
‘‘No-one hates another, 
he just doesn’t understand him.”

African proverb.

Herein!*
Marguerite Abouet & Ergün Gündüz

Thank you, Jacques Paulot, for your confidence in me.
With my warmest affection.

Marguerite Abouet.

*Come in!



93

 Another saying from my neck of the 
woods is that the cat looks at the 

master of the house before coming in. 
Yes, people are a bit wary of those they 

don’t know! All the residents of the 
Grande Rue came out of their houses to 

check us out. I have to say, we were quite 
a sight. Three black people, a woman and 
two men, and a long-haired white man. 
It seemed that a stranger here is like a 
rare bird, immediately recognisable. Oh 

yes, a stranger stands out here.

Our host, waiting to 
welcome us in front of a 

beautiful big house, asked us 
to excuse his neighbours. They 
so rarely see anyone here, 
it’s nothing to do with skin 

colour or hair length.

COME IN!

He was 92, still bright-eyed 
and delighted to welcome us 

to his home in Tailly.

We found the kitchen.

A leftover from 
the Great War. My 

house, like all those 
in Tailly, throws up 
reminders of our 

position so close to 
the border. My cousin 
even has a skeleton.

Tailly, a little village in the Ardennes, halfway between Sedan and 
Verdun, is a charming and peaceful place, where its fifty residents live 

in tranquillity. “You always inherit something from your parents”, 
as we say in the Ivory Coast. 

The Ardennais have inherited bad reputations: dreadful weather, a 
godforsaken dump stuck up against a corner of Germany and, above all, 

a direct road to war…

In the living room, 
I noticed a door with two 
painted, clasped hands, 

with a German inscription, 
‘EINIGKEIT MACHT STARK’, 

(Strength through Unity).

… from the French defeat at 
Sedan in 1870 to the famous 

German breakthrough of 
1940, via the Great War.

So why did my colleagues and I choose Tailly for our writers’ workshop ? Mainly because 
we needed a spacious and above all quiet place to write the script for a 26 episodes TV 
drama in 10 days. Whatever the reason, Tailly is where we ended up at the beginning of 

August 2015.
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I took the first room at 
the top of the stairs. 

The biggest. It belonged 
to Lucie, our host’s 

grandmother. I immediately 
opened the big window to 

look at Tailly, surrounded 
by rolling hills.

Over dinner, our host explained that it 
was important for visitors to understand 
the history of the places they visited. He 

told us the story of the Ardennes. A region 
trapped, because of its geography, right at 
the heart of the biggest European wars. 
Ground to be marched over, laden with 
history, the Ardennes has been invaded, 

occupied, bombarded, devastated.

It was the only French 
department to have been 

completely occupied during 
the First World War. From 
August 31st 1914 right up 

to the last battle on the 
10th and 11th of November, 
the Ardennais were under 
German occupation for 52 
months. Indeed, this house 
had many tales to tell 

for anyone who was at all 
curious about people who 

could no longer be seen or 
heard, but whose stories 

were all around.

So when war broke out on August 3rd 

1914, Lucie didn’t think at that moment 
that it would be much different 

from what previous generations had 
experienced. And Tailly was not within 

range of the guns.

But things rapidly got 
worse! After the invasions 
of Luxembourg and Belgium, 

the enemy bypassed the 
eastern forts and poured 
down on the Ardennes. The 

village was suddenly full of 
French troops. The cannons 

thundered in the east, 
towards the Meuse.

When I fell peacefully asleep in Lucie’s bed on that day, 
August 2nd 2015, could I have imagined, on another August 2nd, 

in 1914, that the end of that world was at hand?
Would I have 

believed that war 
would break out 
the next day? 

Disaster is always 
a surprise and 
never makes an 
appointment!
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Long, grey, solid 
and immense, the 
German infantry 
columns marched 

down the valley. The 
French units, ordered 

to prevent them 
entering the Argonne 
valley via the Tailly 

gap, busied themselves 
digging trenches 
and constructing 
artillery positions 

on either side of the 
road through the 
surrounding hills, 
in the woods to the 

south.

When they saw this, 
and the troops’ 
determination to 
defend them, some 
of the villagers 

took new hope and 
courage.

But scarcely five days later, German scouts were spotted near the ruined 
houses in Beauclair. The next day, shells rained down on Tailly.

Lucie and her entire family went 
down into the vaulted cellar, 
the strongest and safest place 

in the house. They had candles, a 
water barrel and food with them.

The bombardment 
damaged several 

houses in the village. 
The big house was 

hit by a shell which, 
by a miracle, didn’t 

explode. The hole was 
filled in after the 
war. You can still 
see where it struck 

the back wall.
Then gunfire was heard, 
a way off at first, then 
rapidly coming closer. 
Wounded soldiers fell 

back and others went to 
take their place on the 
outskirts of the village.

The situation got 
worse in the village. 
Despite her tears, 

Lucie allowed Julien, 
her 19-year old son, 

to leave. He was 
neither a soldier, nor 
a reservist. The French 

would not hold 
their positions for 

long. If the Germans 
found any young men 
here, they would be 

interned until the end 
of the war.

Julien would soon be mobilised. And France needed him. 
He had to leave. Lucien and other young men gathered 

at the end of the village with bags packed and 
loaded onto their bicycle racks.

Try to get to Reims, 
your cousin there 

will help you.
See you soon, grandad! 
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Lucie, all too aware of the dangers 
facing her only son, who she might 

never see again, was no longer afraid 
for herself. She had lost all fear.

Leaning out of the window of 
her bedroom, risking a stray 
bullet, she suddenly saw a 

French officer galloping down 
towards the village.

She ran to warn 
her father.

As he passed below her window, the horse suddenly reared 
up, then fell to the ground, knocked down by a shell blast.
The man pulled himself clear and ran off, dragging his leg.

Lucie ran down to the kitchen, where the 
shutters were closed. Her mother and 

sister were there, trembling.

Where’s 
Dad?

Lucie got to the yard through the stable. In the garden, a shovel in his 
hand, her father was digging a huge hole. Two baskets stood close by.

Dad, what are 
you doing?

I’m burying my wine, my 
dear. If those barbarians 
find it, they’ll get drunk 
on it and then God knows 

what might happen. You 
need to go and hide the 
jewellery. Your mother 

and sister are too scared 
to do anything.

That wine was dug up in 
1919, for the wedding of our 

host’s parents.

Out the back!
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Following her father’s advice, 
Lucie quickly gathered up chains, 
rings, medallions and baptismal 

crosses, earrings, golden 
brooch...

She had found a box and 
a bag to put them in.

She should have been quicker, 
but couldn’t stop herself 

lingering over her favourites, 
even as she collected them up. 
She thought about when she 
had received them, tried on a 
ring here, pinned on a long 

forgotten brooch there.

Suddenly she became aware of a strange 
silence. Cannon blasts, shooting, 

the clash of weapons, shouting and 
swearing, all had stopped.

Then suddenly, orders 
barked out in a strange 
language. No more time 

for dreams.
Lucie scooped up her treasures 

and raced down the stairs.

She was in the kitchen. There 
was hammering at the door.

*Come in!

HEREIN!*
OPEN UP!

Here they are!
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Conciously, or instinctively, Lucie could 
never say, she threw what she was holding 

under the sideboard.

But as no-one knew for sure, the parquet 
floor never had been completely pulled 

up. A few strips had been changed here and 
there. Who could say?

Before the door sprung open, 
the jewels, sliding along the 
waxed floor, slammed into the 
wall and then, amazingly, fell 

down a large hole which had been 
opened up in the skirting board by 
the mice, quite out of sight and 

despite the cat.

Nana Lucie 
(as her 

grandchildren 
called her), 

always 
thought that 
the rats and 
mice might 

have dragged 
the jewellery 
off to their 
holes and 

that it might 
still be found 
if the whole 
floor was 
taken up. 

I woke up with a start!

END

After the war, when the hole was sealed up, nothing was ever found. 


