of
the establishment heard them and came down in his night shirt
to see what was going on. There were words, and in the alterca-
tion they struck him. As he fell they saw he had hit his head
on something, for he got up bleeding. At this they became
afraid and fled, carrying off in their pockcts several hundred
francs which they had found in the cash register, which they
- had drunkenly rung up while they had the run of the place.
The next morning they were all arrested in theif homes. They
immediately returned the money and were put in prison. The
owner of the place got out of the hospital in two or three days
— he was only slightly injured by the fall. The Prosecutor
brought them before a provmcml Court of Assize, interpreted
their somewhat picaresque action as a criminal assault, and
pressed the court to brand their young shoulders with a term of
five years of penal servitude in French Guiana. Julien was six-
teen, Raoul and Maurice seventeen! In Paris they would have
been given at the maximum a few months in prison or would
. probably have been sent back to their families. They were not
bad boys. They had never left their vdlage and during the war
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when their fathers were at the front they had managed the

faem . Circumstance had forced them to work and live like men,
and they had learned to drink and go to cafés before they
developed a sense of responsible conduct. Poor youths, in less
than a year the penal colony was to kill all three of them.

Our next stop was Touts where we picked up our ninth cell
mate, Maurice Habert. He was a young man, twenty-seven
yeats old, a Parisian like: myself and had been given ten years
for theft. Two days later, stopping here and there to take on
more convicts, the cell car finally ended its ]ourney atLa Rochelle
where we were all taken out and locked together into a large cell.

It was good to have space to walk in and, above all, after
those interminable days of sleeping upright in the cells in the
car, to be able to lie down at full length. I had only a pair of
boards to sleep on, but at least I could stretch out!

We nine prlsoners for French Guiana were all together how
for the first time. Naturally enough we were interested in each
other for we were all destined to be in the same boat, the notori-
ous convict ShlP Every man had something to say for himself;
often it was in self-defense, and that the court had been too hard
with him. In this last respect there was usually some justification,
for in those chaotic years in France just after the war the courts
wete excessively harsh and were quick to send men across the
sea when they possibly did not deserve this doom. Among us
it was Gury who spoke the most; for he was seasoned to prison
existence and was full of talk about the penitentiaries of Africa
which, he said, had much in common with the penal colony
in Guiana. He dwelt chiefly on the moral customs, the sexual
practices, which existed in these penal prisons where he had
lived so many years and, as far as I could see, this was something
that was deeply ingrained in the life and thoughts of all con-
victs. His stortes and conversation, obviously directed at the
three youngsters in the cell, set me thinking. Here I was, now,
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a convict. What was I going to do about it? Never before had
I ever been forced to live alone among men. I was going into
an existence where I could not see or have a woman when [
needed to. Its full meaning bit deep into my mind. I knew life
thoroughly, and all the perversions resorted to and practised by
men and women — but I had always thought of these things
as coming from a choice and not as being forced upon the
individual by circumstances. In Paris I had known men who
wete sexual perverts; I had nothing in common with them, but
still, the way they lived was the result of their personal prefer-
ence. The way I had lived, also was according to the prefererice
of my moral choice. But now I was going into a wotld without
women where I would be surrounded by men only for eight
long years.

While I listened to Gury's perverted stories and anecdotes,
the significance of all this for the first time broke into my rea-
son; and reason, which has grown to be the predominant force
in keeping me alive, began its work. In the bleak barrenness of
that cell where we all lay together at full length on the boards,
my mind began to analyze what lay ahead of me in the future:,
I loved one girl, and to be with her all my life I had stooped,
foolishly and youthfully, to crime. But the thought of her clung
in my mind as a living and beautiful image, and to return to her
I would escape at the first opportunity; she was all life meant
to me, who had been thrown out by my family and had no one
else to love. To come back to her and prove to her that I was
worthy of her love was the thing that gave me hope and
stren

But thls night in that cell gave me a ghmrner of the reality
ahead of me: I was banished to a life of privation where onl
men would surround me, men who like myself were forced to
lead an unnatural existence protracted through months and
years, men who were prodded by sexual desire and had no op-
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pottunity to appease it in the normal way, and my mind asked
how I would meet the situation. Would the image of the girl
T loved so completely sustain me until I came back to her and
to the wotld trom which I was being exiled? To the world
where man is not forced from the normal by circumstances and
is free to live the way he feels! It was a problem which worried
me, but I found consolation in the determination to escape from
Guiana as quickly as I could.

]ullen lay next to me on the boards; he had acquired a cer-
tain confidence in me, for I was better dressed than the rest of
the lot and was young like himself and didn’t look tough. He
was loath to believe the erotic stoties Gury was telling; he even
said so, but old Joannelly confirmed them and vouched for their
truth. “I’d rather die than live a life like that,” Julien said to me.
The stories had put a sort of consciousness of his youth in him.
That nlght he slept between myself and Moysc, Moyse had
developed into a friend, because we understood each other and
had the same ideas about cscapmg, which we agrecd to attempt
together at the first opportunity.

In the morning, chained together and escorted by gen-
darmes, we were walked through the town of La Rochelle and
put on a ferry-boat for Saint Martin de Ré. The passengers sur-
veycd us curtously, and some pointed to Julien and his two com-
panions as they discussed us among themselves, undoubtedly
struck by their extreme youth; a few women waved us a Bonne
chancel or an Adien! with their hand, women whose profcsston
made them feel a sympathy for us. It was an hour’s crossing:
when the ferry was out in open water the gendarmes took off
our handcuffs; a sailor asked if we wanted tobacco, and at this
one of the gendarmes told us to smoke as much as we liked
because in the prison we would not be allowed to do so. On the
advice of Maurice Habert, who said our clothes would be

32



Dry GUILLOTINE

taken from us in the prison, we swapped our overcoats and ties
for cigarettes, giving them to the sailor. When we were about to
land Joannelly slipped a ball of tobacco in his mouth. “This’ll
do me three or maybe four days!” he whlspered :
The prison of Saint Martin de Ré was, in former days, a
grim embattlement from which the musketeers of Louis XIII
once repulsed the forces of the Duke of Buckingham. We
entered through a great drawbridge into a large court where a
detachment of Senegalese riflemen were quartered. At the back -
of the court stood a high porte-cochere. The gendarme in charge
of our escort rang a bell and a head appearcd in a sliding panel.
The door then opened and we went into the prison. The chief
guard took the paper from the gendarme and called our names,
and after that he signed the paper. It was our discharge from
the gendarmes.
A guard led us to a small court where four other guards stood
~waiting. These ordered us to undress from head to foot. Then
each of them called one of us before him and barked;j
“Hold your arms up high! '
“Open your mouth!
“Out with your tongue!
“Turn around!
“Spraddle your legs and lean down — down, lean way downl
“Cough! Again. Again.”
After making each of us bend over and cough, the examiner
stuck a rubbet-gloved finger into our rectum. Then, on ﬁndlng
nothing, allowed us to pass.
" They were looking for our plans, ot supposltones Gury
whlspercd to me. A plan, as it is known in French criminal
jargon, is a hollow cylinder about 8 centimeters (3 inches) long
and about 2 centimeters (3 inch) in diameter, made usually of
aluminum but sometimes even of gold or ivory. It is divided in

the middle and the two parts are held together by screwing one
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into the other. In this smooth container which is concealed by

. inserting it into the anus, convicts catry their money and other
articles of small size which are of great value to them. These
plans cannot be made of any metal which has corrosive quah—
ties, as they would result in physwal harm to the individual.

I heard the sound of a vicious smack and turned my eyes that
way; old Joannelly held his hand against the side of his face.
The guard had discovered the ball of tobacco he had in his
mouth!

After this inspection a convict brought us a bundle of prison
clothes and clumsy wooden-soled shoes. A guard made an
inventory of all we had brought into the prison and said we
could send these to our families if we wanted to, otherwise our
thmgs would be destroyed. I abandoned all I had in my posses-
sion. This made me sad. For I prized the letters and snapshots
I had with me — I had thought they would let me keep them
— and it hurt me to realize they would be burned. I knew the
moment had actually come when I was a convict; and a new life
had begun.

The guard who brought us to the compound had been stand-
ing aside. He now took us to the prison barber. After we were
all clipped and shaved, we were put through the icy showers.

Next we were taken to the guartier cellulaire, the part of the

rison where the bleak cells are; the guard let us into a large
cell and lined us along the edgc of the tier of bare boards which
. served as a bunk. The prévét of the cells soon appeared. He
asked us all our names and how many years of sentence we had
each; when he came to Julien and had asked him this question
he turned to the guard and remarked:
“Young! . .. Pretty skin . . . nice eyes! Ha, some vieux will
fight over him all right! He’ll be snapped up!”

The guard and the prévét broke into peals of rough laughter,

and I sawa tear run down the youth’s cheek. It must have gone
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hard with him to see that in Gury s vicious tales there was no
bluff. :

The prévét put chains on us and the two went out, com-
manding us to observe a strict silence.

In the morning we were each given a number and sent to
workshop Number 3. There were about fifty men there, seated
on benches shredding rope; all were dressed in the monotonous,
tough prison clothes and they were all closely cropped and
shaved. They were being watched by a guard who strolled from
one end of the shop to the other, and as we came in he motioned
us to a bench, where a convict brought us bunches of rope and
showed us how to work. A dead silence reigned, for the dis-
cipline was one of iron. For the slightest thing — if a man
turned his head, mumbled a word, exchanged a glance with
another convict or smiled to him, he was taken to the cells,
whete the prévdt was free to beat him as much as he liked; and
this cowardly pumshment put fear into everyone, even into men
who didn’t give a damn about irons or having nothing but
dry bread to eat. However, there was a man working on a bench
directly in front of us who immediately took an interest in
Julien; every day he would roll a little note to him scribbled on
a bit of paper. Then one day the guard surprised him in the act
and they were both sent to the cells.

Julien was in the cells two days. In the dormitory where we
all slept together he was my neighbor, and the night he was
brought back from the cells I noticed there were many long,
livid stripes on his white back. In the dormltory we could get
away with whispering and he told me the prévés had mistreated
him brutally but had done nothing to the other convict, who
was the cause of his being sent there, because the convict and
the prévat were friends.

Julien began receiving scribbled notes from other convicts
who proposed their friendship to him. My advice to him was
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to answer none of them. But a few days after he got out of the
cells I caught him readmg one of these notes one night; he
said nothing to me, and I thought this a bit strange, because he
had been consistent in making me his confidant. Then, the next
morning I saw him scratch off a reply . and I understood.
‘That night he confessed to me that 1n ordcr to be left alone and
have some peace he had given in and accepted: it was the con-
vict whose 1nsistence had sent him to the cells, a hairy middle-
aged ruffian called Dédé, and from then on Julien became
considered as Dédé’s little friend — his mdme, as the convicts
call the passive member of a sexual relationship between two
men.

It hurt me to see Julien fall prey to this heinous custom of
convict life. However, he told me he had accepted the other’s
friendshi ponly to escape the constant solicitations of other men;
for every few days he received letters from his mother who
assured him his sentence would be commuted to a term of
prison, as his lawyer had addressed a powerful demand for his
pardon to the Ministry of Justice and his commutation would
certainly be granted, and Julien felt confident that he would not

o to the penal colony. He was sure, therefore, that by favoring
Dédé he would be left in peace until he was taken away from
Saint Martin de Ré; in the meantime, the stringent discipline
of the prison served to enable him to stave off successfully the
consummation of the older man’s desire. Then, one day, Julien
was called from the workshop to the warden’s office. “Must be
that pardon,” I said to him. But when he came back to his place
beside me his face was white as a sheet and he looked like a
man struck down by terrible news and intense emotion. His
pardon had been refused! His doom was sealed. He must have
known it too, for I heard his sobs where he lay that night in the
darkness a few feet away from me in the dormitory. His two
young comrades were in the same difficulty; _t_he}{ were also

36



Dry GUILLOTINE

receiving incessant notes and one after the other they were
forced into accepting the favors of some one man in order to
have any peace. By the middle of February there was talk of an
early departure for French Guiana. Julien’s fear now became
ungovernable, and he sought to break relations with Dédé; but
the other threatened him, even opcnly at times, and Julien,
afraid of the guards and that he would be sent to the fearful
beating and kicking dealt out in the cells, fell into submis-
siveness.

Because I had an attractive penmanship and had some facil-
1t:y of expression, every Sunday convicts approached me to
write letters for them; for many of those men in the prison
couldn’t write at all, or else didn’t know how to write a good
letter. Most of these letters were addressed to the Ministry of
Justice beseeching pardons, others were instructions and details
sent to a lawyer in the hope that he could work a miracle at the
last moment. I wrote at least forty letters every Sunday, and
this gave me an opportunity to learn the histories of a great
many of the condemned men.

Early in March the convict ship sailed for French Guiana,
but neither I nor any of the others who had been brought to
the prison with me were designated to sail on her. When we
came the prison was overcrowded, although two months before
a cargo had sailed for the penal colony; for in that year of 1 923
there were still some two thousand convicts in the various
~ prisons of the nation, although there had been six convoys to
French Guiana and more than four thousand convicts had been
sent out. During the years of the war the convoys had been
suspended, and the total of convicts waiting in the prisons had

assed the five thousand mark! There stll remained a great
many distributed about in various parts of the country. A few
days after the departure of this last convoy they began pouring
into the prison, and before long the six hundred that had sailed
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Wwere replaced to the last man — they were to embark with us
on the next convoy, which was slated to leave on the 3rd of June.

Four hundred and fifty of us were de31gnated to form the
cargo and wete separated from the other convicts. We were no
longer made to work, and the prlson authorities generously
gave us an additional quart of wine every day; this was done,
I learned, so that we would be in a better condition to stand the
trying voyage. A doctor from the Army vaccinated us all for
typhoxd fever. The guards redoubled their nerve-cracking
severity and every day at least thirty men were taken to the cells
— the true motive behind this added discipline was that the
convicts sent to the cells didn’t have a right to their extra
quart of wine, and their share thus automatically fell to the
guards in charge of them. Four days before we were to embark
a medical visit was conducted by two navy doctors; it was a
rapld inspection, a very superficial one, for if 2 man was marked
down to go he would be taken on the ship unless he was at the
point of death. Out of the total number of men who were to
sail only two were classed unfit; one was the son of a millionaire
factory owner in Paris and the other, poor fellow, actually died
before we other men left the prison!

During the days before departure many of the convicts’ rela-
tions came to the prison for a last visit with the forlorn who
were still so dear to them. The visits were invariably very mov-
ing, for almost all the convicts had their eyes red from crying
when they came away: it was a wretched time because man
* were seeing their wives, their children, their mothers and fathers
for the last time.

On the eve of dcpamure our canvas sailor sacks, containin
two sets of clothing, a pair of wooden-soled shoes and a blanket
wete distributed to us. The last night had come! Many of us
were glad to be off, to flee this prison where the dxsctphne was
so awful — most of us felt confident we would escape soon after
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e reached the penal colony, and this certitude that we would

soon manage to be free lifted our spirits a little and made us for
a moment happier and more jovial. There were others though,
for the most part men who were older and were fathers of
families, who were bittetly sad; to them the departure meant
good-bye forever — they were too old ever to return.

The morning came for the departure. The convict ship was
rcady We were taken out into the court where we were lined
into ranks of four. We saw now for the first time the guards
from French Guiana. There were sixty of them standing in
the court, waiting to take us in charge; most of them were
going back to their posts in the penal colony after a leave of
absence, but there wete some who had just received their rank
and were having their first experience with convicts as well
as embarking on their first crossing on the convict ship.

Four hundred and fifty of us were listed to go; the ship could
not take more because it had to take on convicts at Algiers,
where the North African prison was overcrowded. The chief

ard from Guiana counted every man; there were some miss-
ing in the ranks, but the head guard of the prison showed him
a wagon where three men who each lacked a leg and could not
walk to the pier were chained, and where another lay, too
weak to hold himself up. The count tallied and the con51gn-
ment of human cargo was signed over. The guards of the prison
then withdrew from their posts along our ranks and the ones
from Guiana stepped into their places. From this moment on
we belonged to the Penal Administration of Guiana. And, as
if by a miracle, the discipline changed! We began to talk fear-
lessly, cigarettes appeared — from nowhere — the new guards
even deigned to hight them for the condemned. It was a new
and totally changed atmosphere.

Guards unmedlately went out of their way to curry
favor with exiled prisoners whom they were commissioned to
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guard! I was to learn cuickly that each guard’s mind was in-
tensely active — searching out prisoners who might have ob-
tained, in some manner, money or other valuables, and who
were, therefore, likely prospects.

Julien was at my side. His mind seemed remote from the
rest of us while he stared vacantly at the back of the man ahead
of him. He was going into the unknown, into uncertainty; and
Julien was desperately afraid of the man he had thought he
would be able to escape.
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“SACKS UP!”

Each of us shouldered his sailor bag.

The gate of the old ptison opened.

“March!”

Slowly we wretched, sordid-looking men who formed the
cargo of the condemned began our last steps on the soil of
France. A double line of Senegalese soldiers in field uniform,

bayonets fixed to shouldered rifles, kept pace and hemmed us
 1n. We crossed the large, embattled square of the fort and filed
over the drawbridge into the town.

Anxious and curious citizens from all points of France were
there to watch our departure Among them were the grief-
struck — parents, wives, children and friends — who had
come to have a last look at those who were close to their hearts
and were leaving for exile. Among them, also, were the accom-
plices who had come to see their unfortunate comrades go off to
Guiana. Newspapermen snapped pictures. Standing precari-
ously on an automobile an individual steadily cranked a motion
picture camera.

A wild scream suddenly broke out: “Adieu, Bebert' Good
luck, courage!” It was the mistress of a cab driver from Mat-
seilles who has come to see her man depart.

“Oh, my son! Roger!” The crowd was in commotion, for a
mother had fainted. The riflemen drew their line closer, and a
couple of paces behind me the son of the poor woman growled
at a guard who was kicking his mother back to sensibili
“You filthy brute,” he said, “T’ll kill you for that some day!”

We reached the pier.

Out on the water a heavy cloud of smoke billowed from the
La Martiniére’s stacks. A number of barges waited to take us
to her gangplank.
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After a long-drawn and nervous delay which made me v
netvous the barges pushed off. Julien was at my side. Just then
I felt the pressure of a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see
Dédé who had worked his way around to where we staod. When
Julien looked up and saw him his face became pale. Dédé
offered us each a cigarette which in some manner he had man-
aged to secure. Half an hour later we were boarding the convict
shi

E;xs we marched up the gangway we crossed the deck and
dropped our numbered sacks into a small hatch where they were
stowed away. Then we went down a flight of narrow iron steps.
One behind the other we were made to pass into a cage faced
with heavy iton bars, through a small opening so low that we
had to bend over to go through Each cage was to hold ninety
men. A guard counted us; “. 87, 88, 89, 90.”” I was the
ninetieth man. He barred the openmg after me, and turned
Julien and Dédé into the cage opposite. And that was the seal
of Julien’s doom. I cursed myself that I had not let him stand
ahead of me — and thereby separated him from Dédé.

The portholes were closed and we could not look out at
the coast. The line continued to file into the opposite cage, and
in the rest of the ship more men were being herded into other
cages. In this way, for more than an hour, the human cargo
was finally distributed until the caged hold reeked with human
sweat and bad breath.

The steamer’s whistle roared over us. Some of us were
frenzied with despair. We milled in the cage, more possessed
by the gnef of departure than by the thought of the future.
The heavy ait, tainted with human smell, was sickening. We
wete like so many suddenly nervous animals penned behind
bars. The ship began to vibrate. We were moving. A hopeless
anguish possessed me: Would I ever see France agam?

A guard opcned the grill and a sailor brought in a pile of
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hammocks. Each man took one and hung it to the ceiling in
the spot which to him seemed the best. Moyse hung his
alongside of mine. Then the sailor opened the portholes. And
those who had the chance to look through them were able to
see, In the distance, the vanishing outline of the country’s
shore. In a few hours half of the convicts were sick, for many
of them were on the sea for the first time in their lives — as
well as for the last time.

The La Martiniére is the old German freighter, Duala,
which used to make the fun between Hamburg and the Cam-
eroon. Since the end of the War it has been used for the trans-
portation of convicts to Guiana. Its predecessor, the La Loire,
went down in the Adriatic, torpedoed by a German submarine
in 1916.

09n each trip to Guiana it carries about six hundred and
eighty convicts, herded as we were into cages set up in the
holds. Each hold contains two cages, one to starboard and the
other to port. Between these two cages there is an open space
in which, day and night, two armed guards stay constantly.
The cages are approximately sixty-six feet long, about twelve
feet wide and about twelve feet in height. They contain
between eighty and ninety convicts, and there is hardly one
square yard for each pair of feet. Their outer walls are the ship’s
hull, and their sides are the thick sheet-steel partitions which
divide the hold of the ship. The inner side of the cages, facmg
the space where the guards watch, is a frame of heavy iron
bars. They are entered through an opemng in the center, so
narrow that only one man can pass in at a time.

Inside each cage there is a bench which runs _the entire
length of the frame of bars. This is the ‘bench of justice’. On
it unruly convicts are made to sit; it is so high that their feet
cannot touch the floor and, with their backs against the bars,
‘their hands are brought around on the outside and handcuffed.

43



Dry GUILLOTINE

The position is unendurable and the toughest ones soon have
had enough. For cases of extreme punishment there are the hot
cells; these are of sheet-iron and are close to the boilers, and are
so small that a man cannot straighten up in them. The heat
inside is awful. A man is given only a quart of water a day to
drink. The possibility of a mass rebellion has been foreseen: in
the ceiling of each cage there are openings through which steam
can be ejected; at a word the engineer with a turn of a knob,
can send jets of scalding vapor spurting in on the whole convict
cargo. -
ig:or half an hour every morning the condemned are marched
up on deck to breathe fresh air while the sailors slosh the cages
with buckets of water. It is a critical moment, the only one
when real trouble is possible. Discipline is then strict in the
extreme: the convicts are not allowed to talk, move or even
turn their heads, and must stand silently facing the sea. They
are let out from only two cages at a time and all the guards,
with weapons drawn, watch them closely.
The food is extremely bad. For, since the Government allots
“a sum of only 450 francs per convict for the crossing, the
captain very naturally cuts down as much as he can on the
uantity of the food he has to serve out. His excuse is that
half the men, being ill from seasickness, do not eat. As for the
quart of wine each convict is supposed to get on the ship, there
are every day whole cages which have to go without it for some
reason ot another: The guards drink up every man’s portion
which, by some trumped-up charge, they are free to confiscate.
These guards, I soon saw, were men of a very different type
from the ones of the prisons of France. While the latter were
individuals who had chosen their calling because it did not
demand much of them and were for the most patt rough brutes
who thought of nothing else but punishing, the guards of

Guiana were more approachable and one quickly understood
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that they had chosen the professmn to line their pockcts rather
than to serve conscientiously in a social enterprise.

Dlsaplme was very lax and we were able to talk, play cards
and smoke in the cages. Conversation' turned naturally to
Guiana and the subject of escapes. There were some in my cage
who had small maps of South America torn from atlases
and they spent their time st:udymg these minutely, measuring
distances and learning names for rivers and towns of the coun-
tries which surround Guiana; and the majority of them tried
their ability to pronounce words which a few months ago
for them did not exist: Paramaribo, Venezuela, Orinoco,
Opyapok. . . .

Cliques were formed quickly! Parisians got together, men
from Marseilles sided off to themselves, each national gravitated
to his kind. There was a distinct group, however, which is com-
posed of men from everywhere. These were the forts-a-bras:
the heavily tattooed ones, the strong-armed men who had
lived many years in the military prisons in Africa and knew all
the tricks. They were the ones who, from the very beginning
of the voyage had tobacco and other things in the cage. On the
second day out they had already organized different types of
gambling games which they made ingeniously; playing-cards
drawn on bits of paper or cardboard, checkers and dominoes
fashioned from kneaded bits of bread or lumps of sugar. They
became the leaders and the relentless bullies of the cage; their
muscles which bulged on their shoulders like lumps of steel,
their scarred foreheads, their thick lips that turned suddenly
into snatls, vomiting coarse ejaculations and obscene sentences,
were part and parcel with their tattooed obscenities-pictures
- with the legend “Ca val poupeel" below. The forts-a-bras!
Their quick eyes had a sinister, sizing-up look and theirs, I
realized, was a vicious mentahty Every one of them sought out
the company of some young convict, and before the third day
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they all had méme companions. They had no scruples and
during the night, while the others slept, they stole anything
they could. They stole our linen and sold it to the sailors who,
for it and other articles, swapped packages of tobacco3 from
the deck the sailors dropped a weighted line to the porthole of
the privy, and each parcel of stolen goods brought five or six
packages of tobacco to the waiting tattooed form!

When the time came for food, a few of the convicts in the
cage wete sent to get it. They would bring it in huge buckets
and another would dish it out, invariably favoring his comrades
at the expense of the convicts who were weak or old. Moyse
and I were sticking together and between us managed to get
our share; we had already begun to lay plans to escape through
the forest when we got to Guiana, and had no doubts that our
decision and courage would get us our freedom easily. On
repeated occasions I would look through the heavy bars into the
opposite cage, trying to get a glimpse of Julien, but he was
always out of sight, buried in that human mass; then, once
when I was doing this, a man over in that cage who had seen
me several times from where he lay stretched out on his blanket,
called across to me: “He’s married to Dédé now!” ,

On the second night after our departure I was startled out of
my sleep by a rough jostling against my hammock which
neatly upset me and threw me to the floor. Two men wete
struggling in the hammock which was strung up next to mine;
then the commotion ceased and I overheard their arguing, which
was in a low voice. I understood then what had been going on:
the rather young fellow in the hammock had innocently
swapped notes with the other while we were in the prison, had
even accepted presents of food and other extras, believing this
was one who liked him and wanted to be his friend — now the
other was demanding what he claimed to be his right.

Three days after leaving Saint Martin the ship arrived at
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Algiers, where it took on two hundred more convicts, for the
most part Arabs and blacks from the French colonies in Africa.
It then headed straight for Guiana. We passed between Gib-
raltar and Tangiers and went out on the high sea.

One day a quarrel broke out in the cage. Two convicts who
had been enemies in the central prison, wanted to settle matters.
Each one had fashioned a knife by sharpening the handle of
his spoon on the cement floor. We all lined ourselves against the
bars to hide the ﬁght from the eyes of the guards on duty. The
forts-d-bras began singing a ditty in unison, so that any cries
of the struggling men could not be heard outside. The fight
lasted about ten minutes and blood ran freely over the strug-
gling bare torsos. Suddenly one of the fighters slipped, and the
other was preparing to finish him off when the fallen man’s
comrades stepped in and held him back. A few of the convicts
got some water for him and he washed himself clean of blood.
About this time the guards became suspicious that somethmg
unusual was going on in the cage and entered, revolver in hand.
Their eyes fell on the blood-soaked loser and they gave the
alarm. In a moment a dozen guards were in the cage. They
commanded two convicts to carry out the wounded man and
demanded that the other man in the fight step forward. The
fellow had to denounce himself, for he still bled and knew he
would be found out. The wounded convict was taken to the
infirmary and, an hour later, he was back again taped up and
covered with bandages. As for his adversary, he was placed in a
hot: cell for the rest of the yoyage and there the matter rested,
temporanly

As we reached the tropics the heat and closeness of the air
in the cage became terrible. Three-fourths of the men wore
nothing but towels about their waists. The water became con-
taminated and the sailors poured rum into it so it would be
drinkable; later when it became warse they had to replace the
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rum with permanganate. Twice a day we were given a collective
shower; the sailors came down into the hold with hoses and,

inting them into the cages, soused the steaming men with
fresh salt water. It was a delicious relief.

Occasionally the ship cut its engines and slowed down.
Then it would regain its speed. The human cargo, we all knew
instantly, had been diminished by one. A wretch had died,
- finishing his term in the cages. One afternoon a convict who

had gone to get the soup exclaimed to me, “Do you know who
was dropped in the sea this morning?”’

“No! Who was he?”’ I demanded.

“Raoul — little Julien’s friend,” he replied.

Already one of the nine men who had accompanied me on
the prison train had died. Which one of us, I wondered, would
be the next to die?

One day, when we had been on the sea about a fortmght,

_piercing cry came from the cage opposnte mine — then there
was a noisy scuffling, accompanied by a series of yells. I was one
of the first to the bars to see what was going on. Two Arabs
had become engaged in a fierce fight all over the cage; one was
chasing the other, who dodged among the men, and every time
he caught up with him there would be yells and a furious scuffle
while the other convicts tried to get out of the way of the fists
and kicking feet. The guards on duty broke into the cage and

ut an end to the affair — which by this time was being cheered
tumultuously by the men. The two Arabs were seized and
dragged out into the space between the cages, and an investi-
gation began.

It seemed that one of the Arabs had pounced on the other
while he slept, and bit his ear in two while he held him by the
throat with one hand and by the hair with the other. The other
Arab had kicked to his fect and, blind with fury, had tried to
lay his hands on his assailant who fled from him through the
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ctowded cage. The bite had been brought on by a fit of jealousy

over the favors of a young convict. It had all come about in a
flash, and the ensuing mad chase, and yells of the enemies
every time they closed, had created pandemomum in the hold;
for when they yelled in a scuffle the cries and cheers of the
other convicts in the cage were taken up by all of usin the other
cages and the place sounded as though a cargo of lions had gone
amuck! The guards came flocking down the narrow steps, not
knowing what was taking place.

The two guards on duty wete furious. When they had bel-
lowed, ‘Silence!’” we convicts had only intensified the uproar,
and the situation had gotten out of hand. They were mad
enough to murder the whole lot of us, and they took it out on
the two Arabs, whom they cuffed and handled roughly in the
space between the cages. Sarcastic remarks and insults came
floating out to them from the herds behind the bars, which
only added fire to their anger.

The two Arabs became the butt of their revenge. The guards
singled out the one who had done the biting — they went into
a conference, and decided to punish him severely, by way of an
example to the rest of us. Orders were given that he receive ten
strokes with the rope and the punishment was to take place
right there between the two cages.

The guards all stood back, so that we could see. The Arab,
naked to the waist, was made to kneel while a big sailor wielded
the rope. The ship doctor looked on. At the first blow blood
flowed, but the Arab did not let out a groan!

Whuabfff! The second fell, raising another long welt actoss
his back.

Wbuabﬁfl whuabfff! The next blows rained down. Blood
ran in tricklets down his sides. The man bit his lips, but did not
make a sound. He only shut his eyes hard when he heard the

rope sing. The forts-a-bras were muttering curses at the sailor.
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At the eighth blow the doctor stopped the punishment, and
the Arab was carried to the infirmary while his enemy was taken
to the hot cells.

Over 1n a corner of our cage two men whose faces were some-
what more intelligent than those of the others talked together
hour after hour; they were Sasse and Marquetti, who barel
escaped the guillotme for assassinating the Chief of Secret
Police of the city of Cette. Alone, and taking no one into their
confidence, they were preparmg carefully for an attempt to
escape as soon as we reached Guiana.

A numbser of pervert couples had become established, some
of whom had had their beginnings in the prison of Saint Martin
de Ré and were now effective. The very young convicts, seven-
teen and elghteen years of age, not havmg the strength or the
wdl—power to resist, had fallen into the vice because of fear. As
the crime cargo approached Guiana, the life which awaited the
condemned there became more and more defined, while the
guards looked on, and often aided in its development with a
smile on their hps

One morning the shore appeared and a few hours later the
ship came to a stop off the mouth of the Maroni River. It
waited for the high tide. Then we entered the river and steamed
slowly along the French bank toward Saint Laurent. TW_ﬂnty—
two days had gone by.

We all Hocked to the portholes of the cage. ‘All wanted to
look. There were exclamations of many_ kinds.

‘Monkeysl Look, over there .

“Look, Toto, a parrot ﬂymgl ’

“The jungle! Look how big the trees arel”

With so many rude and forceful companions elbowing each
other I succeeded in getting to a porthole only for a moment. As
I looked out at the high green jungle which slid along the bank,
itsimmensity frightened me, for I knew I had to live surrounded
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by it, and through it I'd have to take my chance @ escape.

The guards ordered some of the convicts out. They were
made to go for our sacks, which were distributed to us in the
cage.

‘%Bress for landing,” the order came. And every man be;
to put on clothes, setting his cap on his head as best he could.
For we still had a little vanity left.

"The whistle blew. Then the ship came to a standstill. I
could hear the niver water lapping against its side. A little larer
the guards took their posts and the grills were opened. We
began to file out.

Before us Saint Laurent du Maroni, the city of crime, lay
still under the morning sun, and its colonial aspect looked
pleasant. But many among us turned their heads furtively to
look at the other bank, the Dutch shore, and their hearts beat
fast for they thought that there, in the Dutch jungles, lay
liberty . . . close at hand.

The arrival of a cargo of convicts at Saint Laurent is an event
which the entire population comes to see with curiosity. The

ier was crowded with officials dressed in white and wearing
pith helmets; some were accompanied by their wives.

When the entire cargo had been taken off the ship we were
marshalled into a line on the long pier. A group of guards who
bore many setvice stripes on their sleeves counted the convicts,
some of whom lay prone on the landing wamng to be carried
to the hospital; a short list accounted for those missing from the
convoy — those who had been thrown into the sea. A tall
negto, dressed spotlessly in civilian clothes, stood to one side
watching the procedure. He was the Director of the Penal
‘Administration.

- “Sacks up!” a guard shouted. “Forward march!” -

And slowly we marched off the landing. A flock of blacks

and negresses who had been kept off the pier stood along the
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shore and lined our path. The black women laughed freely and

gestlculated in our direction. One exclaimed, * Keep your stts
up, you!”” Their spontaneity infected us, for it seemed sa gay
after the long trial of the crossing. There were also many white
men, but they presented a miserable front. We could see they
wete little excited by our arrival. Most of them were barefoot;
they wete all shabbily dressed, and some were bare-armed and
had on torn undershirts. A’ few wore dlrty, frayed hats. Then
we saw the convicts in red and white st:npes and wide straw
hats. One of them drew near and asked, “Any from Marseilles
in your cage?” Two others came up and walked along with.
us. One of them had recogmzed in my neighbor a boyhood
 friend, and I overheard him say: “I'm the Directot’s cook —
I'll send you a note tomorrow. If they ask your profession, say
you're a pamter' And ] saw him hand his.newly arrived friend
a pack of cigarettes and some money. One of my companions,
who had also overheard the conversation, whispered to me3
“Eb ben, I'm going to say I paint, tool”

After we had filed along the bank of the Maroni for a
distance of several hundred yards we were turned to the left.

In a high wall, there was a huge gate before which were a
number of guards. Over the opening gate I read in large letters:

CAMP DE LA TRANSPORTATION
“Cest le bagnel” the mén behind me murmured, in a voice

that was already weary and, seemingly, robbed of all hope, “So
this 1s where Ill live — until I diel””
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'CHAPTER III
A SECTION of the Saint Laurent camp was ready to receive

us and, as soon as we arrived, we were locked into barracks in
groups of sixty men. Under no pretext whatever were the old
convicts in Guiana to communicate with the newly arrived
men. This order was official. But there was no official order
which has to be strictly observed in the French penal colony.
That was one of the first things I found out.

A few hours after our distribution in the barracks and when
the doors had been locked, five men came up to the batred
windows.

“Tobacco?” they whispered. “Coffee! Bananas!”

We were tempted. “But how are we to pay?” I asked. “I
have no money!”

“With your clothes,” they answered and then quoted their
prices. A pair of pants was worth 40 sous; a blouse, 30 sous; a
blanket, 5 francs.

Many of us hesitated. We were afraid of the punishment
that would follow if we were found without our complete outfit
of clothes. But the convicts outside assured us through the bars,
saying: “‘Here things are different; the guards pay little atten-
tion to whether you have clothes or not! And then,” they
insinuated, “you can always say the stuff was stolen from you
on the ship!”

This, unfortunately, had been true enough for many of us.
The deal began. One new arrival sold a pair of trousers, another
a blouse . . . And that night everybody had his pack of cigat-
ettes — and a few bananas to eat!

The next morning at reveille several men discovered that
even the clothes they had retained in their possession had dis-
appeated. The thieves did not have to be looked for: they were
the same ones who had done the stealing at night on the ship.

53




T s W T R T TR T T T

Dzry GuiLLoTINE

As for the buyers, they had been the turnkeys* on night duty
around the barracks who had bargamed for the stolen effects
and obtained them for a small price. Seeing this, the men hesi-
tated no longer. Rather than be despoiled of what remained of
their clothes they preferred fo sell them, and the trading
continued.

On the second morning after our atrival, the Commandant
of the penitentiary at Saint Laurent assembled everybody in the
compound and made the following speechi “You have here
two paths to follow, the good one and the bad one. Those of you
who content yourselvcs with quiet behavior may hope to be par-
doned;; at least it will be possible for you to serve your term
without suf{ermg unduly, and to better your condition every,
day. Now, there is the other path: the alternative the ma]orn:y
of you, I know, are firmly decided to take — escape. Here in
Guiana you enjoy a great amount of liberty, and you can try to
escape whenever you like. But we have two constantly watching
guardians who are always at their post; the jungle and the sea.
In the jungle it will be death for you from hunger or under the
knives of your own comrades: at sea the sharks will get you. I
know what you are thinking about; I've been here sixteen years
and I know your minds even better than you do! I know that
in less than fifteen days many of you will be off into the jungle;
I know also that these will retutn soon and I'll see them in the
*NotE: These turnkeys are convicts, for the most part Arab, who are
detailed to help the guards. They open and lock the doors of the bar-
racks and cells; thcy search the men at the command of the guards;
and when there is not a guard available to accompany a small gang of
convicts to work they take his place. They are often useful to the con-
victs for they get many things to them which they are forbidden

to have and cannot obtain, this dependmg on a financial remuneranon,

of course. They will also close their eyes when they search a convict,
if he makes it worth their while. A Governot has said of them: “A
turnkey is a functionary, and his position is not a sign of good conduct.”
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cells or in the hospital, except for those who are lying as skele-
tons picked clean by ants at the foot of some tree.

“To those of you who are men with good intentions, I wish
luck.” He finished, but then he added as he turned away’
“Just to show you how impossible escape really is, I will not
punish the first attempt!”

A few days later our names were entered on the penal roll.
“Belbenoit, René: 46635 °— the figures burned like a brand
into my mind. I was the forty-six thousandth, six hundred and
thirty-fifth condemned man who had arrived in Guiana since
1852!

Julien was given the number right after mine on the penal
roll, and we were now put into the same barrack. I was able to
talk to him again. He had learned about the miserable death of
Raoul at sea. It had been a painful shock to him. I refrained
from asking him any questions about how he fared on the cross-
ing for there were no doubts in my mind as to what the poor
youth had been forced to putup with. That same night when we
~ wete together again in this barrack, he got a note from Dédé
telling him he was going to be changed to another barrack next
day; and on that very next morning Julien was changed over
to Dédé’s barrack. The latter had given the convict who was
the bookkeeper at the camp a few francs as a bribe to transfer
Julien! The youth made no effort to fight back, and went
off quietly to the sexual brute whose victim he had become.
He’d once said to me, “‘I'd rather die than live a life like that.”
I was never to see him again. In five days he became sick and
died in the hospital shortly afterwards. I learned later that Dédgé,
vulture and corrupt brute that he was, had sent Julien’s few
fpcrsonal effects to his forlorn mother, begging her to please
send him some money to havea slab put on the tomb of her son;
she sent him several hundred francs, never suspecting that they

were for the pockets of the beast who had killed her b_oy.,
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Then came the medical inspection. It lasted hardly two
hours. Nine tenths of the convoy was classed in good phy31cal
condition, capable of any work. Those who were very we
were classed for light work and a few (those who lacked a limb
or were crippled) were classed as 1ncapable As T presented
myself before the doctor I showed him my title to a war pen-
sion and he classed me for light work: this saved me later from
many a misety.

_At the end of a week we were distributed among the labor
camps in the jungle. I now had to part with Moyse, with whom
I'd made my plans to get away from the penal colony at the
first possible moment. He was sent with a group of other con-
victs to install a radio station in the village of Saint Georges in
the region of Oyapoc on the frontier of Brazil. All our hopes
and plans had been of no avail! He wished me good luck before
he went. I was never to see him again: news reached me later
that he was drowned attempting to escape in a dugout with
six others soon after he got to Saint Georges. '

Only a few of the men of my cargo remained in Saint
Laurent. The others were all sent into the jungle to labor. The
'Administration makes no distinction whatever: whether a con-
vict is young or old, is sentenced for life or for five years, is
condemned for murder or for desertion from the Fore1gn Legion;
whether in civil life he was office clerk, laborer, artist or business
man: all are set to the same tasks. Since we had just arrived and
were stronger, supposedly, than the anemic convicts alread
there, we were set immediately at the worst and hardest tasks.

Most of the men of my cargo were put to work in the
jungle. Most of them were men accustomed to city life in the
temperate zone. Men who had never had an axe in their hands
were put to work chopping down huge trees in the heart of the
tropics. For them a miserable existence now began, a frightful

life under which more than half of them would quickly break
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and die. Of the round seven hundred that arrive each year in
Guiana, four hundred, the records show, die in the first year.

In the timber camps, at ﬁve—thlrty in the morning while itis
still dark, the guards awake the prisoners. Tools are distributed,
convicts go off in gangs into the jungle. The task imposed by
the Administration is one stere, one cubic meter, of lumber per
man for each day. The convict has to chop down the tree, cut
it up into pieces and pile his stére in a designated spot — which
is often hundreds of yards away from any place where there is
standing timber. He has four days in which to learn how to do
the work; if, on the fifth day, he has not completed his task he
is given only dry bread when he comes from the forest.

The convicts at work are not accompanied by a guard. Each
is free to chop trees wherever he likes. For, when you think of
it, where could he go— with only an axe? The guards, at three
in the afternoon, visit the place where the stéres are to be stacked
to see if every man has done his job, and the ones who have
not finished by that time will go hungty

One has to see these ragged creatures trooping off into the
jungle, their feet bare, carrying their axes awkwardly on their
shoulders with just half a pint of black coffee in their stomachs,
to realize the depth of despair to which they. have sunk.
Drenched in perspiration, striking with all their might at trees
which often are so hard they turn the edge of the axe, they
sob and swear; they know nothing of jungle timber, and will
sometimes try valiantly to cut down a tree which steel will barely
bite into. One should see them at noon, working continuously.
in the hot sun or in the close, mushy da.mpness under the
shadows of the great trees, with sweat streaming at every pore,
and mosquitoes biting every inch of exposed flesh; working
frantically to have their task finished on time 5o as to get some-
thing to eat. And when they return to camp all wet there are.
no clothes to change into, for they have none; they have either
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bartered them away for necessities, or someone has stolen them
before they came to the camp.

For food, this is what the Administration issued to us;
In the morning, at five-thirty, half a pint of black coffee. At
noon, 750 grams (26 ounces) of bread, a pint of broth which
contained no vegetables and was little more than hot water, and
90 grams (over three ounces) of boiled beef, at least part of
which we had to throw away. At night, we received five times a
week 60 grams (over two ounces) of rice, which is the bare
cquwalent of six or seven spoonfuls. That 1s all. If there were
no rice, wereceived 100 grams (three and a half ounces) of vege-
tables — either dry beans or dried peas. Evcry Frenchman,
proverbially, must have bread in the morning to eat with his
coffee, but there was not a convict in ten who could manage
to save a little piece for his breakfast next day! The bread was
glvcn out in loaves to be divided between two men, and the
Practlce was to take turns each day with the other man at cut-
ting one’s loaf in two. The man who wasn’t doing the cutting
would take his pick of the two halves. Yet the men were so
pressed by hunger that bitter disputes and knife blows would
arise over a mete ctust of bread. Albert Londres, a French news-

man who visited the prison colony, has said, and very
rightly “Le for¢at vit sur sa faim.”—*The conv1ct: lives on his
hungerl™ :

For the men of my cargo a miserable life now began. They
had no money to buy even a little tobacco, and were obliged to
barter away the stick of soap the Administration issued them
every month.

There were also the diseases prevalent in this climate to
which they were not accustomed. These unfortunates who
came from a cold climate and were made to work 1n a humid
jungle, who had to endure the burning sun, who were bitten
incessantly by mosquitoes and other pests, who were drenched
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from head to foot by the daily rains, found themselves under-
nourished, badly housed and indifferently treated; all down
through the yeats, since 1852 it has been the same.

They see their companions falling sick and perishing all
around them. Often, in the morning when they wake up, they
find their feet soaked in blood: they wete victims in the night
of the sﬂent—wmgcd vampire bats which infest the jungle bar-
racks, and it is only a matter of weeks before they are so anemic
they can hardly stand up. Also after they have been in a camp
a few days they are full of chigues, tiny insects like fleas
which dig their way into the human flesh under the nails of
fingers and toes, and deposit egg sacks; when the sacks swell
up and burst, or are punctured, infection and blood poisoning
set in. One month after the arrival of each human cargo the
hospital 1s filled, and every night five or six bodies leave for the
‘Bamboos’, the cemetery of unmarked graves at Saint Laurent.

To the physmal exertion in the heat and dampness of a
hostile climate, is to be added the mental suffering of which
they are quick victims, in the monotony of their life. The
psychology of the place at first frightens them: for the axiom
of life in French Guiana is every man for himself; self-interest
reigns supreme and is at the bottom of every action. Each man
revolts lnwardly against everything. Reduced to a struggle for
bare existence, they shut themselves up within themselves for
refuge. They are miserably lonely — but, to each man, each
other convict appears incapable of sympathetic understanding
or appears to be an evil character: for they all, with a warped per-
spective, see each other at their worst, when they are looking
with their hearts for someone unattainable to talk with, to con-
fide in, to lift them out of that Hell. They hunger for someone
‘all right’ to talk with. But they withdraw within themselves
and encase themselves in a world of their own. Many acquire
the habit of talking to themselves; it is a sort of a safe com-
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munion which, to some extent, bnngs relief. Thete is no help-
ing of one another, no codperation; for there is lack of good
faith, lack of trust, among men of this type, pamwlarly in this
environment where life 1s stripped of all civilized sentiment.
Individualism, cgotlsm, take the lcadmg role in guiding their
actions, and every prisoner suffers in this exile from the devour-
ing restlessness which is one of the factors in his obsession to -
escape.

The convicts in Guiana say that one cargo of convicts
replaces another. This is true. For every year seven hundred
new men arrive — and the total number of prisoners does not
permanently increase. When a convoy comes the total rises to
3,500; the hospital ovetflows, some disappear in the ]unglc,
and in the twelve months before the next ship load arrives the
count has dropped again to 2,800. The policy of the Admin-
istration is to kill, not to better or reclaim. To the Administra-
tion the men who arrive on the convict ship are things to be
disposed of.

Many of us newly-arrived convicts remembered this re-
mark which the Commandant had intentionally saved for the
end of his speech to us, and of course most of us thought to out-
selves: ““The silly old fool — I'll be gone in a week!” And
almost every man, when he thought he saw an opportunity,
made a break for freedom. They left their camps, taking along
a few lumps of bread and whatever food they could manage to
lay their hands on, certain that with courage and wdl—power
they, although others had failed, would succeed in gcttmg out
to freedom. Some tried to swim across the Maroni River into
the jungles of Dutch Guiana, others started off through the
French jungle in an attempt to reach Brazil. The first were
quickly arrested: if they succeeded in getting beyond Albina,
the Dutch outpost, they were caught further on; at all events,
only a few got beyond Paramaribo. The others wandered about
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in the jungle days and days, often weeks. Many became lost
and perished. Most of them came back of their own accord,
hungry and shaking with fever, to the camp from which thcy
departed. Others got caught when they sneaked into a prison
camp at night, looking for food. Some were captured by the
relentless chassenrs d’hommes who hunt convicts in Dutch
- Guiana for the reward they get per head. And all who came
back had to be taken to the hospital, gravely ill: for they were
bitten and cut, were suffering from dysentcry and fever and
other diseases, and many of them died in the hospital. The
'Administration had, indirectly, struck another group off the
list of men.

- This procedure is not followed every year, but every Director
of the Administration has his own way of getting rid of a cet-
tain proportlon of the unadapted new men who do not know
how the game is Played and are 1gnorant of the dangers of the
environment — it never fails. Within six months after the
arrive in Guiana most of the convicts are reduced from a civilized
state and live a daily life little — if at all — better than that of
primitive beasts.

They become accustomed to going barefoot, for the wooden
shoes given out by the Administration are unsuitable for the
environment and for the work which has to be done, and there
is hardly one convict who will continue to wear them. Gov-
ernors, many times, have protested and insisted that this type
of shoe be changed, but no other type has ever been sent out
from France. In addition to having nothing on their feet, under-
clothes and socks are now a thing of the past and, with hand-
kerchiefs and towels, cease to exist for them. They do not even
wash themselves in the mormng, for this is often impossible,
— the water in the barracks is never plentiful. What little
there is must be kept for drinking. As for a tooth brush, this
is a luxury which is never seen. A rapid stripping of customary
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habits crushes self-respect in many men, and is the beginning
~ of their degeneratlon

‘They write home less and less frequently. For one thing they
must buy paper, envelopes and stamps when they are miser-
ably destitute and are pressed to use what moncy they get
their hands on for the relief of smokmg, a distraction which
becomes a vice in Guiana. Yet that is not the fundamental
reason; the real factor is the environment and the distance
between them and their former life. It takes four to five months
for an answer to reach them, and they are further cut off from
mterchangc with their former connections by being forbidden
to receive packages or money. Some are lucky enough to get
mail and money sent to them 1n care of a guard — who takes
half for the service, but in time the convicts become estranged
from those who were close to them, and the gulf grows wider
between the present and the past they used to know back
home, for they are ashamed to continue to write about their
existence and find nothing else to say. Relentlessly, the environ-
ment absorbs them and they soon fall into a mental attitude
which makes it impossible to share their thoughts with those
outside; it 1s too much for their pride, it 1s hard for them to tell
of their existence and they shrink from writing Little by little
the urge to comimunicate with the outside is supplanted by the
actuality of the insufferable conditions they are subjected to,
and they cease writing altogether.

Thereisno rehgxous provision or observance for the convicts;
no church, no priest. There are no books for these thousands of
condemned men who are banished from civilization for the
better part ¢ of their lives, or forever.

The prisoner must be equipped with a strong constitution
and temperament to resist and ovetride these physical and moral
exactions which most of them can not endure — and from
which many perish. Those who are not dead at the end of the
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first six months are the ones who have adapted themselves to
a bestial existence. For them life will be a little easier; but, even
so, many of them are destined to die before their first year is
up, orin the next. . . or in the next. Three dut of the eight men
with whom I had walked into the prison at Saint Martin de
Ré were already dead — and the other five were to die in less
than two years. I was one man in a cargo of seven hundred,
little, physically weak, unused to hardship — how long would
it be possible, I wondered, for me to last?,



| CHAPTER IV
EIGHT days after my arrival at Saint Laurent I was told that I

would be sent with a dozen other new convicts to Nouveau,
a camp in the jungle. :

When he had handed each one of us our food rations for
the day, the chief guard of Saint Laurent called over an Arab
turnkey and told him to show us the way.

We crossed the town and were soon trooping down a shoddy,
street leading to its outskirts.

The turnkey halted us as we passed a small store, where a
Chinaman leaned in the doorway watching us, and remarked:
“If any of you want to buy tobacce or food before you leave the
town you can go into this store.” And he added, “He’s got a

ood rum!”

‘Twio of us had a few sous resulting from the sale of our shirts
but the rest were penniless. Nevertheless, we felt strongly
tempted to go in the store. Such a thing had not been allowed
us for so long! It was the enjoyment of a little liberty.

The turnkey, realizing we had no money, proposed to buy
our clothes. I sold a pair of trousers to him and the others sold
various other odds and ends of clothing. Then we went into the
store. A package of tobacco, a loaf of bread, a glass of rum . . .
and my trousers were liquidated. '

When we came out of the shop the Arab led us to a place
where a narrow path disappeared into the trees. There, at the
edge of the jungle, he said to us: “You have to follow that path.
This afternoon you’ll be in Camp Nouveau — it’s only four-
teen miles from here.”” And he went off and left us.

We stood there amazed. We could not believe we would be
‘left alone that way to proceed unescorted into the jungle! We
looked around furtively, and gazed over at Dutch Guiana across
the river. Surely there was a guard hidden somewhere, watch-
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Ing us, we thought This must be a sly way of checking up on
our intentions!

We started off on the trail. As we walked along we expected
to find a guard beyond the next bend waiting to pick us up and
follow us to the camp. But there was not a soul in sight. We
seemed to be alone in the jungle.

When we had been on the way an hour or so, we passcd by
the first camp. It was Camp des Malgaches. Fifteen convicts
were stooped over in the dirt road digging weeds, while a few
yards away a guard stood chatting with a turnkey. Thcy all
looked at us when we came up, and one of the convicts asked
us where we were gomg The guard pointed to a new trail and
told us to keep moving.

- Later we encountered a group of half naked men coming
i:oward us carrying axes, who jog-trotted along and seemed in a
hurry. But they stopped a moment to talk to us, for they saw
by our light, untanned faces that we were from the new cargo.
They had finished their stére of lumber and told us they were
going back to camp for their nets. Then they would go into the
forest again and catch Morphos and other butterﬂies, which,
they said, brought a little money when sold to the prison offi-
cials. It struck me as bizarre that those tanned axe wielders in
order to smoke and buy food had to chase the delicate, beautiful
winged creatures which flitted so ethereally across my path
Little did I realize then that I was to make many a franc, in the
long years to come, at the same strange occupation!

Around noon we came to Camp Godebert, which was about
ten miles distant from Saint Laurent. A few convicts stood near
the path as we were passmrr and one of them called out my
name. I looked at him in Z}(\lrprlsc but failed to recognize
him. He noticed this, and spoke his name as he came up to me.
“I’'ve gotten thin, no?” he remarked.

He was an old acquaintance of the prison, at Saint Martin
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de Ré; he had been brought out in the cargo just befote

mine. He was hardly the same man — his face was haggard,
and he could not have weighed more than one hundred pounds
*“I think I'm going to leave my bones here. It’s the fever!”
he said in a hollow voice. “At Nouveau, where you’re going
for hght work, it’s a little better. You won’t be chopping
trees out in the jungle. That’s what kills a man, that and the
fever. Look at me — back home where I was a lawyer’s clerk
I"d never even seen an axe: now they make me chop eight hours
a day, here on the equator!” A guard came up and told us to
get moving, and that was the last time I was to see him.

The early afternoon was stuffy. We were now in no hurry,
as we realized that, between the camps, we were not being
watched, so we loitered on the trail. The day had been oppres-
sive to us who had just come from France, and we were tired -
after the morning’s walk. We would often sit at the foot of the
big trees or whenever we came to a clear spot on the trail. We |
saw a number of snakes with their heads mashed in. We would
pick these up and examine them with interest, for they were
new, to us. There were monkeys jumping about in the high
trees and we would stop and gather together to watth them. .
We saw several beautiful birds and strange-looking parasitic
Plants dangling from the trees. All these things captivated out
attention, and life did not seem so bitter to us then.

AAs the afternoon progressed the going became cool. Around
four o’clock we reached the Nouveau camp. In the jungle sea
fifty acres of trees had been cut and burned — and many years
of toiling men had trampled the mud into a sunbaked plaza.
TThatch and tin-covered barracks — in which thousands of men
had existed like animals, and other thousands had dted —
stood in the clearing.

‘We went directly to the bookkeeper, as we had been in-
structed to do, and hc, after registering our names and numbets,
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indicated to each of us the barrack in which we were to live.
There were five barracks and I went into one that looked as
though it had once been a pig pen.

Darkness fell.

It was my first mght in a convict camp out in that equatonal
wilderness. I was anxious to find out what sort of an existence
I had been condemned to serve.

Stretched at full length on my back on a hard, bare board
bunk, I watched what went on in the barrack. An oil lamp
burned in the center, over the passage between the two tiers
of boards on which the men slept; its pale light shed a glow
over a radius of several yards. A number of the men had
little lamps of their own which they had made from empty
tins, and they were working by the light of these at some-
thing or other; one mended a butterfly net, another was
sewing his trousets, another took bugs out of his feet. Some
played cards. Outsrde, I could hear a group talking in front
of one of the openings which serve for doors at each end.

The bell clanged for turning in. The men outside entered
and a few moments later a guard appeared, followed by a
g:urnkey.

“No one missing, Chief—thirty-one present,” announced
the convict who was keeper of the barrack. In every barrack,
I learned, there is a convict who is officially termed ‘‘the
keeper,” and his duties are to watch the things in it and
keep it clean. Every morning he goes to the kitchen, and brings
the coffee and distributes it to the men; while they are at labor
he sweeps, goes to the river for water and fills the water barrel,
and stays in the barrack to see that nobody steals anything from
it. The keeper of the barrack is in a position to catty on a profit-
able trade with the other convicts who sleep there. He sells
them tobacco, matches, oil which he saves from the regulation
lamp, vinegar, onions and anything else they need. Most of
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these things he has the turnkeys bring to him from Saint
Laurent when they go to the town to take reports or to bring
food supplies for the camp; he buys wholesale and makes his
money selling Piecemea.l to the convicts at night. The keeper
is not chosen for his good conduct or for any other such reason:
it is work like any other, although it is one much sought after
by the convicts. “All present!” the keeper of my barrack said.

The guard went on to take the count of another barrack.

Little by little the individual lamps winked out, and after
a while the only light in the place came from the dim regulation
center lamp.

I was unable to sleep. The hours dragged, for I wanted dawn
to come so I could see what the routine would be. I stared
vacantly at the gloomy outline of the men humped on the
boards, lying in the sweaty clothes they had worked in all day;
they were all asleep, worn out with fatigue — worn out from
the work imposed by the Administration and by their efforts
to catch butterflies. For in those days a blue Morpho was worth
2 francs. '

. I had been lying there, musing and staring into the half-
gloom many hours, when I saw a man rise and go over to the
lamp where he made believe he was lighting a cigarette.
Mechanically, I followed his movements and then suddenly I
saw him blow purposely on the flame. The light went out.

Fear gripped me. I knew what such convicts were capable
of doing; I was young and I was afraid I might be attacked. So
I drew my feet up, ready to kick out with them at the first
sound close to me in the darkness, and held a knife, which I
had acquired in Saint Laurent, lifted to strike. '

For minutes [ held that position, prepared for defense. My
muscles tightened at every sound while I tried to pierce the
darkness with my eyes. I could distinguish shadows moving
and heard whisperings. There was so_mer_hing going on in
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there, there was no doubt of that. And I prepared myself for
anything. )

An hour went by.

Then a voice began muttering. I recognized it; it was the
voice of the keeper of the barrack.

In the darkness I saw his dim form rise from where he had
been lying on the boards and go over to the lamp, then it
loomed in the glow of a match while he lit the lamp. “The
damn wind,” he grumbled, “it always puts this damn thing
out.”

And the night passed, a long and netvous one for me.

At réveillé 1 discovered what had happened. Five men were
missing at the roll call, and there were four more gone from
other barracks in the camp. There had been an évasion — an
escape!

That filled my heart with hope. I wouldn’t be in Camp

Nouveau long, I promised myself. I, too, would escape!




CHAPTER V

'T WAS assigned to the workshop where wide straw hats for
the convicts are made. With a pile of swara palm fiber in front
of me I had to sit and plat a braid twenty yards long which
would later be fashioned by another convict into a hat.

I started work before dawn and usually had my task finished
every morning by ten o’clock. Then I went into the jungle. I
was attracted there mainly by the new things which I never
failed to see in the rank vegetation of the great rain-forest which
submerged the trails that led out of the camp; but at such
times I was all alone and walked in the forest, where I could
think things out with myself.

I had begun to realize it would be impossible for me to
escape—it was a thing which turned in my mind constantly—
with the other convicts there in the camp, for, in the first place,
I had no money to put up for my part in a planned évasion and,
lastly, I did not know how to get any. So I made up my mind
to escape alone into Dutch Guiana.

At the Nouveau camp there were many convicts who had
been 1n that neighboring Dutch colony across the tiver and
had been brought back. Every night I chatted with them, and
I learned from them all the details of the route I was to take.
Yet all of them, without exception, tried to convince me it
was a folly I was bent on doing; they explained to me that I had
no chance of getting through the Dutch jungle and they
assured me that, in all events, I would get myself arrested at
Paramaribo, the capital, if I was lucky enough to get that far,
But I would not listen to them. Dutch Guiana seemed, from all
I could find out, to be full of trails and native jungle villages —
just because they had run afoul of the authorities was no reason
why I should also.

In the first days of August struck up an acquaintance with
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a young convict, Leonce, who was also prompted by a strong
desire to escape. He was the ob]ect of incessant homosexual
proposals from the older more vicious convicts in the camp, for
he was good-looking and under twenty, and from this came
his urge to get away from the place. He had a little money and
I had secured useful information, so we agreed to pool the two
and try together.

We decided on the 14th of August as the day we would
set for our dash for freedom; for I had been told that the day
after would be the birthday of the Queen of Holland and that
on this date a holiday was declared and on such an occasion no-
one would bother to trouble us in Dutch Guiana colony. Each
afternoon Leonce and I would leave camp separately and go
down to the edge of a creek a few miles away, where we secretly
made a raft with bamboo trunks and tree vines.

On the 14th we quietly left Nouveau camp after the noon-
day meal. Down by the creek we uncovered our raft, and
pushed it out into the water and let it drift down on the current.
We had with us for provisions, half a dozen lumps of hard
bread, some tins of sardines and condensed milk, salt, tobacco
and a bottle filled with matches; these we had collected in the
camp, one thing at a time.

We both felt extremely happy, for, in our youth and inex-
perience, we were certain we were going to liberty.

nght came. A pltch-black night, which did not even give
us time to build a shelter, it came so quickly. We could not see
to navigate the raft through the creek and we had to make
a halt.

It was our first night out in the jungle alone. We were afraid
to make a fire for there might be someone already pursuing us
down the creck. We drew the raft up against the bank and hid
under a tree.

Mosquitoes buzzed about us by the thousands. We slapped
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and slap ped, and it was not long before our hands were smeared
and sticky with blood. Our faces itched and became swollen
with knots from the maddening bites. Repeatedly fruit would
fall from the high trees or a branch would crack near us and
we would be startled, for we thought some animal was walking
about our hiding place. Buried in between the huge, flarin
roots of the tree, pressed against each other in the cold dam
night, we dared not talk. The immensity of the jungle, the
deep solitude, our uneasiness because we were running away,
all these things melted together into one long nightmare and
filled us with dread.

Suddenly my companion caught me by the arm 1n a vise-
like grip

“Look there!” he whispered “a tiger!™

Two glowing eyes watched us. They were hypnotic. My
tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and Leonce was shaking -
violently against me. The two eyes seem to fasten on us, moved
slightly. Then, suddenly the eyes separated, one going one
way the other another! Two fireflies had been courting together
on some leaf — and that, in the silence and loneliness of the
strange forest, had scared us until we were altcmately too cold
and hot in our spine to relax into laughter.

But the worst fear came a short while before dawn. Needless
to say we had slept not at all during the mght, for there was
always something to fire our inexperienced 1 1mag1nauons We
were both hutnped together between the roots in a dulled stu-
por of cat-napping when a pandemonium — a veritable hell —
of noise broke loose all around us, plunging us into stark terror.

We jumped up and started to run. Then I saw scores of shad-
owy forms moving in the trees. They were giant-sized red-
monkeys — the kind we were to become used to heating close
at hand, and know as “Howling Baboons.”

At last dawn began filtering more and more through the
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foliage and the jungle came to life. Birds began chirping and
buttetflies came out and flickered along the creek. Our fear of
the night was dissipated like magic — as day came we seemed
in another world.

After eating some food we pushed out the raft again and
continued towards the Maroni River.

When we came to the river we drifted down the current for
awhile, and then decided to wait until darkness set in before at-
tempting to cross it. There would be less danger then of being
seen.

When the tide started running up river we decided it was
time to try to get to the other bank, as there was less current to
buck. It was almost dark, so we made up our minds to take the
chance.

I had made a small paddle with a forked stick over which I
had slipped the end of my sleeve and, steering carefully, we
ventured out into the current. We now got into real trouble.
Neither one of us knew anything about rivers. The Maroni,
at the point where we were attempting to cross, was almost a
mile wide. First one current dragged us toward the Dutch bank,
then another would take us over in the direction of Saint Lau-
rent. In spite of all our efforts, we could do nothing to steer the
raft, and it looked as though we were going finally to drift into
the river’s eastern bank at Saint Laurent! Leonce, who could
not swim, hung on to a short branch of a tree we had stuck upin
the center of the raft, so as to have something to tie our bundles
of clothes and food to, and with his free hand he tried to paddle
in the switling water which splashed continually over the sides
of the raft. '

When, after many hours of struggle in the dark night, we
were beginning to lose hope entirely, another current caught us
again and carried us obliquely toward the Dutch shore. After
two more hours of hard work we finally reached the Dutch bank,
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a few hundred yards below Albina. We jumped on land with
our bundles and let the raft go. We hid ourselves and waited for
light to come. Clouds of mosquitoes piled on us until we could
hardly breathe.

The convicts in Nouveau camp had told us that there was a
path which led from Albina to a tribe of “Bush Negroes” who
lived on the edge of the Cottica Creek some twenty-five miles
west of the Maroni River. Fumbling around in the jungle we
searched for the trail; and we foolishly came out into the clear-
ing where a group of Carib Indians were at work. They saw us
lmmedlatcly and started toward us. We could see they had shot-

ns and machetes. But we realized it would be uscless to flee,
for they would surely overtake us.

So we waited where we stood and, when they came up, we
tried to induce them to leave us alone. We gave them the little
money we had, hoping to buy them off. But they held their
guns on us, stuck the point of machetes in our ribs and mo-
tioned for us to march ahead of them. They took us to Albina,
where we were put in prison. The next day a launch cartied us
aver to the French side of the river and dumped us at Saint
Laurent!

The Commandant had us locked 1n the blockhouse, on the
charge of arrest for évasion. The Director’s final remark in his
nice speech — about not punishing us for our first attempt to
escape — seemed to have been forgotten.

Our escape, a childish thing, as I realized later, had lastcd
only thirty-nine hours!
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THE penitentiary, or prison unit, at Saint Laurent 1s divided
into two parts. One is the camp itself and the other 1s the dis-
c1plmary section, called the blockhouses. This disciplinary sec-
tion is as large as the camp. It consists of four blockhouses each
large enough to hold fifty convicts, and ninety individual cells.

There are usually about two hundred and fifty convictsin
the disciplinary section. Some fifty of these are undergoing
punishment in the cells. The others are locked up in the four
blockhouses, waiting to be tried for their crimes by the T7i bunal
WMaritime S pecml which sits three times a year. Three fourths
of these men are in detention for attempting to escape, guilty
of évasion; the others are guilty of theft, murder, refusal to
work, insulting a guard.

en we came to the blockhouse a turnkey searchcd us
carefully, and then took our clothes and all we had in our pos-
session away from us and gave us each a pair of trousers and a
jumper made from flour sacks, on which were painted, in red,
“L.D.” (Locanx Disciplinaires).

We were then locked in. Convicts, in the blockhouse, most
of them completely naked, got up as soon as he closed the dootr
on us and came around with questlons

“Where were you arrested?”

“What camp did you escape from?”’
*“And so and so, is he still in the Nouveau camp?”’

After a few moments, realizing our escape held no interest-
ing or unusual information or anecdotes, most of them went |
back to their places.

Of the forty men in my blockhouse the majority were in
confinement for évasion and had been brought back from Brit-
ish or Dutch Guiana. One had been extradited from Cuba.
They had sold all they possessed for tobacco and not one. of

75

5



el O At
-

Dry GUILLOTINE

them had clothes. A few had a piece of rag wrapped around
their loins. Some of them continued talking to us and I qulckly
understood from their manner what was holding their interest
— the youthfulness of my companion, Leonce.

We were given no blankets, so we stretched ourselves on the
bare boards just as we were. In these blockhouses there were
two lo_n'g tiers of boards raised two feet above the ground on
either side of a center walk; the men slept on these in rows
with their heads to the wall and one ankle 1n an iron lock. The
heat was stifling in the blockhouse, for it was but fifty feet long
by sixteen fect wide, and had a height of only twenty feet; the
* only air entered through six heavily barred small opcnlngs in
the walls about twelve fect above the floor. A nauseating odor
permeated the placc It came I saw from a bucket for human
excrement ovet in a corner — a bucket that was emptied only
once every twenty-four hours!

It happened to be dry-bread day, so Leonce and I who had
saved no food and had no money, had nothing to eat. At five
o’clock in the afternoon about a dozen of the men massed around
the heavy door of the blockhouse, which was being unlocked,
and waited.

‘An order broke the silences; “Push!’’

And the men dashed into the court to grab the best of the
small buckets for the night, to use as latrines when they were
in irons. There were not enough for all, only one for every three
men. A convict warned me to get mine right away, but the best
ones had been seized already and I had to content myself with
one which was battered and leaky.

A turnkey called Leonce and mysclf over and handed us each
an ankle lock for the nightly placing in irons of every man in
the blockhouse. Then the chief guard commanded the men to
go back inside and drew the heavy door shut.
~ Then followed the procedure of being put in irons. We got
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up on the boards facing each other in two rows, and fitted the
locks over one ankle. As the long barre de justice was pushed into
the blockhouse from the outside, each man caught the end of
it as it came to him and shoved it through the rings in his lock
and, when the bar came out through a hole at the other side of
the blockhouse, it was secured with a padlock. The guard made
the roll call, inspected the irons, and the door was then bolted
until the following morning.

The irons clicked and rattled with incessant monotony.

The temper, and attitude as well, of these men in isolation is
tetrible. It is caused primarily by the abject misery they have to
live in while they are locked up in a blockhouse, where they
have no distractions, nothing to do, and no money for tobacco
or with which to better their ration of food. When a newcomer
comes in and they discover he has money, if he is weak, he is
soon plundered if he refuses to divide what he has with the
others. Then there is the fact that they usually come back in a
group from an unsuccessful attempt to escape and blame each
other for the failure of their dash for liberty, and quarrels break
out which usually end with knives. Murders in the blockhouses
are a common thing; often enough the stretcher is brought in
to fetch a convict who is cut open or stabbed beyond hope of
tecovery.

The men slapped mosquitoes. A small oil lamp cast its feeble
light after dark, and we all sweated in the heat. There was the
smell of decomposing offal in the tepid closeness.

The men knew there were only two guards on night ducy
and that these were under official orders not to enter any block-
houses at night. So a few of them slipped off their irons: they
had exchanged their own for a larger one of someone who died
or went to the hospital, or else they had a precious bit of soa
with which they lathered their ankle and painfully squeezed

“their foort free.
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One or two had tobacco and they smoked a cigarette which
they passed around for a puff to five or six comrades. The con-
versations turned around the commg session of the Tribunal
DMaritime Spécial, even though it would not sit for another three
months.

Life in the blockhouses, I was to discover, never changes
. from year to year. Many of the prisoners will be dead when the
day of trial arrives — after weeks of waiting and suffering, of
longing to get out. In detention for months, they show the
wear of the close confinement. There were some who were
veritable walkmg skeletons. Continued existence in a place
where there 1s so little light, and where the have to lie around
breathmg a tainted air which is hot and saturated with humid-
ity, soon makes them anemic. Their digestive systems do not
function properly, they lose all desire to eat. They suffer from
dysentcry, from hookworm, from malaria — they need medi-
cal attention and exercise. By day they pace up and down and
fret: for these are the men who have rebelled at condltlons, who
had the courage and will-power to face the dangers of évasion.
rather than see themselves exterminated and degenerated in
the cesspool which is the prison colony: any other civilized
nation would have given them a chance to remake their lives,
instead of sending them to death. Some of them committed a
first felony in an excess of folly, caught in a cycle of circum-
stances, as so often happens in life, and are in no sense criminals;
they are men who have energy, moral fiber and self—respect,
who lost in the gamble for liberty with the odds all against
them, and are now, locked up like animals in close quarters with
assassins, thieves and perverts. They are all men of action, and
the confinement goes hard with their temperament.

Those who have made a try for freedom pay deatly when
they are put there. Hardly one of them gets a chance to go to
the hospital; for the men in the blockhouses are considered the
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troublesome ones, they are the damnable and rebellious, and
are given last call for medicine or doctors. And so, week by
week, those who were once strong become weak. The ones
guilty of évasion who survive for the trial will be sentenced to
solitaty confinement on the dread Saint Joseph Island off the
coast, for periods ranging from six months to five years, and will
~ then be classed incotrigible. The Administration, frowning at
the fact that they came back alive from their attempted escape,
weakens them in the long months of confinement in the block-
houses and then sends them to Saint Joseph to die.
“Sing something, Lulu!” called out one of the men.

Lulu sat up. He was a former cabaret singer from Paris, con-
demned to seven years for killing a man with a bottle in the
course of a night of revelry. He was tubercular and his days
were numbered, but, nevertheless, either because the memory
of his profession lingered on in him, or because he was not aware
of his condition, he was frequently gay and ready to sing.
~ “Keep quiet, and don’t move, anybody,” said a convict, for
the notse of the irons was distracting.

Lulu hummed for a while, then broke into some old French
songs. He knew, hundreds of them, many of which brought
memories to the men listening to him, and his voice was good.

“Bayard! Sing L'Oraput!” somebody demanded.
“Yes, L’Oraput!” half the blockhouse chimed in.

Bayard was now in his twenty-fifth year in the prison colony.
He had been in the terrible Oraput timber camp, the former
camp of the incorrigibles about which the great song of the
prison colony was written, composed by the poet who died
there. Bayard drew himself up on the boards and hung his free
leg over the bar, and in a voice which was rough but full of feel-
ing he sang this song which, set to the tune of the Eucharist,
tells of the life and the miseries of the convicts who worked and

died like flies in the death camp of the jungle:
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ORAPUT*

There goes the bell! Up, all of you! Five o’clock, fellows!
The night mists are still hanging low over Orapurt,

And the foul bats, drunk and heavy with our blood,

Are flapping slowly towards their hiding places for the day.
A fearful awakening for most of us: our spirits _
For a little while have been drifting under kindlier skies,
But the infernal bell has called us pitilessly back

To another day’s suffering in this Hell.

Out we go, our tools over our shoulders,

Stumbling in and out among the gloomy trees

Like a row of drunken devils

—For this is the real Hell, not Satan’s—

On past the rollers we go, falling and getting up again,

Down among the stumps and the mud which there’s no
escape from,

And all the encouragement we ever get is: “Keep going
or 1ot,

The next ship will bring us plenty more of 'you.”

In vain the sun tries to struggle through the sagging clouds
That press darkly down on us and stifle us.
* It rains — God, how it rains! It is always raining in this

filthy hole.

O France — for just one glimpse of your blue skies!

Hutry up! Get to the biseas and fix the ropes,

Then start a chorus, you miserable dogs, to get the thing

. ing.

Hooray, hootay, fellows! the damn log is moving!

It begins to travel, while the guards look on and sneer at our
efforts.

- *NotE: The French original of this chant will be found on page 345.
8o
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At last we have got it up to the timber chute:

Then, without even a pause for breath, back again to haul
up the next one.

And on top of the strain and the pain, comes the worst, the
ultimate insult:

The Arab guard batks at us, “Get moving, white men!”

Day after day, day after day, we suffer ths!

O sons of proud Gaul, is this what you have fallen to!

When even the strongest of you must hang down your
heads for sheer shame.

Weep — weep for yourselves, you cowardly convicts: you're
not men any more!

This sad song, which I heard there in the blockhouse for the
first time, moved me to the verge of tears. Then strong blows on
the bolted door brought me back to reality with a jump.

“You'll be on dry bread tomorrow!”” a guard’s voice said harsh-
ly through the door. “Shut up!”

“Owooooh!”” The men sang back at him. They were not
afraid; for we were already on dry bread that day and they knew
we could not be put on it the next, as the regulations prohibit
two consecutive days of dry bread.

After a while, quietness fell over the blockhouse. Occa-
sionally one of the men, out of his ankle lock, would bring water
from the big batrel to a comrade or for a sick man. One after
another the men fell asleep or sank into a drowsy stupor. Only
snores broke the stillness, the groans of the sick, and the in-
cessant sound of irons clicking on the steel bars when a man
changed his position.

Atsix in the morning the turnkey drew out the bars and each
man freed himself from his iron. After this came the exercise
in queues around and around the courtyard for half an hour.
Then we were locked up again until late afternoon, when we
were let out for another short period.
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The days were long for me, they dragged mtermmably in

the stench and heat, in the monotony of the noise of irons and
the same dying faces week after week. The only distraction was
when the French mail boat arrived 1n the river, which was usu-
ally once a month, as more often than not it brought évadés
back from the neighboring countries, and these were interesting
for a few days because of what they had to tell.

Since it was the first time I had attempted to escape, word
came from the Tribune Maritime Spécial that I was to be pun-
ished with only sixty days of cell, and when these came to an
end I was sent back to the Nouveau camp — from which I
made up my mind thatI would try to escape again, this time by
sea. For during my stay in the blockhouse I had talked with
escaped men brought back from Surinam, Guadeloupe and
other places, and I had absorbed many facts from their unsuc-
cessful experiences. I had decided that there was only one way
to escape which offered a chance to reach liberty, an escape by
way of the sea, and not by way of the jungle!
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CHAPTER VII

I WAS sent back to the Nouveau camp, under guard. For a
week I worked in the hat shop, then I had to go to the infirmary
because my feet were full of chigues and had become so badlx
infected that I could no longer stand up.

During this penod I was more unhappy than I had ever been
at any other time in my life. I had absolutely no clothes to put
on, for the Administration had none to issue to convicts. 1he
storchouse, I learned, had been emptied as the result of the op-
erations of an unscrupulous official who had sold the government
blankets and clothes, which had been sent from France for the
convicts, to men who were working in the Soom gold mines up
the Maroni River and to Indians. A scandal had broken loose
also in Cayenne, the capital of the colony. A Commandant
there had been arrested for selling a thousand of the commissary
blankets to Brazilian contrabandists. He was condemned to five
years in prison; and a high official who was his accomplice
hanged himself in his cell while under arrest to escape dishonor.
The Governor of the colony, M. Chanel, as a temporary mea-
sure in the crisis, authorized us convicts to clothe ourselves as
best we could out of our own pockets and to wear whatever kind
of clothes we wanted, until a new shipment could be sent out
from France. This order solved the situation for the convicts at
Caycmie, who, since they usually have some money, were able
to go into stores and buy trousers and shirts; but as for the un-
fortunates who, like myself, were buried in the camps or were
in the blockhouses at Saint Laurent, we had to wear our old
clothes until they fell apart. We went half naked for months
until the matter was finally attended to in France.

Albert Londres has nicknamed the Nouveau camp, ‘La

Cour des Miracles’| There were about four hundred men there,
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of whom at least a hundred were cripples, lacked an arm, had
elephantiasis, were blind, or were hunchbacks — in a word, all
the human deformities imaginable walked about in rags and
none of them were excused from work of some kind or another.

When I was well again and out of the infirmary I returned
to my barrack, and the chief guard decided he would send me
to work in the jungle clearings where they were trying to grow
vegetables. The first day of my labor there I was literally de-
voured by huge black ants, and the next morning I was so
swollen and feverish that [ reported sick and asked to be again
given a cot in the in

But the doctor rejected my petition. So I then reported my-
self sick every morning; but this only after I had drunk my
coffee, for the sick who are not going out to work do not have
any coffee. So I would wait until after the coffee had been dis-
tributed, and when the moment came to start I would fall out
of line and say I was not well enough to go! I thought I had
found a good system That went on for a fortnight, then the
disciplinary commission arrived on its rounds.

Every fifteen days the Commandant of the prison unit at
Saint Laurent visits all the camps under his jurisdiction to pre-
side over the disciplinary commussion. He sits with a civil em-
ployee of the Administration and is aided by the chief guard of
the camp. Every time a convict commits an mfnngement of
the rules a guard writes a report against him, noting his name,
number and what he is guilty of. The Commandant reads the
reports to the convicts as they appear individually before him,
and lets them speak to defend their action before he decides on
the punishment to be inflicted. Usually he is rather generous
- and will give only 15 or 30 days in the cell. :

It was now my tutn to stand before him. “Belbenon:, 46635,
has reported himself sick after drinking his coffee —"read the
Commandant from the reports that the guard had written
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inst my name. I had twelve of these reports, and they were
all alike. So the Commandant, looking at me sternly while I
made an attempt to account for them, gave me six punishments
of 4 days in cell for the first six reports, three of 8 days for the
next three, two of 15 days, and one of 30 days for the last one; a
total of one hundred and c1ght days in the cells.

And that same night I lay in irons alone in a small cell.

I was most certainly better off there than going to work in
the clearings under a parching sun and subject to the painful
bites of those ants. In the mornings I had only a glass of water,
instead of my coffee, but after a while I became accustomed to
this. I did not mind being on dry bread for two days out of three;
not being a heavy eater, it did not affect me much. As for the
irons, I found that one could become habituated to them after a
time.

The '14th of July arrived: I had then completed sixty-five
days. The chief guard came and announced that the Com-
mandant had pardoned all those who had been sent to the cells,
and told me to pick up my things and go back into camp.

My things! They consisted of a bent mess-tin, a spoon and
a dented aluminum quart cup; I had absolutely nothing else,
no clothes except those which wete on me and which were in
tatters — no blanket even.

I refused to get out of my cell. ““Tomorrow I wouldn tgoto
work anyway,” I told him, *“and you would have to bring me
back here. So leave me alone.”

*“You may come back tomotrow,” he answered, “but you are
to come out today.”

Thad to obey. I returned to my batrack whete I had been ab-
sent more than two months, during which petiod I had seen
none of the convicts I knew; not one of them had even sent me
a package of tobacco or anything to eat during my time alone
on dry bread. I stretched out on the boards, waiting for the next
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morning to come to go back to my ¢ell where I decided I would
be far happier.

In the afternoon the chief guard sent for me.

“Belbenoit,” he said, ‘“‘are you ready to go to work?”’

“No,” I replied.

“And why not?” he demanded.

“Because I make nothing while I am working out there and I
have no love for going into that sun and having myself eaten up
by the ants. In the cell I am in the shade and, furthermore, I
am not exposed to the mosquitoes and malaria.”

“You are frank,” he said. Then he added, “And if you had
some intetest in what you were doing would you prefer that to
the cell?” '

“Yes, if it permitted me a means of getting my tobacco and
to better my food.”

“That is good,” he said. “Tomorrow the infirmary attendant
teturns to Saint Laurent and you will replace him. I hope you
will conduct yourself well!”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, “That’s better than working in the
sun!”’

My work consisted of sweeping out the infirmary, keeping
fresh water always by the side of the sick, and bringing them
their medicines.

One day, as I was going for water in the garden of the chief
guard, I noticed a large orange tree full of fruit. And the next
day, instead of going after the water in the morning I went for
it at the time when he was making the roll call in the camp, and
filled my buckets with oranges which I sold later in camp for 2
sous apiece. [ made 5 francs, and right away bought myself a
shirt. The next day I did the same thing again, and was able to
buy a new pair of trousers. Some of the convicts at the Nouveau
camp had spare clothes, for they were men who had become

sick at Cayenne and had bribed the bookkeeper to have them
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sent thete so they would have three months rest from hard work.

On the third day my luck failed me, for the chief guard sur-

rised me in his orange tree.

“Is this your idea of behaving yourself2” he exclaimed. He
looked annoyed.

“Im destitute of clothes,” I said, “and I have need of some.
When the doctor comes, do you want him to find a half naked
attendant in the infirmary?” I asked earnestly.

“Sol WEell, tonight you return to your barrack,” he said
tersely.

In the afternoon he appeared in the infirmary. “The oranges
belong to me, understand?” he told me. “When you need any
to sell to the sick you will come tell me. But you can gather all
the chestnuts. I give them to you.”

So I began a trade in chestnuts, which I roasted on a piece of
tin and sold at 2 sous for twenty. From that I earned 20 sous
a day. Then I dealt in tobacco, bread and even in rum; for the
convicts who earned money hunting butterflies spent many
sous for a glass of tafia, as the cheap rum made in Guiana was
called. They would sell these-butterflies very cheaply to the
chief guard, who made a big profit sending them to buyers
abroad.

This chief guard was in some ways a splendid individual, and
he had a deep knowledge of the psychology of convicts. But,
poor fellow, he was unlucky; accused of receiving a sum of
money for a spy who had planned to escape, he was put in
pnson, and hanged himself in his cell at Saint Laurent. His
tragic end impressed me very much, for toward me he had con-
ducted himself with unusual humanity.

Little by little my capital increased.

Three months later, by the middle of October, I had got to-

ether the sum of 5oo francs, and also had a suﬂqaency of
clothes, and I began to talk of escape with some acquaintances
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who also had saved up some money earned from the sale of
butterflies. We started with the greatest secrecy possible to pre-
pare for my second attempt to escape. I now had more knowl-
edge, more expetience — and having been in French Guiana
for over a year I was hardened to both the climate and the primi-
tive conditions of existence; this time, I told myself, I would not
fail! Yet, even with knowledge and the resources which I now
had this second undertaking was to have far more serious con-
sequences for me than my first one.

38



CHAPTER VIII
IT WAS the night before Christmas, and we who were about

to attempt an escape numbered nine, sworn to the last man to
gain liberty or die. As the eight o'clock summons bell tolled we
slunk out of the Nouveau camp. Through. the blackness in the
silent jungle we hurried until we arnved at a creek where
a long canoe had been hidden. Quickly we jumped in and
pushed off into the dark stream. We were certain that this
night our chances would be excellent, for the guards had a big
supply of bottles and were already beginning to celebrate
Christmas n01s11y

The preparations for our get-away had not cost us much.
One of us had stolen the dugout, an Indian Plrogue thirty feet
long, in the Chinese quarter down by the river in Saint Laurent;
it was a well selected one, made from the trunk of a huge rubber
tree, and we had fixed it up well for the voyage. The sail had
been fashioned from old trousers and some cloth hammocks
which a libéré from the village had sold us. Our water tank
was a privy barrel of the camp which we had submerged in the
creek for several days to remove its bad odor — after we had
- burned it out well with fire and tar. As for food — coffee, rice,
tapioca, tins of condensed milk, some dried beef and a bunch of
bananas — that had cost us 1n all about 100 francs.

We reached the Maroni. But this time I was in a canoe,
manned by eight eager paddles and not dependent upon a
current and a raft. Three hours later we had traveled the
thirteen miles down the river and were at the mouth, with the
open Atlantic in front of us.

Marseillais, who had been steering, spoke to the convict
who lay in the bottom of the dugout: “Basque!” he whispered,
“We ate at the end of the river. Take the paddle and steer!™
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“I feel sick,” Basque answered. ““The sea here is all right.
You go on steering a while, I'll take it later.”

This answer did not surprise any of us, for we all knew that
Basque had just come out of the hospital and was still suffering
badly from malaria.

The water was calm and Marseillais kept the canoe heading
into the swells without trouble. He knew nothing at all about
handling a boat at sea even though he had been the leading
man in helping me orgamze the escape. But it was not necessary;
to be a sailor, a navigator as Basque had claimed to be, to keep
a dugout pushing onward in that almost still sea.

It was a still night and we drifted slowly out to sea. The tide
was going out and there had been no high wind to stop us at
the mouth of the river. We were soon out upon the open sea.

We set the sail. The light on Point Galibi fell off behind
us as we slipped gently forward.

“Sing something, Robert!” said Big Marcel. And Robert
sang the Angelus of the sea while we listened to him with
swelling hearts. And when he had finished that he had to sing
another song, and another. We were all happy — we were
going towards liberty! — and were full of hope.

“In eight days we’ll see the light of the Barima beacon at the
mouth of the Orinoco!” exclaimed Big Marcel cnthusiastically.

Old Poletti, who was making his ninth try, sang out; “This
time . . . yes! This, mes enfants, will be the lucky onel"

“Damn right,” rejoined Marseillais in the stern, “in eight
days we'll all be free men!”

The sail began to fill. We went faster and faster over the
growing waves. I was drowsing where I sat, for the excitement
and preparation of the nlght had worn me out. Then suddenly

I heard Big Marcel’s voice. He cried out, “Listen! It sounds
like thunder!”
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We all listened closely. There seemed to be a hollow rum-
bling in the distance.

“Can’t be thunder . . . it’s too steady,” remarked Marseillais.
“Besides,” he said lightly, “there are stars up there!”

But Big Marcel was in no mood for such things. “That
shows how much you know of the sea,” he answered. “A
storm could rush up and drown you while  you were looking at
stars! You've been too long in dungeons'

The sound gamed slowly in intensity. After a whllc it lost
its far-away tone . . . it rumbled nearer — nearer, louder and
louder.

Then it was that old Poletti suddenly stood up in the canoe
and exclaimed, ‘““We're in the rollers!”

We began listening anxiously now. Marseillais, especially,
was deeply concerned. And so was I, for that matter, for there
was no doubt in my mind that the heavy sounds were coming
closer.

Marseillais shook Basque roughly, for the latter still lay at
full length in the bottom of the canoe. He yelled at him: “Here,
take the paddle! We're getting into rough water!”

Basque groaned that he was too sick. Marseillais then shoved
him with his foot. He shouted excitedly: “We're in danger,
Basque! I don’t know a thing about a boat, and you — you
were brought along as navigator! Take the steersman’s paddlc
Take it, I tell you!”

Basque sat up. He began moaning and begged me to forgive
him. He knew nothmg about salhng, he said. He confessed
that he'd posed as a navigator just to get us to take him with
us. He had no money to chip in his share of the expedition.
“I’ve never sailed a boat!”” he cried. ‘T lied!”

The terrible truth of our predicament stared us in the face.

He had hardly ended his excuses. ‘A good breeze was up

and we were skimming along rapidly, when a huge roller
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heaved ahead of us without warning and crashed in from both
sides. Marseillais yelled from the stern. The dugout slit it like
a knife, and the forward length spanked down on the water
with a vicious slap which nearly snapped our heads off. It was
the saving of Basque who had betrayed us — there was now
no time for us to pounce on him. The dugout was full of
water. Big Marcel’s wrist had become dislocated with the first
impact. We had to grab everything in reach and bail rapidly.

“We're in them now!”” old Poletti screamed. ‘“They’re driv-
ing us in behind the rocks . . . they come ripping in with the
tide through these shallows . . . we didn’t go out far enough!”

Just then a second roller, higher than the first, drowned us
again. The canoe floated almost level with the water. It was a
wonder the thing did not split when the great mass of water,
hissing viciously at us out of the night, struck it with a solid
crash! Fortunately, the rollers were coming in far apart, with
tranquil periods between them. This gave us time to bail some
of the water out of the wallowing dugout. We bailed silently
and furiously while Marseillais, clutching the paddle, drove
us straight ahead.

Soon a third surge of water descended over us, showerin
down on our backs. The dugout sliced through and leaped out
into empty air. I thought we were done for. The mast snapped
in the jolt and the sail fell down on us as we bailed for our lives.

“We're going under!” cried Big Marcel.

In our desperation we shouted and tore at the sail, almost
knocking some of our number overboard in our efforts to get
it out of the way before the next roller bore down.

Marseillais shouted things from the stern, and all was hectic
confusion.

Just at this point, when I was steeled for the next.oncoming
surge, I heard Marseillais: “We've passed the last line of them,
I think,” he shouted, “Keep bailing! Get all the water out!”
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Moments passed — they scemed an eternity. But no more
rollers loomed out of the night. The dugout was lapping quietly
in still water.

“We just made it by a miracle,” said Big Marcel. ““And he's
to blame, that fool!” he said, as with a curse he kicked at
Basque’s prostrate form.

We discovered that the rudder had been torn away, — Now
we had neither rudder, sail nor mast! Our water supply was
ruined, for salt water was mixed up with it. We had lost prac-
tically all our food!

There was a slight breeze, so we took off our shirts and
rigged them on two paddles, into a makeshift sail. The dugout
slipped forward in silence. Hardly nine hours had gone by since
we had left the camp.

Dawn broke slowly for us, and then the sun appeared golden
over the horizon.

We saw the low jungle shoreline a few miles away. The
wind was with us, so we made straight for it. There were no
rollers now in sight. This was due, I imagine, to a happily
different condition of tide and wind.

The canoe was leaking badly, and we shoved it on 2 muddy
beach in sullen silence. But no sooner had he set foot on the
sand than Marseillais said to Basque ‘I don’t want to kill you
now, but somebody ought to.” He looked at him coldly a few
moments and then pointed to the trees. “Get going before it’s
too late,”” he said, and he took his long knife out of his waist-
band.

I think the rest of us would have pardoned Basque and
allowed him to stay with us, but we hung dejectedly in a circle
and said ,nothing. Basque looked at the threatening knife and
then without a word walked slowly away with hanging head
and disappeared in the coastal jungle. Without comment, we
turned our thoughts to our own problems.
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We took stock of our situation. With the exception’of a
heavy sack of condensed milk tins, practically everything had
been washed out of the canoe. There was some tapioca, but this
was all sodden; we spread it out to dry, however, for even
though salty it could still be eaten. :

We decided that we could not now continue our escape b)g
the sea. None of us knew how, to sail a boat, and the dugout
looked too battered. Its bow was split, and we had no means of
repairing it or of making it seaworthy.

We agreed to rest on the beach until the next day and then
set out for Paramaribo overland through the jungle. There we
would try to get a boat and enough provisions to go on to
Venezuela. We divided what food remained.

Then we stretched out on the sand and slept.

Next morning, just as we were gathering ourselves together
for the start, greatly to our surprise we saw Basque come out
of the trees and walk toward us. When he was about fifty steps
away he stopped and called out: “Everywhere there’s flooded
savannah land, I can’t get through!™

Marseillais looked at Big Marcel, and in that look I recog-
nized Basque’s death sentence. Marseillais got up and walked
towards him. _ :

Basque stood motionless. He knew probably that it was
death, but he was too weak from fever and fear to run.

Two yards in front of Basque, ‘Marseillais stood still facing
the man who, by claiming to be an experienced navigator when
he was not, had upset all our own hopes and plans. There was
a moment of motionlessness while the two looked at each other.

Then, with a curse, Marseillais leaped and struck.

There was a piercing scream and Basque sank to the ground.
Then Marseillas, as if nothing had happened, took his body by
the heels and dragged it to the edge of the water, where the tide
would claim it and take it out to the shark scavengers in the sea.
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It was the first crime of our escape and we hadn’t even been
gone as much as two days from the penal colony! However,
to men of my companions’ type that was in essence not murder
but execution. Basque had not hesitated to risk the lives of eight
men in order to gain an opportunity to save his own. Yes, I
think he deserved his fate.

That day we set off on foot, keeping as close to the shore
line as we could. But here and there we had to go several
hundred yards into the muddy forest for it was impossible to
follow along the edge of the water because of mangrove marshes.

Just as Basque had reported, there were flooded savannahs
everywhere. We had to plog along in water and mud and when
we got into heavy growths of mangrove roots our faces became
covered with blood from the constant biting of swarms of sand
flies. We tramped all day. At night we built a lean-to on a little
hummock of soft ground. It began to rain and we were unable
to make a fire. Without a smudge the mosquitoes became a
torment to us. We took big handfuls of black mud and smeared
our faces, necks, arms, hands, legs and feet — but 1t did little
good, and the mud smelled so f