CHAPTER ONE
There is nothing stable in the world; uproar’s your only music.








John Keats

Paris, 1928

"The War confirmed that the Western world is culturally bankrupt," claimed the gentleman sitting at the far end of the long rectangular table the restaurant had set up in the back of the dining area. "Certainly, Western civilization as we knew it before 1914 is lost forever.”


The room was warm and stuffy. Smoke was puffed into the air from cigarettes by both men and women. I was certainly not one to take on this habit even though many physicians argue for the cigarette's pathophysiological innocence and psychological benefit. Nevertheless, despite the cigarette’s supposed attributes, the mood was grim.


“Was it the War that destroyed the romance we knew before or was all that an illusion?” I had to lean across the table to see who was speaking. It came from a lady with the look of stoic dignity. “Did that catastrophe then destroy illusion and put truth back in its place?” Silence prevailed as everyone around the table seemed to be contemplating her somewhat caustic comment. After taking a sip of wine, she continued. “Yes indeed, which was truth and which illusion?” The lady’s name was Virginia Woolf, an elegant woman in her mid forties, her voice very clipped and so refinedly British, it was a bit difficult to understand. Again, her question appeared to be rhetorical since she continued, this time without a pause. “For my belief is that if we live another century or so; if we have the habit of freedom and the courage to write exactly what we think, then perhaps our relation, not to each other, but to the world of reality will … ”

A dark haired, fair skinned lady with piercing blue eyes on her right finished the sentence with embellishment, “allow us to grow and know the truth.” Clearly, this was not a timid group. The evening meal had been taken away and only liquid refreshments remained on the table. This was the time for talk.

The theme for this evening’s discussion was the aftermath of the Great War. I was honored to be included in such a prestigious group of writers despite being not only too young to have shared their experiences, but having been, until recently, living on the other side of the Atlantic where vestiges of war were unknown. However, I did have one relative who had crossed the ocean and had courageously participated. Before we left Washington for France, my mother gave me a copy of a letter my Uncle William had written from the trenches. I had placed the envelope with the missive in my pocket before leaving our apartment in anticipation of possibly sharing it with this eminent group.

Soft sounds of sotto voce chattering surrounded the table until another lady clicked her glass so the rest of us would listen. During the war, she had driven an ambulance. "I saw it on their faces,” she said somberly, “the wounded and the dying. They had sacrificed their lives for an ideal.” Heads nodded. “And why? Did they hate the Germans that much? No, for the French, it was 'La Gloire' that was France. For the Americans, it was 'for democracy'. And for me, nursing and driving the wounded was 'the right thing to do'. But that was in the beginning. Soon, it became my life. For years I knew little sleep, few baths, constant exhaustion, bombs, gas, filth, dirt and blood. I stopped questioning. I think that my emotions overtook my intellect. Maybe I became less civilized but maybe, just maybe, I am more civilized now." I discovered later that she was an American who had spent most of her adult life in France. No wonder she had such an objective perception of the war.

Sitting adjacent to the American was a middle-aged woman dressed in black. She appeared to be in continuous mourning for what she had experienced. Her words confirmed what I suspected. “When you have been through a war like the last one, you come to believe in the supernatural. I saw boys lying on their stretchers just before they died. I listened as they talked to their sweethearts back home. It was just as if they could see them standing next to their cots. Yes, anything is possible when you have experienced that war.”

Timidly, I took out the document my mother had given me. It seemed appropriate to the present atmosphere. I asked if I might read what my uncle had written. Miss Woolf nodded her head. 

“Thank you. My mother told me that my Uncle William, her brother, was under gun fire almost constantly as he administered to the sick and dying on the American and French fronts during the Great War. He is a priest. Mother gave me a copy of a letter he sent home. It is dated April 29, 1918. Uncle William was with the American troops under Foch.”

I paused, taking a deep breath. The room was silent, faces around the table staring at me blindly, their expressions belying inner thoughts. Unfolding the paper, I cleared my throat and gathering courage, began to read. “It seems as if hell itself were let loose; the roar of the battle is so terrific. I am scrawling this in a cave right near our front lines. Several officers share it with me and we sleep on straw and live the lives of moles … Never in all my life have I seen such days of horror. We are constantly under shell fire day and night … The strain is something terrible. At midnight the food wagons come by and we get a hot stew and coffee as most of the men’s work is done by night and we sleep during the day when we can. Then at dusk I crawl out and bury the dead in a deserted garden by a ruined house. There are no coffins even, but just a big trench and there the poor mangled bodies of our men are laid, and I hurriedly read the funeral service over them and sprinkle them with Holy water. I seem to be sort of numb with horror and the tragedy of it, but manage to get through it somehow. The battle is raging all about of us and it sounds like the crack of doom. God knows what the outcome will be. Our men are splendid, courageous and enduring and are putting up a splendid fight and I am glad to have a chance to be with them and help them … The ruin and desolation all about are beyond words as a perfect hail storm of shells is falling. The tragic prevails, of course, as they bring the dead and wounded by stretchers … I was also quartered in the same town on the second line, where Lt. Col. Griffiths was killed, and whom I buried.” 

For several minutes, no one spoke. Carefully, I folded the document and returned it to my pocket.
Finally, Sylvia Beach, whom I had not noticed before, broke the silence. First thanking me, Miss Beach proceeded to tell how she had delivered pajamas to Serbian troops traveling between Paris and Belgrade. “I too observed the death and dying your uncle described.” In Paris, she witnessed the death of ninety-one worshipers when the Church of Saint-Gervais received a direct hit from Grosse Berthe. Everyone present knew about Big Bertha, the largest gun ever made. It was named after the daughter of Krupps, the German armament manufacturing family. Again there was silence. Some took sips of wine. Some took a drag on their cigarette while others took to methodically stirring their coffee, as if the solution could be found in a cup.

A young student-writer at the other end of the table finally broke the silence with a brash statement: "The WORD. We need to concentrate on the word,” he cried out. I heard a giggle and rejoiced in the change in atmosphere. “We writers have an obligation to humanity,” he continued. “This obligation can be defined by the written word.” Smiles returned to the somber faces. “After all,” he upheld, basking in his new celebrity, “doesn’t language define human experience? Think about it. Its power to shape and remake the world could be said to invoke even the power of God.” Looking around for approval and receiving enough for confidence, he finished with a flourish. Raising his wine glass, he announced, “I am speaking about the written word. Use it, engage in it and let it take over."

"Hear, hear!" they teased the young enthusiast, but toasted him nevertheless.

A man named William Carlos Williams had just joined the group. His mood was not so gay. Somberly, using the literary reference, he brought the gathering back to the prior discussion. “It is difficult to get the news from poems. Yet men die miserably every day for lack of what is found there.”

An older man, whose solemn yet earnest voice rose two octaves as he spoke, the words coming slowly but distinctly, declared, "We cannot allow another desecration to take place. Do you all realize that nearly nine million soldiers were killed between 1914 and 1918? That’s an average of 5,600 each day. I feel the Germans are plotting. Yes, plotting, despite the fact that they were required to surrender their military fleet. I know the Treaty of Versailles forbade them from manufacturing military aircraft or tanks. We would be naïve to think that there will be no more battles, no more wars. Look at old Field Marshal von Hindenburg; he won't last another two years. The German Republic will fall and, God forbid, I feel something tyrannical will take its place."

“Old man, you are wrong. We have seen the war to end all wars. It will never happen again. I remember this war vividly. I was there. I saw trees as round as a man’s thigh literally cut down by the stream of lead,” gasped another octogenarian.

“He is describing the effects of a machine gun,” a British lady seated to my right explained. “The machine gun could fire five hundred bullets a minute.”

"We must work hard, write, let the Word take over," piped in the same enthusiastic young writer at the other end.

“Enough! Words are like sweets. Too many of them make you sick.” This came from Cecil Lewis who, I was told, had been a pilot in the war. 
"Right. We can't go back to pre-1914, but we can learn our lesson and move on." Several agreed, several disagreed, but one thing was clear, at least to me. This conversation was helpful both to understand the past and to learn of options for the future.

Most members of the group were foreigners; only one appeared to be French. I wondered what the French gentleman was thinking. Turning back to my British neighbor, I whispered, “After their land has been desecrated, their young men slaughtered, their homes, farms and countryside reduced to rubble, I wonder how they feel listening to us, Brits and Americans?”

“Young lady,” said a middle-aged British gentleman sitting directly across from us, “you may not know it, but it is a matter of record that in 1917 there was a mutiny among French and British soldiers. They had walked out of the battle. The Germans, however, did nothing. Perhaps they too were worn out.”

“I remember the end of the summer in 1914 when the Germans were coming down to take Paris,” interjected the octogenarian. “It was the Battle of the Marne. A horrible day for both sides and that included the British forces who were helping the French. Thousands were killed. The French and British army came close to defeat and was only saved by the use of Paris taxis who rushed 6,000 reserve troops to the front lines. The German commander, General Helmuth von Moltke, proved to be indecisive during the invasion and his failure to give clear orders resulted in field commanders ordering a retreat. What is truly frightening, my young American friend, is what the general said about war.”

I felt as if I were living in the midst of the battle itself. These men had experienced such horrors in their lifetime.

Without waiting for a request, the old man explained that the German General had said that in his opinion, perpetual peace was a dream.”

“A dream?” We couldn’t believe such a statement.

“A dream indeed and not a beautiful dream either. He said that war was ‘an integral part of God’s ordering of the universe’.”

Now we were truly shocked.

“Yes, the General believed that the courage and fidelity to duty and a readiness to sacrifice that troops exhibit in war are the noblest virtues man can have. Therefore, he felt war was indispensable. Without war, the world would become ‘swamped in materialism’. I am quoting what he said.”

I was receiving more education than any school or university could have taught me. How privileged we had been in the United States.
The sole Frenchman overheard what we were discussing and switched seats to come next to me to explain the facts. “Libby, if I may call you by your first name (I nodded), what I overheard you discussing earlier was a conspiracy… (He went on to explain in detail the battle.) We desperately needed the American soldiers and are forever grateful of their help.”

I was humbled and grateful that my nation had come to the assistance of the French. I had not known the war nor did I have friends killed or maimed.

“Almost nine million men lost their lives and almost twenty million were wounded, Libby. Don’t forget that the soldiers killed were mostly young and able, the strongest, most spirited, and most promising members of the human family.”

“Yes, and don’t forget the millions of private citizens who perished from starvation and violence,” added Sylvia Beach who had moved over to our side of the table.

“Libby,” the Frenchman continued, “you must go to the Arc de Triomphe and pay your respects to the burial spot of the Unknown Soldier. He was buried there in 1919 to symbolize all the Frenchmen who lost their lives in assuring their country military triumph in the Great War.”

…
“War or fighting is like a dance because it is all going forward and back, and that forward and back movement, that is the reason that revolutions and Utopias are discouraging they are up and down and not forward and back.” That came from Gertrude Stein who was at the far end. I was surprised how quiet she had been up until then. She continued, recounting a time toward the end of the war when she and Alice were in Nimes helping to care for both French and American soldiers. “The Armistice had just been declared and I remember a remark a wounded French soldier made when I told him, ‘Well here is peace.’ The soldier replied, ‘At least for twenty years.’ War is a dance going forward and back.”

"What do you think, Libby?" asked Francis, a young man whom I had met at Natalie Barney's soirée. He and I were the youngest members of this exclusive circle.

"Excuse me? I mean, what are you asking?" I was still thinking about ’the dance’.

"Do you think our generation is culturally deprived? Just because we didn’t go through the war, does that mean we can’t sympathize?"

I considered the question in light of the horrific realities we had heard earlier. "Francis, you use of the word ‘deprived’ but I may have a different understanding of the word. My father has a fine library. Some of his books are in Greek; some Latin. I never learned Greek. The only Latin I know I learned in Catechism classes. Perhaps I wasn’t exposed to the classics because I am a woman. But maybe if I had an opportunity to read the great thinkers of the past, I would be better equipped to put in perspective some of the life changing events these people have been discussing." I looked over at Miss Stein and wondered if she had studied the classics. She was always wearing loose clothes reminiscent of Greek tunics and had sandals on her feet like the philosopher Socrates probably wore.

While Francis, the Frenchman and I were talking, several serious female writers at the table were moving onto a different topic. We stopped speaking to listen.

“The artist,” Miss Stein was saying, “is not someone apart from the rest of the world.” She was describing the artist as being more sensitive, more receptive to the wave of the future, someone who would ultimately inundate the rest of the public. “No one is ahead of his time; it is only that the particular variety of creating his time is the one that his contemporaries who also are creating their own time refuse to accept. And they refuse to accept it for a very good reason and that is that they do not have to accept it for any reason.”

I shook my head. This was impossible for me to understand.

“That brings us to another point, doesn't it?" piped in an energetic feminine writer.

“That’s Djuna Barnes,” whispered the Frenchman as he stood up ready to leave at any moment. Clearly, this was not a discussion he wanted to follow. The debate that ensued related to women's rights, equality and woman's uniqueness.

“Just now, women are being enfranchised. But among the younger people, there is complacency.”

“The battle has been won,” a younger woman reasoned, “so why is there a need for public action?” The older lady seated next to the speaker wrung her hands.

“Literary effort is the same as love. It is inseparable from the occasion that provides its impetus,” Djuna Barnes continued, ignoring the young authoress. “Listen to my friend Natalie Barney. She says you can’t separate art from life. Now, can you? What’s more, I believe that art belongs to women." Miss Barnes was not about to give in. To me, her extreme feminism was annoying.

"You know what they say about the English language? While it has profundity; it lacks any sense of depth. La langue francaise se parle, l’italienne se chante, et l’anglais se crache." This was the Frenchman's attempt to alleviate the tension and turn the conversation around. Although a few laughed, the serious feminist debate continued. He shrugged his shoulders and, as he was about to leave, murmured, “La Belle Epoque est définitivement terminée.”

