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CHAPTER I

THE COAST OF FRANCE

I dare say that I had already read my uncle’s letter a hun-
dred times, and I am sure that I knew it by heart. None the less 
I took it out of my pocket, and, sitting on the side of the lugger, 
I went over it again with as much attention as if it were for 
the fi rst time. It was written in a prim, angular hand, such as 
one might expect from a man who had begun life as a village 
attorney, and it was addressed to Louis de Laval, to the care 
of William Hargreaves, of the Green Man in Ashford, Kent. 
The landlord had many a hogshead of untaxed French brandy 
from the Normandy coast, and the letter had found its way by 
the same hands.

‘My dear nephew Louis,’ said the letter, ‘now that your fa-
ther is dead, and that you are alone in the world, I am sure 
that you will not wish to carry on the feud which has existed 
between the two halves of the family. At the time of the trou-
bles your father was drawn towards the side of the King, and 
I towards that of the people, and it ended, as you know, by his 
having to fl y from the country, and by my becoming the pos-
sessor of the estates of Grosbois. No doubt it is very hard that 
you should fi nd yourself in a different position to your ances-
tors, but I am sure that you would rather that the land should 
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be held by a Bernac than by a stranger. From the brother of 

your mother you will at least always meet with sympathy and 

consideration.

‘And now I have some advice for you. You know that I have 

always been a Republican, but it has become evident to me 

that there is no use in fi ghting against fate, and that Napo-

leon’s power is far too great to be shaken. This being so, I have 

tried to serve him, for it is well to howl when you are among 

wolves. I have been able to do so much for him that he has be-

come my very good friend, so that I may ask him what I like in 

return. He is now, as you are probably aware, with the army at 

Boulogne, within a few miles of Grosbois. If you will come over 

at once he will certainly forget the hostility of your father in 

consideration of the services of your uncle. It is true that your 

name is still proscribed, but my infl uence with the Emperor 

will set that matter right. Come to me, then, come at once, and 

come with confi dence. ‘Your uncle, ‘C. BERNAC.’

So much for the letter, but it was the outside which had 

puzzled me most. A seal of red wax had been affi xed at either 

end, and my uncle had apparently used his thumb as a signet. 

One could see the little rippling edges of a coarse skin imprint-

ed upon the wax. And then above one of the seals there was 

written in English the two words, ‘Don’t come.’ It was hastily 

scrawled, and whether by a man or a woman it was impossible 

to say; but there it stared me in the face, that sinister addition 

to an invitation.

‘Don’t come!’ Had it been added by this unknown uncle of 

mine on account of some sudden change in his plans? Surely 

that was inconceivable, for why in that case should he send the 
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invitation at all? Or was it placed there by some one else who 

wished to warn me from accepting this offer of hospitality? 

The letter was in French. The warning was in English. Could 

it have been added in England? But the seals were unbroken, 

and how could any one in England know what were the con-

tents of the letter?

And then, as I sat there with the big sail humming like 

a shell above my head and the green water hissing beside me, 

I thought over all that I had heard of this uncle of mine. My fa-

ther, the descendant of one of the proudest and oldest families 

in France, had chosen beauty and virtue rather than rank in 

his wife. Never for an hour had she given him cause to regret 

it; but this lawyer brother of hers had, as I understood, offend-

ed my father by his slavish obsequiousness in days of prosper-

ity and his venomous enmity in the days of trouble. He had 

hounded on the peasants until my family had been compelled 

to fl y from the country, and had afterwards aided Robespierre 

in his worst excesses, receiving as a reward the castle and es-

tate of Grosbois, which was our own. At the fall of Robespierre 

he had succeeded in conciliating Barras, and through every 

successive change he still managed to gain a fresh tenure of 

the property. Now it appeared from his letter that the new Em-

peror of France had also taken his part, though why he should 

befriend a man with such a history, and what service my Re-

publican uncle could possibly render to him, were matters 

upon which I could form no opinion.

And now you will ask me, no doubt, why I should accept 

the invitation of such a man – a man whom my father had al-

ways stigmatised as a usurper and a traitor. It is easier to speak 
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of it now than then, but the fact was that we of the new gen-

eration felt it very irksome and diffi cult to carry on the bit-

ter quarrels of the last. To the older emigres the clock of time 

seemed to have stopped in the year 1792, and they remained 

for ever with the loves and the hatreds of that era fi xed indel-

ibly upon their souls. They had been burned into them by the 

fi ery furnace through which they had passed. But we, who had 

grown up upon a strange soil, understood that the world had 

moved, and that new issues had arisen. We were inclined to 

forget these feuds of the last generation. France to us was no 

longer the murderous land of the sans-culotte and the guil-

lotine basket; it was rather the glorious queen of war, attacked 

by all and conquering all, but still so hard pressed that her 

scattered sons could hear her call to arms for ever sounding in 

their ears. It was that call more than my uncle’s letter which 

was taking me over the waters of the Channel.

For long my heart had been with my country in her strug-

gle, and yet while my father lived I had never dared to say so; for 

to him, who had served under Conde and fought at Quiberon, 

it would have seemed the blackest treason. But after his death 

there was no reason why I should not return to the land of my 

birth, and my desire was the stronger because Eugenie – the 

same Eugenie who has been thirty years my wife – was of the 

same way of thinking as myself. Her parents were a branch 

of the de Choiseuls, and their prejudices were even stronger 

than those of my father. Little did they think what was pass-

ing in the minds of their children. Many a time when they 

were mourning a French victory in the parlour we were both 

capering with joy in the garden. There was a little window, all 
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choked round with laurel bushes, in the corner of the bare 

brick house, and there we used to meet at night, the dearer to 

each other from our difference with all who surrounded us. 

I would tell her my ambitions; she would strengthen them by 

her enthusiasm. And so all was ready when the time came.

But there was another reason besides the death of my fa-

ther and the receipt of this letter from my uncle. Ashford was 

becoming too hot to hold me. I will say this for the English, that 

they were very generous hosts to the French emigrants. There 

was not one of us who did not carry away a kindly remem-

brance of the land and its people. But in every country there 

are overbearing, swaggering folk, and even in quiet, sleepy 

Ashford we were plagued by them. There was one young Kent-

ish squire, Farley was his name, who had earned a reputation 

in the town as a bully and a roisterer. He could not meet one 

of us without uttering insults not merely against the present 

French Government, which might have been excusable in an 

English patriot, but against France itself and all Frenchmen. 

Often we were forced to be deaf in his presence, but at last his 

conduct became so intolerable that I determined to teach him 

a lesson. There were several of us in the coffee-room at the 

Green Man one evening, and he, full of wine and malice, was 

heaping insults upon the French, his eyes creeping round to 

me every moment to see how I was taking it. ‘Now, Monsieur 

de Laval,’ he cried, putting his rude hand upon my shoulder, 

‘here is a toast for you to drink. This is to the arm of Nelson 

which strikes down the French.’ He stood leering at me to see 

if I would drink it. ‘Well, sir,’ said I, ‘I will drink your toast if 

you will drink mine in return.’ ‘Come on, then!’ said he. So 
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we drank. ‘Now, monsieur, let us have your toast,’ said he. ‘Fill 

your glass, then,’ said I. ‘It is full now.’ ‘Well, then, here’s to the 

cannon-ball which carried off that arm!’ In an instant I had 

a glass of port wine running down my face, and within an hour 

a meeting had been arranged. I shot him through the shoul-

der, and that night, when I came to the little window, Eugenie 

plucked off some of the laurel leaves and stuck them in my 

hair.

There were no legal proceedings about the duel, but it 

made my position a little diffi cult in the town, and it will ex-

plain, with other things, why I had no hesitation in accepting 

my unknown uncle’s invitation, in spite of the singular addi-

tion which I found upon the cover. If he had indeed suffi cient 

infl uence with the Emperor to remove the proscription which 

was attached to our name, then the only barrier which shut 

me off from my country would be demolished.

You must picture me all this time as sitting upon the side 

of the lugger and turning my prospects and my position over 

in my head. My reverie was interrupted by the heavy hand of 

the English skipper dropping abruptly upon my arm.

‘Now then, master,’ said he, it’s time you were stepping into 

the dingey.’

I do not inherit the politics of the aristocrats, but I have 

never lost their sense of personal dignity. I gently pushed away 

his polluting hand, and I remarked that we were still a long 

way from the shore.

‘Well, you can do as you please,’ said he roughly; ‘I’m go-

ing no nearer, so you can take your choice of getting into the 

dingey or of swimming for it.’


