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  Introduction


  FOR the real existence of the Count Nicolas de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine I can vouch—and not only I, but hundreds of persons all over China. The old gentleman makes no secret of himself. Any reader of this book who doubts his existence will find it very much easier to get into correspondence than out of correspondence with the Don Juan of Our Days—who is the most indefatigable letter-writer I know.


  The mention of his full name—Count de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine, K.M.—(it annoys him to be called Count de Savine)—always seems to give cultured persons a slight shock; they appear to connect the name de Toulouse Lautrec with a French painter. Not so the Count; he connects the name exclusively with the Kings of Toulouse. Mere painters are nothing to him. So often does he refer to the princely pedigree he claims, that perhaps I had better assemble his statements here, and be done with them.


  I am a very good-known men, who belong to one of the most distinguiched aristocratic famelys of Europe—pretty wellknown all the world other [over]. I decend from the regnant Count Raymond de Toulouse (whose famely name was Lautrec)—chief of the first crusade, who took Jerusalem in the IX century, with Godefroid de Bouillon and Tancrede. Count Raymond was made Prince of Laodice, by the Emperor of Bysance—title that my anceters and me dont carry, on ground of our french chovinisme. Carry only french title, which is quait [quite] suffisent for us. Another anceter of my, who you find also in the history of royal France, was Count Thomas de Lautrec, intime friend of Francois I de Valois. Count Thomas de Lautrec was kild at the Battle of Fontenoy, and his last words was, On moeur mais on ne se rend pas,—words who was taken by his decendents as devise.


  My grand-grandfather, Marques Alexander de Toulouse Lautrec, great Marechal of King Louis XVI, married Princesse de Rohan. He imigrated from France to Russia at 1793, at the time of the French Revolution—with the brothers and daugther of the poor french king and queen martyres. This princess (Charlotte, duchesse d’Angouleme, princesse royal of France) was godmother to my grandfather, Count Alexander IV de Toulouse. Count Alexander marry the Polish princesse Yadwiga Oguinska, of the regnant famely of Litonia. I inherit the title from my maternal unkel, Count George de Toulouse Lautrec at his dead in 1892—me, the son of the yangest member of the famely. (In Russia is no Salic law.) My title was apruved by the department of heraudry, and confirme by Tsar’s decret.


  The de Savine famely was also of French decend, as the real name was de Sevigné. Marques de Sevignés’ famely came from France to Russia as emigrés, at the time of the persecuttion of the Protestants—the famos Edit de Nantes. Famely of wich was the good-known talentful french lady-writer—Marques de Sevigné.


  And if we had some slavish [Slav] blood in us, it was the blood of our women anceters of prince’s famelys—Kourakine—Volkonsky—Belosselsky—Oguinsky. These are all hyg [high, highly] aristocratic famelys of Russia, who had nothing in commun with the peopels. Realy, we had not in us a drop of slavish blood, as our anceters, though Russian princes, had in them Swedich blood of Ruric—first ruler and regnant prince of Kieff—a Scandinavian—not a slav.


  With regard to the title of our book I do not know—and do not propose to enquire into—the origin of the phrase Pull Devil, Pull Baker. I have a vague suspicion relating it to The Decameron, and no doubt the story that the phrase represents is an uproariously good, rather obscene one, perfectly irrelevant to my purpose. But my ignorance gives me the phrase to play with, and so I am free to identify the Count with a maker of airy and blossom-white moral confectionery, and myself with a minor devil of sour eye and sweet tooth—and the two of us pulling, in opposite directions. Pull Devil, Pull Baker expresses, at any rate, the lack of team-work only too apparent in the making of this book. Where the Count pulls the load a step forward, I feel devilishly impelled to pull it a step back, and so—like all devils and bakers—lions and lambs—blacks and whites—Peters and Pauls—we cancel out each other’s efforts; we get nowhere. Except that, between us, we have produced something that looks, at least superficially, like a book.


  Most books written by one person and edited by another might really be entitled Pull Devil, Pull Baker; complete oneness of spirit between author and editor is as rare as figs on thistles. Of course I admit that the dislocation between author and editor is usually more discreetly glossed over than it is in our book. At any rate, in our book, the Count says what he means, and I say what I mean, and, although our meanings are often mutually contradictory, at least I do not interpret him, as some editors have been known to interpret authors who are no longer sufficiently alive to insist on interpreting themselves.


  My editing consists largely in trying to outshout my author with ideas of my own—ideas always, I am sure, in his opinion, completely irrelevant and frivolous. I have also combed the manuscripts for redundancies, have slightly amended the Count’s English (but not much), and have even taken the liberty of faintly bowdlerising one or two of the hotter Loving Stories—not by altering his words but by inserting a few fig-leaves in the form of asterisks. Not all the asterisks are mine; the Count knows their value as well as I do. I have also, in two or three instances, retold stories of his which I—in my arrogant way—felt that he had not made the most of.


  I am so far from wishing to interpret the Count’s own narrative, that I have even left the spelling more or less as it was, merely concerning myself with the alteration of confusing inconsistencies and of what seemed to me really baffling obscurities. I do not believe the reader will find the spelling or style difficult, if only he will take my advice and approach the work with a pliable attention. It is useless to apply a taut mind to such a headlong style as this; it is useless to burrow into memories of what the Count calls “a hyg classic education” for the derivations of words. The eye and ear, I suggest, will be found to adjust themselves to our author’s engaging mannerisms without aid from the cultured brain. The brain, in fact, must be content to take a back seat.


  Readers who feel that a really conscientious editor should have transposed all the manuscripts into conventional English, are asked to turn to Chapter XII; comparison of the story of the Baroness Olga with the other stories will, I think, convince them that these impulsive tales gain enormously by the impulsive manner of their telling.


  I therefore repeat my warning: read these stories at a run. If any single word should, for the moment, be found obscure, the reader should not boggle or despair, but hasten bravely on, and give the whole phrase a chance to explain itself. Spontaneity should be the reader’s password, as it is the Count’s. In my opinion, he has hit upon a manner conspicuously appropriate to the story he has to tell.


  S. B.


  PULL DEVIL, PULL BAKER


  Chapter I
PULL DEVIL …


  Presenting the Baker from the Devil’s Point of View


  “THE Triky [trick, stunt]—successful again,” wheezes the Count de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine to himself, as sympathetic nurses tuck him in between the sheets of a hospital bed, in some new land that seems to him full of golden possibilities. “Oh, what a cleaver men I am!”


  And indeed he is a very clever man. To travel successfully about needs a great deal of cleverness, if one is White Russian by nationality, seventy-seven years old, penniless, friendless and in fragile health. The fragile health is perhaps an asset. Without it, the Triky would be impossible. His old age, his bronchitis, his worn-out digestive powers, are by no means guileful claims—they are genuine disabilities, and only come under the Triky heading in so far as they enable the Count to embark on sea-voyages to indefinite destinations, with a fair certainty of being placed on shore in a free hospital, by order of a harassed ship’s doctor, at the next port. Most ports are closed now to adventurers lacking orthodox passports and money—but illness and old age are useful master-keys.


  In this way, I understand—or in some other way equally clever—he arrived in a Hongkong hospital, and immediately made himself the centre of attention there. For it must not be supposed that because the Count is penniless, his pockets are empty. On the contrary, they are bursting—with stories.


  Stories are his currency; he pays—or tries to pay—for everything with stories. To himself he seems like a free-handed man paying his way generously. “You can have it, my dear madame,—take it and enjoy it; it is a story which will make you grand sansation. I have planty more stories in my had—I can spare this one.” Or sometimes he says, “I give you here a story; you can please give me ten dollars,” just as one might say, “Can you give me small change for a ten-dollar note?” His shocked astonishment on being offered (say) five dollars only, is as genuine and profound as mine would be on being offered five dollars for a ten-dollar note. “But, madame—this is a mistake—I gave you a ten-dollar story.”


  Being without a cent of real metal money seems to him as little disconcerting as being without dried beans might be to you or me; he feels like a millionaire, because he has plenty of stories. His seventy-seven years are no burden to him; he waves them like a flag; collectively he calls them “experimence”; they are so many stories to him—his capital, in fact. Even while he lives on charity, in mission hospitals, he feels himself a giver, not a taker. He is an honoured guest, privileged to complain of the food and to press succulent beardy kisses on the reluctant chaste hands of lady almoners. “Send news of my stay here to the newspapers—it will make Grand Sansation,” he says to the old pauper in the next bed, and he is conscious of himself as an evergreen tree growing glamorously in this forest of sere boughs. Discharged, he walks about gallantly, tinkling with medals; he wavers along with strained uneven strides, his long stained beard flying; he gesticulates with his trembling old hands that are patched with those blotted, bloodless freckles that mark the hands of the very old; he is completely impervious to incredulity or mockery or indifference. “I am a most experimenced man; I shall be useful to any king or government,” he says, when consuls express reluctance to grant him visas for further aimless wanderings. “You do not welcome common Russians—no—but Russian Cavalry Officer of high aristocratic family is not common. My militairy experimence is necessitated to any government suffering from insurrection of the loo common people. I can ride… . I can command armies… . I am an avocat and understand justice… . I can direct secret services… .” Consuls, charitable committees—policemen—look incredulously, listen incredulously, to this confident voice proceeding from a body that obviously has no right to confidence. The voice is a mistake, they think; their ears are deceiving them; here is nothing but a very old, very poor case. And the old Count marvels how blind every one is, as he tramps proudly from consulate to workhouse, from workhouse to police-station, from police-station to hospital, from hospital to charitable committee. Certainly he needs food, coins of money, housing and clothes—who does not? He is human like every one else, he tells himself—but what a splendid specimen of humanity!


  It would be difficult to say how many of his stories are literally true. He is a symbol—not only in our eyes but in his own, and to insist on the literal truth from a living symbol would be ungracious. When I think of the Count, I hear a voice echoing echoes—a voice denying nothing, however unlikely—disclaiming no acquaintance, however godlike—admitting no failures, however insignificant—boggling at no adventure, however incredible. My own remembering mind’s ear—bemused—adds its own echo to the echo of the echo, and so it goes on… . Godson of Tolstoi—confidant of Trotsky—millionaire among American millionaires—lover of royal princesses… . Kings and queens were nothing to him. He was 


  good acquented (he says) with queen and king of Greace, Queen Olga, ex-grande-duchesse of Russia, and good acquented with the Danish royal famely from wich was Princesse Dagmar—late Empress of Russia, who was very gracios to me, one of her partners in dances at the time when she was grande-duchesse heritière, and me a smarth Horses’ Guards officer—good dancer—good valcer. Connu le roi des Belges, Leopold II, rencontré chez Cleo de Merode, amie de ma maitresse, Madeleine de B——. Connu l’empereur Pedro de Bresil, et Oscar, roi de Suède, de la famille Bernadotte—grand ami de ma famille—qui passait ses hirers a Pau, pays de ses ancetres et des miens aussi. Connu l’empereur Guillaume I d’Allemagne, et son fils Frederic, et sa belle fille—(fille de la reine Victoria d’Angleterre)—et son petit-fils Guillaume II—jeune officier des hussards de la garde à Potsdam… .


  He eloped with a royal princess of Spain, but the romance was crushed by the King of Spain of those days—not, the Count insists, on grounds of incompatibility of rank—


  What concern aristocratism, my famely was no less as hers. The king of Spain, to, was my old coledge friend of Lice Louis le Grand in Paris. But I think that he and his mother (of very bad temper) had some politic wiews to the pretty Infanta. That brogth to a flee—to a departure secrette of the lovely princesse with me to Paris—But not one french catholic priest concent to mary us without the concent of the old Queen Isabella. Cette reine—(qui n’etait pas belle)—detronée, habitait Paris—dans une maison que les parisiens moqueurs appelaient “palais d’Espagne,” et qui n’etait q’une maison bourgeoise, fort modeste… . I made a faut not to cary my royal bride to London, where we could succied to mary… .


  How much of it must we believe? Surely, very catholic memories imply a catholic experience. To take an ell, one must at least have been given the first inch. Nobody could tell a good fish story without having once caught at least a stickleback. There is no smoke without fire—no hot air without a spark of flame somewhere. Something must have happened to the Count de Savine, to enable him to describe everything.


  The truth is that events do not affect him—until they are moulded into Stories; the pressure of coarse circumstances bears more lightly upon him than does a dream; he is oblivious of the things that simply happen. Only gross things happen; only fine things are remembered: The crude current days and weeks are filtered through his romantic imagination, and only a distilled essence of gross daily life is stored in his consciousness.


  He has never been young, any more than he now is old. He sprang into the world fully armed with bright romance. Dates are so coarse that they rebound from his memory; even before he was born, he was an adventurer in the forefront of the world’s most sansational affairs, it seems; one has the impression that he was active in several campaigns before he was weaned—(as far as one may trust the mere probabilities provided by dates)—and now, at nearly eighty, he is an adventurer still, and a new world of adventures lies always just before him. Actually—as far as one can see, his current adventures are limited to such thrills as sordid deportations, or a couple of nights in the cells as a vagrant without visible means of support—(visible means—when he has a sackful of stories!), or a scolding from the mission hospital sister because he has spilt his soup on his clean night-shirt.


  He doesn’t know how to tell a story—we clever people can see at once that he doesn’t; he is too much on his own side. Stories, as we clever people tell them, are complex and vague and full of undertones and overtones; they avoid clichés and purple patches and melodrama and even drama. Stories are identified in the Count’s mind with Romance, and he belongs to the date when Romance meant—to the innocent imagination—Dashing Young Guardsmen borrowing money from Wicked Usurers to dissipate it on Society Belles with Blue Eyes and Golden Hair, who moved in Smart Equipages drawn by High-stepping Thoroughbreds.


  This is his description of himself:


  Count Nicolas de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine, Hereditairy Knight of Malta (K.M.), Knight of St Vladimir Cross, St Anna, St Stanislas and St George’s Cross of Russia, Iron Cross of Rumania, all awarded for gallantry, serving as officer in Russia Horses’ Guards. Officer and veteran of American Army, woundet twice—at the Russian-Turquish War (1877) and at the Hispano-American War (1897). Citizen of the United States by naturalization at 1897 at Chicago, Ill. For long yahrs martyr of the Tsar’s tyrany, exiled three times to Siberia for political offences as writer of books against the Tsars and their shemefull rool. Twice escapet from Siberia and trampet the world over. Elected by the Bulgarian peopel to the tron of Bulgaria at 1887 but arrestet by the Tsar for it.


  Now his pedestal is built of air; he sits among dull, poor, bored old men in the free wards of hospitals, but Romance rages round his consciousness—that unsubstantial but magically resilient pedestal—like a storm. He thinks of himself as a Historical Figure, compounded of hot Romance—a dethroned king—a martyr—a rebel in the forefront of youth’s advance—a warrior resting, for a moment only, on his spear. His spirit cannot endure his present obscurity—and yet his body must. He quite easily denies his dingy circumstances admission into his mind.


  I heard of him in Hongkong first. A person so irrelevant—so unreticent—so exotic—so full-flavoured as the Count would quickly be heard of in the refined airs of Hongkong. I heard of an old man who called himself a king and wrote some very Shocking Stories. I went to the Free Hospital to see him, and found a rather charming, tremulous old man in a vulgar drab tartan hospital dressing-gown, a white-bearded old man with bright eyes and a wide Russian nose (which he immediately told me were like Tolstoi’s)—a naturally dishevelled old man now precariously kept neat and presentable by amiable but unimpressed hospital nurses.


  I was a ghost to him, from the first. “I have ever been great admirer of ladies,” he said, looking through me at be-bustled, be-fanned, be-diamonded frou-frou memories, as I arrived in a damp mackintosh and muddy shoes at his bedside. With his white beard he tickled the pages of an album filled with crooked photographs. I can’t remember now the exact details of that album—but this is the impression I retain. “This is a portrait of the Princesse de——, lady of royal blood, who was crazy of me in Vienna,” he said, indicating a photograph—clipped from a newspaper—of a female face with an oblong dimness over the mouth, entitled Get Rid of That Film,, You can See the Difference in Three Days. “This is my beautiful daughter, Liane, famous Paris beauty—now fiancée to a Spanish Prince,” he pointed to a clipping candidly entitled Newest Portrait of Miss Rosalind S——, one of the season’s most Attractive Debutantes, daughter of Mr H—— S——, the well-known and popular King’s Counsel. “This photo I took myself of the garden seat on which I made love to Helene——; it was in the magnificent pleasure-grounds of her husband, the Baron——” (and also, one gathered, in the magnificent show-rooms of Messrs Gamage, London). His anxious bright eyes challenged my eyes. “This is my dear lovely Marie——, the prima ballerina”; he had scratched out the printed name and written, “Marie, my dear tru sweatheart—O Womens, the Perl of the Nature!” “Two million roubles,” he said, “have I spent on ladies in my life,”—but now the ladies he loved are dust, and he must ask me—a mere woman—for ten dollars. He has, one would say, the right to ask of a woman some little gesture of repayment for the two million roubles he has spent on Ladies. He spent the money as a man—he demands it as a ghost.


  In spite of the Romance that gags him as a modern story-teller, there seems to me no doubt that he has stories to tell. I was convinced of this as soon as he told me that he arrived in Venice, a penniless fugitive from Russian justice, and, on being advised by a friend to go to Bulgaria, said, “Why Bulgaria? Is the throne vacant there?” It was, and he sat on it for a day or two. You or I would have felt lucky, in such circumstances, to get a job as stenographer or chauffeur, but the Count de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine—even when on the dole—thinks in terms of crowns and millions and coups d’état.


  He and I are unnatural collaborators. I think we do not understand each other at all; I cannot see behind his eyes, nor he behind mine. I am not really quite convinced that he is human at all, and he does not suspect that any one in the world is human. All the people he meets—all the people he has ever met—he considers as material to be dealt with by him—subjects for Trikies—for love—for defiance—for bribery—for anger… . So much for the way he sees us.


  As for the way we see him… . In his story he is always the victim of events. He tells us nothing, really, about himself as a provoker of events; we hear nothing of his public activities, during all these years. Certainly his name must have recurred frequently in police records—otherwise surely authority would not have remembered him so pertinaciously over a period of forty years. Yet, making allowances for the fact that he must have seemed to his official compatriots a chronic public nuisance, and making allowances for the innocently personal bias of his story—it is still difficult to imagine how it could have been worth any community’s while to hound so naif a creature so tirelessly as he claims to have been hounded. There must have been a reason for this—some practical reason that looked all right on paper, but in flesh and blood terms, it is scarcely conceivable that our autobiographer could have been seriously dangerous to any community. The Count’s literary style is not calculated to wring from us profound sympathy. His words dance fantastically about the rather sombre dramatic scene of his intention. But when one realises, suddenly, that there is a me behind all these puffed-up words—that there is a heart beating in the breast of this old ghost—the personal horror of the unremitting persecution he seems to have suffered strikes one like a blow. When we slip ourselves into his skin—imagine ourselves tramping in chains across the stark, dusty-winded miles of Siberia—ourselves locked in filthy prison-cells—ourselves given a mockery of liberty in a hideous wilderness whose very immensity is more hampering than iron bars,—then, the charming grotesqueness of the Count’s English has an almost grisly effect—like the queer cries made by a gagged victim.


  He could never have been impersonal enough to be really dangerous to the state, I suggest. Impersonal wrath is intensely dangerous—almost impossible to appease by ordinary human means. Being unsoftened by personal vanity, it carries within itself the germ of an immortality of hatred. A public protest, made from a truly public spirit, can only be silenced by public reform—a tough proposition, as all communities have discovered. But public protest from a public spirit is extremely rare; public protests—very much more often than rebels will admit—are made on private grounds. Every one has a right to elbow-room for his vanity (more prettily called self-respect)—and wise communities remember this. The Count’s vanity never seems to have been allowed an inch of rope. I believe if he had been an Englishman, he would have joined the Fabian Society in youth, would have admired John Stuart Mill, Bernard Shaw, Lloyd George and Lord Beaverbrook in turn, would have addressed innumerable meetings, sent innumerable letters to the Liberal press, would have joined innumerable societies and brotherhoods, and by now would have been a boisterously hortatory J.P.—a thorn in the side of some rural district council—a storm-centre in some half-shocked, half-admiring provincial community—and perfectly, perfectly safe. For he is emphatically not a rebel against the existing state of things. He is a supporter of the ideal of social inequality; he considers the United States’ form of government a Lesson to Us All. He is anything but a communist. He hates the Bolsheviks for all sorts of reasons—almost exclusively personal reasons. Yet the Bolsheviks do not seem to find him dangerous—outside Russia, at any rate. Nobody now demands his extradition from anywhere to anywhere. Since 1918 he has moved about the world, making a “grand sansation” everywhere—yet everywhere unarrested. No more offended officials “nok to his door”. The Bolsheviks, perhaps, are more resigned than were the Tsars, to being told where they were wrong. The Count knows where everybody is wrong—where Kerensky was wrong—where Lenin was wrong—where Trotsky was wrong—where Karl Marx and Tolstoi were wrong. Reams of paper have been devoted to expositions of everybody’s errors.


  Kerensky was tru and honest, but fail on ground of his mild conduct concern the Bolshevics—working peopel—mob—who understood in State bisness and hyg politics as pigs—hogs in oranges! Without any doubts, Kerensky have dun a great mistake, not have taken my advice—to hung Lenin and Trotsky to! That I have telegrathed to him from Siberia—“Doo with Lenin,” I wroth, “As Napoleon Bonaparte have dun with the Duc of Angain.” If Kerensky have taken my advice, he be staying on his place, and russian peopel had not suffer to these days. This is his unpardonable mistake and fault.


  What concern Trotsky; I know him long yahrs in New York, where he live very modestly in a fournished room at Broklyn. My mind is that he is the best and most cleaver of the Bolshevic band. As a cleaver men, I had plasure in his company, but in russian affaires, we differe. His party figth against the capital. My party had as sempel [example] the great and cleaver republic of America.


  Tolstoi, as romances writer, is without any doubts one of the greatest mens, not only of Russia but also of the world—but as philosoph or finker [thinker], a child, or a very old men who loose his mind. By his love of the loo peopels, he is very near to the Bolshevics—could esy join them.


  The Count de Toulouse Lautrec de Savine, in fact, spends his life saying, “I told you so.” But—nobody seems to mind, now, whether he told us so or not.


  When I first met the Count my heart was wrung, because he seemed to me, now, in the latter end of his life, like a child called in from play. Prisons, which had lain in wait for him all his life, did not want him now; no angry authority beckoned him. And yet the penalties of old age, ill health and poverty seemed to be closing in on him like the bars of a cage. The call of public charity is, in a way, more inexorable than the call of the law; on the old and the destitute it exerts an airless and irresistible suction, like the suction at the mouth of a deep-sea cave.
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