ders chaffingly. But Etienne was, perhaps, most affected. Since he
had found himself at the bottom of this hell a slow rebellion was
rising within him. He looked at the resigned Catherine, with her
lowered back. Was it possible to kill oneself at this hard toil, in this
deadly darkness, and not even to gain the few pence to buy one’s
daily bread?

However, Négrel went off with Dansaert, who was content to
approve by a continual movement of his head. And their voices
again rose; they had just stopped once more, and were examining
the timbering in the gallery, which the pikemen were obliged to
look after for a length of ten metres behind the cutting.

“Didn’t T tell you that they care nothing?” cried the engineer.
“And you! why, in the devil’s name, don’t you watch them?”

“But I do—I do,” stammered the head captain. “One gets tired of
repeating things.”

Négrel called loudly:

“Maheu! Maheu!”

They all came down. He went on:

“Do you see that? Will that hold? It’s a twopenny-half penny
construction! Here is a beam which the posts don’t carry already, it
was done so hastily. By Jove! I understand how it is that the mend-
ing costs us so much. It’ll do, won’t it? if it lasts as long as you
have the care of it; and then it may go smash, and the Company is
obliged to have an army of repairers. Look at it down there; it is
mere botching!”

Chaval wished to speak, but he silenced him.

“No! I know what you are going to say. Let them pay you more,
eh? Very well! I warn you that you will force the managers to do
something: they will pay you the planking separately, and propor-
tionately reduce the price of the trams. We shall see if you will
gain that way! Meanwhile, prop that over again, at once; I shall
pass to-morrow.”
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“Good,” he said at last. “But I don’t like unknown men to be
picked up from the road. Don’t do it again”

He did not listen to the explanations given to him, the necessities
of work, the desire to replace women by men for the haulage. He
had begun to examine the roof while the pikemen had taken up
their picks again. Suddenly he called out:

“I say there, Maheu; have you no care for life? By heavens! you
will all be buried here!”

“Oh! it’s solid,” replied the workman tranquilly.

“What! solid! but the rock is giving already, and you are planting
props at more than two metres, as if you grudged it! Ah! you are all
alike. You will let your skull be flattened rather than leave the seam
to give the necessary time to the timbering! I must ask you to prop
that immediately. Double the timbering—do you understand?”

And in face of the unwillingness of the miners who disputed the
point, saying that they were good judges of their safety, he became
angry.

“Go along! when your heads are smashed, is it you who will have
to bear the consequences? Not at all! it will be the Company which
will have to pay you pensions, you or your wives. I tell you again
that we know you; in order to get two extra trains by evening you
would sell your skins.”

Mabheu, in spite of the anger which was gradually mastering him,
still answered steadily:

“If they paid us enough we should prop it better” The engineer
shrugged his shoulders without replying. He had descended the
cutting, and only said in conclusion, from below:

“You have an hour. Set to work, all of you; and I give you notice
that the stall is fined three francs”

A low growl from the pikemen greeted these words. The force of
the system alone restrained them, that military system which, from
the trammer to the head captain, ground one beneath the other.
Chaval and Levaque, however, made a furious gesture, while Ma-
heu restrained them by a glance, and Zacharie shrugged his shoul-
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“That won’t prevent me,” added Chaval loudly, in a defiant man-
ner, “from lodging a brick in the belly of that damned Dansaert, if
he talks to me as he did the other day. I won’t prevent him, I won’t,
from buying pretty girls with white skins”

This time Zacharie burst out laughing. The head captain’s love
for Pierronne was a constant joke in the pit. Even Catherine rested
on her shovel at the bottom of the cutting, holding her sides, and
in a few words told Etienne the joke; while Maheu became angry,
seized by a fear which he could not conceal.

“Will you hold your tongue, eh? Wait till you're alone if you
want to get into trouble”

He was still speaking when the sound of steps was heard in the
upper gallery. Almost immediately the engineer of the mine, little
Négrel, as the workmen called him among themselves, appeared at
the top of the cutting, accompanied by Dansaert, the head captain.

“Didn’t I say so?” muttered Maheu. “There’s always someone
there, rising out of the ground.”

Paul Négrel, M. Hennebeau’s nephew, was a young man of
twenty-six, refined and handsome, with curly hair and brown
moustache. His pointed nose and sparkling eyes gave him the air
of an amiable ferret of sceptical intelligence, which changed into
an abrupt authoritative manner in his relations with the workmen.
He was dressed like them, and like them smeared with coal; to
make them respect him he exhibited a dare-devil courage, passing
through the most difficult spots and always first when landslips or
fire-damp explosions occurred.

“Here we are, are we not, Dansaert?” he asked.

The head captain, a coarse-faced Belgian, with a large sensual
nose, replied with exaggerated politeness:

“Yes, Monsieur Négrel. Here is the man who was taken on this
morning”

Both of them had slid down into the middle of the cutting. They
made Etienne come up. The engineer raised his lamp and looked at
him without asking any questions.
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Chapter 5

Maheu, without looking at his watch which he had left in his
jacket, stopped and said:

“One o’clock directly. Zacharie, is it done?”

The young man had just been at the planking. In the midst of his
labour he had been lying on his back, with dreamy eyes, thinking
over a game of hockey of the night before. He woke up and replied:

“Yes, it will do; we shall see to-morrow.”

And he came back to take his place at the cutting. Levaque and
Chaval had also dropped their picks. They were all resting. They
wiped their faces on their naked arms and looked at the roof, in
which slaty masses were cracking. They only spoke about their
work.

“Another chance,” murmured Chaval, “of getting into loose earth.
They didn’t take account of that in the bargain”

“Rascals!” growled Levaque. “They only want to bury us in it.”

Zacharie began to laugh. He cared little for the work and the
rest, but it amused him to hear the Company abused. In his placid
way Maheu explained that the nature of the soil changed every
twenty metres. One must be just; they could not foresee everything.
Then, when the two others went on talking against the masters, he
became restless, and looked around him.

“Hush! that’s enough.”

“You're right,” said Levaque, also lowering his voice; “it isn’t
wholesome”

A morbid dread of spies haunted them, even at this depth, as if
the shareholders’ coal, while still in the seam, might have ears.
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When she had led him to the bottom of the cutting, she pointed
out to him a crevice in the coal. A slight bubbling escaped from it,
a little noise like the warbling of a bird.

“Put your hand there; you’ll feel the wind. It’s fire-damp.”

He was surprised. Was that all? Was that the terrible thing which
blew everything up? She laughed, she said there was a good deal
of it to-day to make the flame of the lamps so blue.

“Now, if you've done chattering, lazy louts!” cried Maheu’s
rough voice.

Catherine and Etienne hastened to fill their trams, and pushed
them to the upbrow with stiffened back, crawling beneath the
bossy roof of the passage. Even after the second journey, the sweat
ran off them and their joints began to crack.

The pikemen had resumed work in the cutting. The men often
shortened their breakfast to avoid getting cold; and their bricks,
eaten in this way, far from the sun, with silent voracity, loaded
their stomachs with lead. Stretched on their sides they hammered
more loudly, with the one fixed idea of filling a large number of
trams. Every thought disappeared in this rage for gain which was
so hard to earn. They no longer felt the water which streamed on
them and swelled their limbs, the cramps of forced attitudes, the
suffocation of the darkness in which they grew pale, like plants put
in a cellar. Yet, as the day advanced, the air became more poisoned
and heated with the smoke of the lamps, with the pestilence of
their breaths, with the asphyxia of the fire-damp—blinding to the
eyes like spiders’ webs—which only the aeration of the night could
sweep away. At the bottom of their mole-hill, beneath the weight
of the earth, with no more breath in their inflamed lungs, they went
on hammering.
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breeches—on the girl’s flesh excited and troubled him. He had swal-
lowed his last mouthful. He drank from the tin and gave it back for
her to empty. Now the moment for action had come, and he cast a
restless glance at the miners farther on. But a shadow blocked the
gallery.

For a moment Chaval stood and looked at them from afar. He
came forward, having assured himself that Maheu could not see
him; and as Catherine was seated on the earth he seized her by the
shoulders, drew her head back, and tranquilly crushed her mouth
beneath a brutal kiss, affecting not to notice Etienne. There was in
that kiss an act of possession, a sort of jealous resolution.

However, the young girl was offended.
“Let me go, do you hear?”

He kept hold of her head and looked into her eyes. His mous-
tache and small red beard flamed in his black face with its large
eagle nose. He let her go at last, and went away without speaking
a word.

A shudder had frozen Etienne. It was stupid to have waited. He
could certainly not kiss her now, for she would, perhaps, think that
he wished to behave like the other. In his wounded vanity he expe-
rienced real despair.

“Why did you lie?” he said, in a low voice. “He’s your lover.

“But no, I swear,” she cried. “There is not that between us. Some-
times he likes a joke; he doesn’t even belong here; it’s six months
since he came from the Pas-de-Calais”

Both rose; work was about to be resumed. When she saw him
so cold she seemed annoyed. Doubtless she found him handsomer
than the other; she would have preferred him perhaps. The idea of
some amiable, consoling relationship disturbed her; and when the
young man saw with surprise that his lamp was burning blue with
a large pale ring, she tried at least to amuse him.

“Come, I will show you something,” she said, in a friendly way.
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order, and not realizing how one ought to behave with a work-girl
still living with her family.

“You must be about fourteen then?” he asked, after having gone
back to his bread. She was astonished, almost angry.

“What? fourteen! But I am fifteen! It’s true I'm not big. Girls
don’t grow quick with us”

He went on questioning her and she told everything without
boldness or shame. For the rest she was not ignorant concerning
man and woman, although he felt that her body was virginal, with
the virginity of a child delayed in her sexual maturity by the en-
vironment of bad air and weariness in which she lived. When he
spoke of Mouquette, in order to embarrass her, she told some hor-
rible stories in a quiet voice, with much amusement. Ah! she did
some fine things! And as he asked if she herself had no lovers, she
replied jokingly that she did not wish to vex her mother, but that
it must happen some day. Her shoulders were bent. She shivered
a little from the coldness of her garments soaked in sweat, with a
gentle resigned air, ready to submit to things and men.

“People can find lovers when they all live together, can’t they?”

“Sure enough!”

“And then it doesn’t hurt any one. One doesn’t tell the priest.”

“Oh! the priest! I don’t care for him! But there is the Black Man?”

“What do you mean, the Black Man?”

“The old miner who comes back into the pit and wrings naughty
girls’ necks”

He looked at her, afraid that she was making fun of him.

“You believe in those stupid things? Then you don’t know any-
thing”

“Yes, I do. I can read and write. That is useful among us; in father
and mother’s time they learnt nothing”

She was certainly very charming. When she had finished her
bread and butter, he would take her and kiss her on her large
rosy lips. It was the resolution of timidity, a thought of violence
which choked his voice. These boy’s clothes—this jacket and these
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Introduction
by Havelock Ellis

‘Germinal’ was published in 1885, after occupying Zola during
the previous year. In accordance with his usual custom—but to a
greater extent than with any other of his books except La Débacle—
he accumulated material beforehand. For six months he travelled
about the coal-mining district in northern France and Belgium, es-
pecially the Borinage around Mons, note-book in hand. ‘He was
inquisitive, was that gentleman’, miner told Sherard who visited
the neighbourhood at a later period and found that the miners in
every village knew Germinal. That was a tribute of admiration the
book deserved, but it was never one of Zola’s most popular novels;
it was neither amusing enough nor outrageous enough to attract
the multitude.

Yet Germinal occupies a place among Zola’s works which is con-
stantly becoming more assured, so that to some critics it even be-
gins to seem the only book of his that in the end may survive. In his
own time, as we know, the accredited critics of the day could find
no condemnation severe enough for Zola. Brunetiére attacked him
perpetually with a fury that seemed inexhaustible; Schérer could
not even bear to hear his name mentioned; Anatole France, though
he lived to relent, thought it would have been better if he had never
been born. Even at that time, however, there were critics who in-
clined to view Germinal more favourably. Thus Faguet, who was
the recognized academic critic of the end of the last century, while
he held that posterity would be unable to understand how Zola
could ever have been popular, yet recognized him as in Germinal



the heroic representative of democracy, incomparable in his power
of describing crowds, and he realized how marvellous is the conclu-
sion of this book.

To-day, when critics view Zola In the main with indifference
rather than with horror, although he still retains his popular favour,
the distinction of Germinal is yet more clearly recognized. Seilliére,
while regarding the capitalistic conditions presented as now of an
ancient and almost extinct type, yet sees Germinal standing out
as ‘the poem of social mysticism’, while André Gide, a completely
modern critic who has left a deep mark on the present generation,
observes somewhere that it may nowadays cause surprise that he
should refer with admiraton to Germinal, but it is a masterly book
that fills him with astonishment; he can hardly believe that it was
written in French and still less that it should have been written in
any other language; it seems that it should have been created in
some international tongue.

The high place thus claimed for Germinal will hardly seem exag-
gerated. The book was produced when Zola had at length achieved
the full mastery of his art and before his hand had, as in his latest
novels, begun to lose its firm grasp. The subject lent itself, more-
over, to his special aptitude for presenting in vivid outline great
human groups, and to his special sympathy with the collective emo-
tions and social aspirations of such groups. We do not, as so often
in Zola’s work, become painfully conscious that he is seeking to
reproduce aspects of life with which he is imperfectly acquainted,
or fitting them into scientific formulas which he has imperfectly
understood. He shows a masterly grip of each separate group, and
each represents some essential element of the whole; they are har-
moniously balanced, and their mutual action and reaction leads on
inevitably to the splendid tragic dose, with yet its great promise for
the future. I will not here discuss Zola’s literary art (I have done so
in my book of Affirmations); it is enough to say that, though he
was not a great master of style, Zola never again wrote so finely as
here.

then taken up again after having married another man, living with
the two men who ruined her, rolling with them in the gutter in
drink and ordure. It was down there, he recalled the street, the de-
tails came back to him; the dirty linen in the middle of the shop, the
drunken carousals that made the house stink, and the jaw-breaking
blows.

“Now,” he began again, in a slow voice, “I haven’t even thirty
sous to make her presents with. She will die of misery, sure
enough.”

He shrugged his shoulders with despair, and again bit at his
bread and butter.

“Will you drink?” asked Catherine, uncorking her tin. “Oh, it’s
coffee, it won’t hurt you. One gets dry when one eats like that”

But he refused; it was quite enough to have taken half her bread.
However, she insisted good-naturedly, and said at last:

“Well, I will drink before you since you are so polite. Only you
can’t refuse now, it would be rude”

She held out her tin to him. She had got on to her knees and he
saw her quite close to him, lit up by the two lamps. Why had he
found her ugly? Now that she was black, her face powdered with
fine charcoal, she seemed to him singularly charming. In this face
surrounded by shadow, the teeth in the broad mouth shone with
whiteness, while the eyes looked large and gleamed with a greenish
reflection, like a cat’s eyes. A lock of red hair which had escaped
from her cap tickled her ear and made her laugh. She no longer
seemed so young, she might be quite fourteen.

“To please you,” he said, drinking and giving her back the tin.

She swallowed a second mouthful and forced him to take one
too, wishing to share, she said; and that little tin that went from
one mouth to the other amused them. He suddenly asked himself
if he should not take her in his arms and kiss her lips. She had large
lips of a pale rose colour, made vivid by the coal, which tormented
him with increasing desire. But he did not dare, intimidated before
her, only having known girls on the streets at Lille of the lowest
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at once, and placed his arms on his thighs, so that she should not
see how he trembled. With her quiet air of good comradeship she
lay beside him, at full length on her stomach, with her chin in one
hand, slowly eating with the other. Their lamps, placed between
them, lit up their faces.

Catherine looked at him a moment in silence. She must have
found him handsome, with his delicate face and black moustache.
She vaguely smiled with pleasure.

“Then you are an engine-man, and they sent you away from your
railway. Why?”

“Because I struck my chief”

She remained stupefied, overwhelmed, with her hereditary ideas
of subordination and passive obedience.

“T ought to say that I had been drinking,” he went on, and when
I drink I get mad—I could devour myself, and I could devour other
people. Yes; I can’t swallow two small glasses without wanting to
kill someone. Then I am ill for two days”

“You mustn’t drink,” she said, seriously.

“Ah, don’t be afraid. I know myself””

And he shook his head. He hated brandy with the hatred of the
last child of a race of drunkards, who suffered in his flesh from all
those ancestors, soaked and driven mad by alcohol to such a point
that the least drop had become poison to him.

“It is because of mother that I didn’t like being turned into the
street,” he said, after having swallowed a mouthful. “Mother is not
happy, and I used to send her a five-franc piece now and then”

“Where is she, then, your mother?”

“At Paris. Laundress, Rue de la Goutte-d’or”

There was silence. When he thought of these things a tremor
dimmed his dark eyes, the sudden anguish of the injury he brooded
over in his fine youthful strength. For a moment he remained with
his looks buried in the darkness of the mine; and at that depth, be-
neath the weight and suffocation of the earth, he saw his childhood
again, his mother still beautiful and strong, forsaken by his father,
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A word may be added to explain how this translation fell to the
lot of one whose work has been in other fields. In 1893 the late A.
Texeira de Mattos was arranging for private issue a series of com-
plete versions of some of Zola’s chief novels and offered to assign
Germinal to me. My time was taken up with preliminary but as yet
unfruitful preparation for what I regarded as my own special task
in life, and I felt that I must not neglect the opportunity of spend-
ing my spare time in making a modest addition to my income. My
wife readily fell into the project and agreed, on the understanding
that we shared the proceeds, to act as my amanuensis. So, in the
little Cornish cottage over the sea we then occupied, the evenings
of the early months of 1894 were spent over Germinal, I translat-
ing aloud, and she with swift efficient untiring pen following, now
and then bettering my English dialogue with her pungent wit. In
this way I was able to gain a more minute insight into the details
of Zola’s work, and a more impressive vision of the massive struc-
ture he here raised, than can easily be acquired by the mere reader.
That joint task has remained an abidingly pleasant memory. It is,
moreover, a satisfaction to me to know that I have been responsi-
ble, however inadequately, for the only complete English version
of this wonderful book, ‘a great fresco, as Zola himself called it, a
great prose epic, as it has seemed to some, worthy to compare with
the great verse epics of old.

Havelock Ellis.
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Part 1

a moment on his back, abusing Etienne, whose presence decidedly
exasperated him.

“A sort of worm; hasn’t the strength of a girl! Are you going to
fill your tub? It’s to spare your arms, eh? Damned if I don’t keep
back the ten sous if you get us one refused!”

The young man avoided replying, too happy at present to have
found this convict’s labour and accepting the brutal rule of the
worker by master worker. But he could no longer walk, his feet
were bleeding, his limbs torn by horrible cramps, his body con-
fined in an iron girdle. Fortunately it was ten o’clock, and the stall
decided to have breakfast.

Maheu had a watch, but he did not even look at it. At the bottom
of this starless night he was never five minutes out. All put on their
shirts and jackets. Then, descending from the cutting they squatted
down, their elbows to their sides, their buttocks on their heels, in
that posture so habitual with miners that they keep it even when
out of the mine, without feeling the need of a stone or a beam to sit
on. And each, having taken out his briquet, bit seriously at the thick
slice, uttering occasional words on the morning’s work. Catherine,
who remained standing, at last joined Etienne, who had stretched
himself out farther along, across the rails, with his back against the
planking. There was a place there almost dry.

“You don’t eat?” she said to him, with her mouth full and her
brick in her hand.

Then she remembered that this youth, wandering about at night
without a sou, perhaps had not a bit of bread.

“Will you share with me?”

And as he refused, declaring that he was not hungry, while his
voice trembled with the gnawing in his stomach, she went on cheer-
fully:

“Ah! if you are fastidious! But here, I've only bitten on that side.
I'll give you this”

She had already broken the bread and butter into two pieces. The
young man, taking his half, restrained himself from devouring it all
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the signal and the putter embarked her full tram, the weight of
which made the other ascend when the brakesman loosened his
brake. Below, in the bottom gallery, were formed the trains which
the horses drew to the shaft.

“Here, you confounded rascals,” cried Catherine in the inclined
way, which was wood-lined, about a hundred metres long, and re-
sounded like a gigantic trumpet.

The trainmers must have been resting, for neither of them
replied. On all the levels haulage had stopped. A shrill girl’s voice
said at last:

“One of them must be on Mouquette, sure enough!” There was a
roar of laughter, and the putters of the whole seam held their sides.

“Who is that?” asked Etienne of Catherine.

The latter named little Lydie, a scamp who knew more than she
ought, and who pushed her tram as stoutly as a woman in spite of
her doll’s arms. As to Mouquette, she was quite capable of being
with both the trammers at once.

But the voice of the receiver arose, shouting out to load. Doubt-
less a captain was passing beneath. Haulage began again on the
nine levels, and one only heard the regular calls of the trammers,
and the snorting of the putters arriving at the upbrow and steam-
ing like over-laden mares. It was the element of bestiality which
breathed in the pit, the sudden desire of the male, when a miner
met one of these girls on all fours, with her flanks in the air and
her hips bursting through her boy’s breeches.

And on each journey Etienne found again at the bottom the
stuffiness of the cutting, the hollow and broken cadence of the axes,
the deep painful sighs of the pikemen persisting in their work. All
four were naked, mixed up with the coal, soaked with black mud
up to the cap. At one moment it had been necessary to free Maheu,
who was gasping, and to remove the planks so that the coal could
fall into the passage. Zacharie and Levaque became enraged with
the seam, which was now hard, they said, and which would make
the condition of their account disastrous. Chaval turned, lying for
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Chapter 1

Over the open plain, beneath a starless sky as dark and thick as
ink, a man walked alone along the highway from Marchiennes to
Montsou, a straight paved road ten kilometres in length, intersect-
ing the beetroot-fields. He could not even see the black soil before
him, and only felt the immense flat horizon by the gusts of March
wind, squalls as strong as on the sea, and frozen from sweeping
leagues of marsh and naked earth. No tree could be seen against
the sky, and the road unrolled as straight as a pier in the midst of
the blinding spray of darkness.

The man had set out from Marchiennes about two o’clock. He
walked with long strides, shivering beneath his worn cotton jacket
and corduroy breeches. A small parcel tied in a check handkerchief
troubled him much, and he pressed it against his side, sometimes
with one elbow, sometimes with the other, so that he could slip
to the bottom of his pockets both the benumbed hands that bled
beneath the lashes of the wind. A single idea occupied his head—
the empty head of a workman without work and without lodging—
the hope that the cold would be less keen after sunrise. For an hour
he went on thus, when on the left, two kilometres from Montsou, he
saw red flames, three fires burning in the open air and apparently
suspended. At first he hesitated, half afraid. Then he could not resist
the painful need to warm his hands for a moment.

The steep road led downwards, and everything disappeared. The
man saw on his right a paling, a wall of coarse planks shutting in
a line of rails, while a grassy slope rose on the left surmounted by
confused gables, a vision of a village with low uniform roofs. He
went on some two hundred paces. Suddenly, at a bend in the road,
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the fires reappeared close to him, though he could not understand
how they burnt so high in the dead sky, like smoky moons. But on
the level soil another sight had struck him. It was a heavy mass,
a low pile of buildings from which rose the silhouette of a factory
chimney; occasional gleams appeared from dirty windows, five or
six melancholy lanterns were hung outside to frames of blackened
wood, which vaguely outlined the profiles of gigantic stages; and
from this fantastic apparition, drowned in night and smoke, a sin-
gle voice arose, the thick, long breathing of a steam escapement
that could not be seen.

Then the man recognized a pit. His despair returned. What was
the good? There would be no work. Instead of turning towards the
buildings he decided at last to ascend the pit bank, on which burnt
in iron baskets the three coal fires which gave light and warmth for
work. The labourers in the cutting must have been working late;
they were still throwing out the useless rubbish. Now he heard the
landers push the wagons on the stages. He could distinguish living
shadows tipping over the trains or tubs near each fire.

“Good day,” he said, approaching one of the baskets. Turning
his back to the fire, the carman stood upright. He was an old man,
dressed in knitted violet wool with a rabbit-skin cap on his head,;
while his horse, a great yellow horse, waited with the immobility
of stone while they emptied the six trains he drew. The workman
employed at the tipping-cradle, a red-haired lean fellow, did not
hurry himself; he pressed on the lever with a sleepy hand. And
above, the wind grew stronger—an icy north wind—and its great,
regular breaths passed by like the strokes of a scythe.

“Good day,” replied the old man. There was silence. The man,
who felt that he was being looked at suspiciously, at once told his
name.

“I am called Etienne Lantier. I am an engine-man. Any work
here?”
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oak as large as the thigh, one had to glide almost on one’s belly
with a secret fear of suddenly hearing one’s back break.

“Again!” said Catherine, laughing.

Etienne’s tram had gone off the rails at the most difficult spot.
He could not roll straight on these rails which sank in the damp
earth, and he swore, became angry, and fought furiously with the
wheels, which he could not get back into place in spite of exagger-
ated efforts.

“Wait a bit,” said the young girl. “If you get angry it will never
go.” Skilfully she had glided down and thrust her buttocks beneath
the tram, and by putting the weight on her loins she raised it and
replaced it. The weight was seven hundred kilograms. Surprised
and ashamed, he stammered excuses.

She was obliged to show him how to straddle his legs and brace
his feet against the planking on both sides of the gallery, in order
to give himself a more solid fulcrum. The body had to be bent, the
arms made stiff so as to push with all the muscles of the shoulders
and hips. During the journey he followed her and watched her pro-
ceed with tense back, her fists so low that she seemed trotting on all
fours, like one of those dwarf beasts that perform at circuses. She
sweated, panted, her joints cracked, but without a complaint, with
the indifference of custom, as if it were the common wretchedness
of all to live thus bent double. But he could not succeed in doing as
much; his shoes troubled him, his body seemed broken by walking
in this way with lowered head. At the end of a few minutes the po-
sition became a torture, an intolerable anguish, so painful that he
got on his knees for a moment to straighten himself and breathe.

Then at the upbrow there was more labour. She taught him to
fill his tram quickly. At the top and bottom of this inclined plane,
which served all the cuttings from one level to the other, there was a
trammer—the brakesman above, the receiver below. These scamps
of twelve to fifteen years shouted abominable words to each other,
and to warn them it was necessary to yell still more violently. Then,
as soon as there was an empty tram to send back, the receiver gave
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forehead so obstinately that he seemed to feel it piercing a hole in
the bone of his skull.

“You mustn’t mind,” explained Catherine to Etienne, “they are
always howling”

And like a good-natured girl she went on with her lesson. Every
laden tram arrived at the top in the same condition as it left the cut-
ting, marked with a special metal token so that the receiver might
put it to the reckoning of the stall. It was necessary, therefore, to
be very careful to fill it, and only to take clean coal, otherwise it
was refused at the receiving office.

The young man, whose eyes were now becoming accustomed
to the darkness, looked at her, still white with her chlorotic com-
plexion, and he could not have told her age; he thought she must
be twelve, she seemed to him so slight. However, he felt she must
be older, with her boyish freedom, a simple audacity which con-
fused him a little; she did not please him: he thought her too rogu-
ish with her pale Pierrot head, framed at the temples by the cap.
But what astonished him was the strength of this child, a nervous
strength which was blended with a good deal of skill. She filled her
train faster than he could, with quick small regular strokes of the
shovel; she afterwards pushed it to the inclined way with a single
slow push, without a hitch, easily passing under the low rocks. He
tore himself to pieces, got off the rails, and was reduced to despair.

It was certainly not a convenient road. It was sixty metres from
the cutting to the upbrow, and the passage, which the miners in
the earth cutting had not yet enlarged, was a mere tube with a very
irregular roof swollen by innumerable bosses; at certain spots the
laden tram could only just pass; the putter had to flatten himself,
to push on his knees, in order not to break his head, and besides
this the wood was already bending and yielding. One could see it
broken in the middle in long pale rents like an over-weak crutch.
One had to be careful not to graze oneself in these fractures; and
beneath the slow crushing, which caused the splitting of billets of
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The flames lit him up. He might be about twenty-one years of
age, a very dark, handsome man, who looked strong in spite of his
thin limbs.

The carman, thus reassured, shook his head.

“Work for an engine-man? No, no! There were two came yester-
day. There’s nothing”

A gust cut short their speech. Then Etienne asked, pointing to
the sombre pile of buildings at the foot of the platform:

“A pit, isn’t it?”

The old man this time could not reply: he was strangled by a
violent cough. At last he expectorated, and his expectoration left a
black patch on the purple soil.

“Yes, a pit. The Voreux. There! The settlement is quite near”

In his turn, and with extended arm, he pointed out in the night
the village of which the young man had vaguely seen the roofs. But
the six trams were empty, and he followed them without cracking
his whip, his legs stiffened by rheumatism; while the great yellow
horse went on of itself, pulling heavily between the rails beneath
a new gust which bristled its coat.

The Voreux was now emerging from the gloom. Etienne, who
forgot himself before the stove, warming his poor bleeding hands,
looked round and could see each part of the pit: the shed tarred
with siftings, the pit-frame, the vast chamber of the winding ma-
chine, the square turret of the exhaustion pump. This pit, piled up
in the bottom of a hollow, with its squat brick buildings, raising its
chimney like a threatening horn, seemed to him to have the evil air
of a gluttonous beast crouching there to devour the earth. While ex-
amining it, he thought of himself, of his vagabond existence these
eight days he had been seeking work. He saw himself again at his
workshop at the railway, delivering a blow at his foreman, driven
from Lille, driven from everywhere. On Saturday he had arrived at
Marchinnes, where they said that work was to be had at the Forges,
and there was nothing, neither at the Forges nor at Sonneville’s. He
had been obliged to pass the Sunday hidden beneath the wood of a
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cartwright’s yard, from which the watchman had just turned him
out at two o’clock in the morning. He had nothing, not a penny, not
even a crust; what should he do, wandering along the roads with-
out aim, not knowing where to shelter himself from the wind? Yes,
it was certainly a pit; the occasional lanterns lighted up the square;
a door, suddenly opened, had enabled him to catch sight of the fur-
naces in a clear light. He could explain even the escapement of the
pump, that thick, long breathing that went on without ceasing, and
which seemed to be the monster’s congested respiration.

The workman, expanding his back at the tipping-cradle, had not
even lifted his eyes on Etienne, and the latter was about to pick
up his little bundle, which had fallen to the earth, when a spasm
of coughing announced the carman’s return. Slowly he emerged
from the darkness, followed by the yellow horse drawing six more
laden trams.

“Are there factories at Montsou?” asked the young man.

The old man expectorated, then replied in the wind:

“Oh, it isn’t factories that are lacking. Should have seen it three
or four years ago. Everything was roaring then. There were not
men enough; there never were such wages. And now they are tight-
ening their bellies again. Nothing but misery in the country; every
one is being sent away; workshops closing one after the other. It is
not the emperor’s fault, perhaps; but why should he go and fight in
America? without counting that the beasts are dying from cholera,
like the people”

Then, in short sentences and with broken breath, the two contin-
ued to complain. Etienne narrated his vain wanderings of the past
week: must one, then, die of hunger? Soon the roads would be full
of beggars.

“Yes,” said the old man, “this will turn out badly, for God does
not allow so many Christians to be thrown on the street”

“We don’t have meat every day”

“But if one had bread!”

“True, if one only had bread”
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Etienne, who was learning from Catherine how to manage his
shovel, had to raise the wood in the cutting. A small supply had re-
mained over from yesterday. It was usually sent down every morn-
ing ready cut to fit the bed.

“Hurry up there, damn it!” shouted Zacharie, seeing the new put-
ter hoist himself up awkwardly in the midst of the coal, his arms
embarrassed by four pieces of oak.

He made a hole in the roof with his pickaxe, and then another in
the wall, and wedged in the two ends of the wood, which thus sup-
ported the rock. In the afternoon the workers in the earth cutting
took the rubbish left at the bottom of the gallery by the pikemen,
and cleared out the exhausted section of the seam, in which they
destroyed the wood, being only careful about the lower and upper
roads for the haulage.

Maheu ceased to groan. At last he had detached his block, and
he wiped his streaming face on his sleeve. He was worried about
what Zacharie was doing behind him.

“Let it be,” he said, “we will see after breakfast. Better go on hew-
ing, if we want to make up our share of trams.

“It’s because it’s sinking,” replied the young man. “Look, there’s
a crack. It may slip.”

But the father shrugged his shoulders. Ah! nonsense! Slip! And
if it did, it would not be the first time; they would get out of it all
right. He grew angry at last, and sent his son to the front of the
cutting.

All of them, however, were now stretching themselves. Levaque,
resting on his back, was swearing as he examined his left thumb
which had been grazed by the fall of a piece of sandstone. Chaval
had taken off his shirt in a fury, and was working with bare chest
and back for the sake of coolness. They were already black with
coal, soaked in a fine dust diluted with sweat which ran down
in streams and pools. Maheu first began again to hammer, lower
down, with his head level with the rock. Now the drop struck his
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face, dropping unceasingly. In a quarter of an hour he was soaked,
and at the same time covered with sweat, smoking as with the hot
steam of a laundry. This morning a drop beating upon his eye made
him swear. He would not leave his picking, he dealt great strokes
which shook him violently between the two rocks, like a fly caught
between two leaves of a book and in danger of being completely
flattened.

Not a word was exchanged. They all hammered; one only heard
these irregular blows, which seemed veiled and remote. The sounds
had a sonorous hoarseness, without any echo in the dead air. And
it seemed that the darkness was an unknown blackness, thickened
by the floating coal dust, made heavy by the gas which weighed on
the eyes. The wicks of the lamps beneath their caps of metallic tis-
sue only showed as reddish points. One could distinguish nothing.
The cutting opened out above like a large chimney, flat and oblique,
in which the soot of ten years had amassed a profound night. Spec-
tral figures were moving in it, the gleams of light enabled one to
catch a glimpse of a rounded hip, a knotty arm, a vigorous head,
besmeared as if for a crime. Sometimes, blocks of coal shone sud-
denly as they became detached, illuminated by a crystalline reflec-
tion. Then everything fell back into darkness, pickaxes struck great
hollow blows; one only heard panting chests, the grunting of dis-
comfort and weariness beneath the weight of the air and the rain
of the springs.

Zacharie, with arms weakened by a spree of the night before,
soon left his work on the pretence that more timbering was neces-
sary. This allowed him to forget himself in quiet whistling, his eyes
vaguely resting in the shade. Behind the pikemen nearly three me-
tres of the seam were clear, and they had not yet taken the precau-
tion of supporting the rock, having grown careless of danger and
miserly of their time.

“Here, you swell” cried the young man to Etienne, “hand up
some wood.
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Their voices were lost, gusts of wind carrying away the words
in a melancholy howl.

“Here!” began the carman again very loudly, turning towards the
south. “Montsou is over there.”

And stretching out his hand again he pointed out invisible spots
in the darkness as he named them. Below, at Montsou, the Fauvelle
sugar works were still going, but the Hoton sugar works had just
been dismissing hands; there were only the Dutilleul flour mill and
the Bleuze rope walk for mine-cables which kept up. Then, with a
large gesture he indicated the north half of the horizon: the Son-
neville workshops had not received two-thirds of their usual or-
ders; only two of the three blast furnaces of the Marchiennes Forges
were alight; finally, at the Gagebois glass works a strike was threat-
ening, for there was talk of a reduction of wages.

“I know, I know,” replied the young man at each indication. “I
have been there”

“With us here things are going on at present,” added the carman;
“but the pits have lowered their output. And see opposite, at the
Victoire, there are also only two batteries of coke furnaces alight”

He expectorated, and set out behind his sleepy horse, after har-
nessing it to the empty trams.

Now Etienne could oversee the entire country. The darkness re-
mained profound, but the old man’s hand had, as it were, filled it
with great miseries, which the young man unconsciously felt at
this moment around him everywhere in the limitless tract. Was it
not a cry of famine that the March wind rolled up across this naked
plain? The squalls were furious: they seemed to bring the death of
labour, a famine which would kill many men. And with wander-
ing eyes he tried to pierce shades, tormented at once by the desire
and by the fear of seeing. Everything was hidden in the unknown
depths of the gloomy night. He only perceived, very far off, the
blast furnaces and the coke ovens. The latter, with their hundreds
of chimneys, planted obliquely, made lines of red flame; while the
two towers, more to the left, burnt blue against the blank sky, like
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giant torches. It resembled a melancholy conflagration. No other
stars rose on the threatening horizon except these nocturnal fires
in a land of coal and iron.

“You belong to Belgium, perhaps?” began again the carman, who
had returned behind Etienne.

This time he only brought three trams. Those at least could be
tipped over; an accident which had happened to the cage, a broken
screw nut, would stop work for a good quarter of an hour. At the
bottom of the pit bank there was silence; the landers no longer
shook the stages with a prolonged vibration. One only heard from
the pit the distant sound of a hammer tapping on an iron plate.

“No, I come from the South,” replied the young man.

The workman, after having emptied the trains, had seated him-
self on the earth, glad of the accident, maintaining his savage si-
lence; he had simply lifted his large, dim eyes to the carman, as if
annoyed by so many words. The latter, indeed, did not usually talk
at such length. The unknown man’s face must have pleased him
that he should have been taken by one of these itchings for con-
fidence which sometimes make old people talk aloud even when
alone.

“I belong to Montsou,” he said, “I am called Bonnemort.”

“Is it a nickname?” asked Etienne, astonished.

The old man made a grimace of satisfaction and pointed to the
Voreux:

“Yes, yes; they have pulled me three times out of that, torn to
pieces, once with all my hair scorched, once with my gizzard full
of earth, and another time with my belly swollen with water, like
a frog. And then, when they saw that nothing would kill me, they
called me Bonnemort for a joke.

His cheerfulness increased, like the creaking of an ill-greased
pulley, and ended by degenerating into a terrible spasm of cough-
ing. The fire basket now clearly lit up his large head, with its scanty
white hair and flat, livid face, spotted with bluish patches. He was
short, with an enormous neck, projecting calves and heels, and long
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Chapter 4

The four pikemen had spread themselves one above the other
over the whole face of the cutting. Separated by planks, hooked on
to retain the fallen coal, they each occupied about four metres of
the seam, and this seam was so thin, scarcely more than fifty cen-
timetres thick at this spot, that they seemed to be flattened between
the roof and the wall, dragging themselves along by their knees and
elbows, and unable to turn without crushing their shoulders. In or-
der to attack the coal, they had to lie on their sides with their necks
twisted and arms raised, brandishing, in a sloping direction, their
short-handled picks.

Below there was, first, Zacharie; Levaque and Chaval were on
the stages above, and at the very top was Maheu. Each worked at
the slaty bed, which he dug out with blows of the pick; then he
made two vertical cuttings in the bed and detached the block by
burying an iron wedge in its upper part. The coal was rich; the
block broke and rolled in fragments along their bellies and thighs.
When these fragments, retained by the plank, had collected round
them, the pikemen disappeared, buried in the narrow cleft.

Mabheu suffered most. At the top the temperature rose to thirty-
five degrees, and the air was stagnant, so that in the long run it
became lethal. In order to see, he had been obliged to fix his lamp
to a nail near his head, and this lamp, close to his skull, still fur-
ther heated his blood. But his torment was especially aggravated by
the moisture. The rock above him, a few centimetres from his face,
streamed with water, which fell in large continuous rapid drops
with a sort of obstinate rhythm, always at the same spot. It was
vain for him to twist his head or bend back his neck. They fell on his
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bony fellow of twenty-five, with strongly marked features, who
was in a bad humour at having to wait. When he saw Etienne he
asked, with contemptuous surprise:

“What’s that?”

And when Maheu had told him the story he added between his
teeth:

“These men are eating the bread of girls.”

The two men exchanged, a look, lighted up by one of those in-
stinctive hatreds which suddenly flame up. Etienne had felt the in-
sult without yet understanding it. There was silence, and they got
to work. At last all the seams were gradually filled, and the cuttings
were in movement at every level and at the end of every passage.
The devouring shaft had swallowed its daily ration of men: nearly
seven hundred hands, who were now at work in this giant ant-hill,
everywhere making holes in the earth, drilling it like an old worm-
eaten piece of wood. And in the middle of the heavy silence and
crushing weight of the strata one could hear, by placing one’s ear
to the rock, the movement of these human insects at work, from the
flight of the cable which moved the cage up and down, to the bit-
ing of the tools cutting out the coal at the end of the stalls. Etienne,
on turning round, found himself again pressed close to Catherine.
But this time he caught a glimpse of the developing curves of her
breast: he suddenly understood the warmth which had penetrated
him.

“You are a girl, then!” he exclaimed, stupefied.

She replied in her cheerful way, without blushing:

“Of course. You've taken your time to find out!”
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arms, with massive hands falling to his knees. For the rest, like his
horse, which stood immovable, without suffering from the wind, he
seemed to be made of stone; he had no appearance of feeling either
the cold or the gusts that whistled at his ears. When he coughed his
throat was torn by a deep rasping; he spat at the foot of the basket
and the earth was blackened.

Etienne looked at him and at the ground which he had thus
stained.

“Have you been working long at the mine?”

Bonnemort flung open both arms.

“Long? I should think so. I was not eight when I went down into
the Voreux and I am now fifty-eight. Reckon that up! I have been ev-
erything down there; at first trammer, then putter, when I had the
strength to wheel, then pikeman for eighteen years. Then, because
of my cursed legs, they put me into the earth cutting, to bank up
and patch, until they had to bring me up, because the doctor said I
should stay there for good. Then, after five years of that, they made
me carman. Eh? that’s fine—fifty years at the mine, forty-five down
below.

While he was speaking, fragments of burning coal, which now
and then fell from the basket, lit up his pale face with their red
reflection.

“They tell me to rest,” he went on, “but I'm not going to; I'm not
such a fool. I can get on for two years longer, to my sixtieth, so as
to get the pension of one hundred and eighty francs. If I wished
them good evening to-day they would give me a hundred and fifty
at once. They are cunning, the beggars. Besides, I am sound, ex-
cept my legs. You see, it’s the water which has got under my skin
through being always wet in the cuttings. There are days when I
can’t move a paw without screaming”

A spasm of coughing interrupted him again.

“And that makes you cough so,” said Etienne.

But he vigorously shook his head. Then, when he could speak:
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“No, no! I caught cold a month ago. I never used to cough; now I
can’t get rid of it. And the queer thing is that I spit, that I spit—"

The rasping was again heard in his throat, followed by the black
expectoration.

“Is it blood?” asked Etienne, at last venturing to question him.

Bonnemort slowly wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“It’s coal. I've got enough in my carcass to warm me till I die.
And it’s five years since I put a foot down below. I stored it up, it
seems, without knowing it; it keeps you alive!”

There was silence. The distant hammer struck regular blows in
the pit, and the wind passed by with its moan, like a cry of hunger
and weariness coming out of the depths of the night. Before the
flames which grew low, the old man went on in lower tones, chew-
ing over again his old recollections. Ah, certainly: it was not yes-
terday that he and his began hammering at the seam. The family
had worked for the Montsou Mining Company since it started, and
that was long ago, a hundred and six years already. His grandfather,
Guillaume Maheu, an urchin of fifteen then, had found the rich coal
at Réquillart, the Company’s first pit, an old abandoned pit to-day
down below near the Fauvelle sugar works. All the country knew it,
and as a proof, the discovered seam was called the Guillaume, after
his grandfather. He had not known him—a big fellow, it was said,
very strong, who died of old age at sixty. Then his father, Nicolas
Maheu, called Le Rouge, when hardly forty years of age had died in
the pit, which was being excavated at that time: a land-slip, a com-
plete slide, and the rock drank his blood and swallowed his bones.
Two of his uncles and his three brothers, later on, also left their
skins there. He, Vincent Maheu, who had come out almost whole,
except that his legs were rather shaky, was looked upon as a know-
ing fellow. But what could one do? One must work; one worked
here from father to son, as one would work at anything else. His
son, Toussaint Maheu, was being worked to death there now, and
his grandsons, and all his people, who lived opposite in the settle-
ment. A hundred and six years of mining, the youngsters after the
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It was the seam which contained their cutting. At the first step,
Etienne hurt his head and elbows. The sloping roof descended so
low that, for twenty or thirty metres at a time, he had to walk bent
double. The water came up to his ankles. After two hundred me-
tres of this, he saw Levaque, Zacharie, and Catherine disappear, as
though they had flown through a narrow fissure which was open
in front of him.

“We must climb,” said Maheu. “Fasten your lamp to a button-hole
and hang on to the wood” He himself disappeared, and Etienne had
to follow him. This chimney-passage left in the seam was reserved
for miners, and led to all the secondary passages. It was about the
thickness of the coal-bed, hardly sixty centimetres. Fortunately the
young man was thin, for, as he was still awkward, he hoisted him-
self up with a useless expense of muscle, flattening his shoulders
and hips, advancing by the strength of his wrists, clinging to the
planks. Fifteen metres higher they came on the first