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The last time I saw her was at the Continental 
in Saigon, where Frenchmen listening to 

the latest music from Paris are able to forget 
for a moment that sun-weary land of exile. 
She swept out of the café “like the Queen of 
Sheba,” as the estimable Malardier put it, and 
into her waiting motorcar. 
And after she passed, a gentleman, in one of 
those preposterously large felt hats which 
Frenchmen persist in wearing even so near the 
equator, laughed and said: “I wonder how long 
that will last!”
Perhaps, Madame la Panthère, you will accept 
this inadequate testimonial of my belief in the 
integrity of your cleverness…. 
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The Book that Launched 
a Thousand Ships

By Pico Iyer

Be patient when you enter Harry Hervey’s humid, sometimes 
overwrought early novel, Congai. And be aware that one of its main 
themes is that things in French Indochina are seldom what they seem.

It’s true that at first you may feel you’re trudging through a very 
heavy jungle on a horribly steamy day and being concussed by low-
hanging fruit at every turn. By page 3, you’re reading of the “pitiless 
incandescence” of the heat, by page 4 you’re surrounded by a “silent 
brown mystery” and very soon you’ll notice that the young author never 
met a noun ending in “-ness” that he didn’t like, generally accompanied 
by an over-ripe tropical adjective.

We’re not accustomed to such smoldering and febrile eventfulness 
in the 21st century—“sultry brooding” and “exquisite frailty” in the 
same sentence—and when a Frenchman starts talking about “beautiful 
savages” on page 3, we’re taken aback: you’re not supposed to say things 
like that! Indeed, the Frenchman himself is advised that soon he won’t 
be calling any locals “savages”—and may come to wonder whether he’s 
not the real savage himself.

“Everything is paradoxical—particularly here,” says a nearby priest, 
giving us our first intimation of what a connoisseur of secrets and 
fictions our young author really is. Congai is about to prove a lot 
more supple and unexpected than it appears, as will both the French 



x

colonial presence and the indigenous Vietnamese population that are 
its central subjects.

  

What I love about this book is how constantly it proved me wrong, 
and how deliberately it overturned my every expectation, the first time 
I read it. To take perhaps the most obvious example, it begins with 
a young Frenchman in Indochina in the 1920s encountering a sultry 
local girl and slowly surrendering to her charms. Madama Butterfly 
revisited, I thought—or any of Pierre Loti’s famous romances (such 
as Madame Chrysanthème on which Madama Butterfly was based) 
updated a little, to tell the story of a carefree Western romancer and 
bewitching, if ultimately abandoned, dark-skinned nymph. When, 
early on in the book, the wandering French writer actually publishes a 
novel about his local love—titled Une Fille d’Annam (A Girl of Annam), 
no less—I was sure that I was simply reading a thinly-veiled account 
of Hervey’s own romance with some local beauty. Everything seemed 
thinly-veiled in Congai.

How wrong I was! The writer turns out to be just one of several 
amours his heroine will encounter, and Hervey had a much more 
intriguingly complex and equivocal relation to his subject than I’d 
guessed. At a central dinner party in the novel, the characters actually 
start discussing Une Fille d’Annam, and even as various French officials 
downplay its value, it’s the “half-caste” Vietnamese girl—its subject 
and dedicatee—who defends it. At that same party, the guests go on 
to talk about Loti, as if to show that Hervey was acutely conscious 
of the tradition in which he was working and of the stereotypes he 
was invoking. Yet again, it’s the Frenchmen who dismiss the French 
chronicler of exoticism even as the Vietnamese woman finds much to 
praise in the traveler’s depictions of native beauties. 

Loti was “able to catch the nostalgic beauty of Asia,” she says, while 
entertaining reactions that are “undeniably Eastern.” Emotionally, 
for her, he’s a “strange blending of both Oriental and Occidental.” 
She might almost be talking about her own creator, the 27 year-old 
American Harry Hervey—or, in truth, his alter ego: herself.
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Harry Hervey first arrived in Indochina in 1925, at a time when very 
few Americans had set eyes on it—he came out with six rich travel-
books and novels. In every one, he is scathing about colonialism and 
more than ready to go native—even as he never begins to assume the 
native culture is either easy or uncomplicated (when a Frenchman walks 
through her garden with the heroine, Thi-Linh, he registers “roses 
mimosa, agaves, acacias, palms…with just enough thorny growth to 
make it interesting”).

By the time Hervey arrived, the French, after 60 years or so of 
occupation had, inevitably, compiled a whole library of books describing 
their local loves and losses—as their American counterparts would 
do in Vietnam and Japan and the Philippines. In 1911 Jean d’Estay 
published Thi-Sen: la petite amie exotique  (Thi-Sen: The Exotic Little 
Girlfriend), and by 1919 Roland Meyer released his controversial epic 
tale of cross-cultural love, Saramani, Danseuse Khmer (Saramani, Khmer 
Dancer). In 1920 the prolific Jean d’Esme came out with Thi-Ba, fille 
d’Annam (Thi-Ba, Girl of Annam), and Henry Casseville followed with 
Thi-Nhi, autre fille d’Annam (Thi-Nhi, Another Girl of Annam). The year 
after Hervey released Congai, noted author and Cambodian expert 
George Groslier published his novel of East-West romance, Le retour 
à l ’argile (Return to Clay), which later won France’s Grand Prize for 
Colonial Literature.

But in English literature, the topic was much less familiar. Hervey 
effectively threw open the door for dozens of later travelers to consider 
what could be called the hidden sales-tax, the night-time subversion 
of colonialism. By day, after all, many westerners imagined they were 
ruling the people they were in charge of; by night, in all kinds of ways, 
the empire struck back.

Six years after Congai, Andrew Freeman brought out his 
anthology, Brown Women and White, and then the floodgates really 
opened: Somerset Maugham’s stories of westerners giving themselves 
over to the lure of the East; Jack Reynolds’s still celebrated Woman 
of Bangkok in 1956; Richard Mason’s World of Suzie Wong, in 1957; 
Paul Scott’s unforgettable Chinese Love-Pavilion three years later. 
Soon even Ian Fleming was giving James Bond his only love-child, 
courtesy of Kissy Suzuki.
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If you step into a Bangkok bookshop tomorrow—or one in Phnom 
Penh, Hong Kong, Saigon—the books on the place written in English 
by foreigners will, almost to a one, be the grandchildren of Congai. I 
should know; I wrote one myself.

  

Hervey also stands up impressively when you consider some of the 
best-known fiction of his time trafficking in Asia. As soon as I entered 
the ripe, thunder-heavy world of Congai’s Vietnam, I couldn’t help 
thinking of the acclaimed young American novelist, Frederic Prokosch, 
who published a fantastically vivid and evocative account of a journey 
from Beirut to Hanoi in The Asiatics. But Prokosch’s book came out in 
1935, eight years after Congai, and the most startling thing about it was 
that its author had never been to the countries he described; he wrote 
the whole thing in New Haven, simply drawing upon the descriptions 
of other travelers, Hervey perhaps among them.

Two years after Congai, Somerset Maugham brought out his enduring 
travel-classic, The Gentleman in the Parlour, still one of the first works I 
recommend to travelers headed to the Asia where I’ve been living for 
more than a quarter of a century. But where Hervey dives fearlessly 
into the intensity of East-West relations in his works, Maugham simply 
observes them from a safe distance and in a sedan-chair being carried 
by local bearers. The 1920s marked a great explosion of writing about 
exotic corners of the world that suddenly became available to fortunate 
Western travelers, and it’s no wonder that the years between the wars 
are now seen as a Golden Age of writing about far-off cultures, thanks 
to such masters as Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, Peter Fleming and 
Robert Byron. But all of them, of course, were privileged Brits; Hervey 
was the relatively rare American of his time to go much farther than a 
Fitzgerald or Hemingway and to plunge into the intricacies of colonial 
dramas that were not his own.

Not every reader knows about all these precedents; I didn’t know 
any of the French ones until the publisher of this volume, Kent Davis, 
pointed them out to me. But Hervey surely did, and so he at once joined 
a grand tradition and subverted it by bringing the French stories into a 
new language and by challenging their premises. Of course there is a lot 
in Congai—maybe too much—about “white” and “brown.” In describing 
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one French character, Hervey goes on about “pathetic whiteness” so 
obsessively, and with so many incantatory repetitions, that I wondered if 
he’d just emerged from a heavy ingestion of D.H. Lawrence (“Oh, the 
excruciating whiteness of him as he stood there!”).

There’s also a lot about young and old: Thi-Linh finds Saigon “ancient 
and inevitable…{with} an oldness that had nothing to do with actual 
years,” and we see that the same applies to her. But at heart Hervey is 
discerning enough to realize that old and young can coexist in the same 
culture—or person. And as it develops, his book turns out to be as 
much about the struggle between Thi-Linh and her culture as it is about 
the struggle between Europe and Asia. As we follow his Annamite 
version of Madame Bovary, first torn between a local childhood lover 
and a Frenchman she’s drawn to, later divided between her restless 
longing to try a different kind of life and the changelessness that is part 
of her inheritance, we clearly see the division that defines Asia today: 
in India, in China, in Thailand and in the Japan where I live, many are 
perpetually wondering how to take in the best of the modern, affluent 
West without losing the Eastern values that have guided and steadied 
them for millennia.

Yes, you have to wade through a lot of “gurgling brownness” and 
“fluid drowsiness” in Congai; to absorb plenty of “insuperable brutality” 
and “shuddering ecstasy” as you tramp through its torrential dramas. 
Hervey’s description of emotions is often as feverish as a Harlequin 
romance, and there’s always a “savage splash of hibiscus” adorning his 
prose. But there’s no question that he inhaled Southeast Asia deeply 
and with tremendous vividness.

Look at the “dart and glide of two rickshaws beyond the low iron 
fence”; listen to the “chirp of scissors and ring of sandaled feet; voices 
and the droning tear of silk.” Again and again, “a sense of suppressed 
drums” in the background makes us feel the languor and the heat. 
Deeper than that, Hervey always makes the reader aware that, 
just beneath the gossamer delicacy of the culture he’s describing is 
something hard as steel: Thi-Linh sinks her nails into one French cheek 
until she draws blood; and, as Hervey explains, the limber dancing 
beauties of Phnom Penh have their joints broken so they can perform 
with greater flexibility.
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What took me aback, at every turn, as I went through his story, was 
how wisely Hervey cuts through simplistic explanations and, much 
like his heroine, penetrates to something more complex and riddled. 
The French here are often patronizing and crude, but, just as often, 
they’re more sensitive and open than we might imagine; Thi-Linh 
is never just a silly girl—or a calculating minx—but a confounding 
mixture of the two. At one point, we read, she “had learned enough 
about her Frenchman to understand his needs and desires.” But then 
Hervey goes on, “If she had known more…undoubtedly they would 
have had many arguments.”

The whole novel, as it develops, turns into a celebration of “fluidity,” 
the new, post-national consciousness that allows Westerners to go 
native to some extent, to keep setting down roots in different places and, 
at times, to carry the locals they meet somewhat into their own culture: 
in other words, just the mobile, global culture we know today, then in its 
first stages. And this is a matter not just of circumstance and movement 
but of inner movement and sensibility. Hervey, after all, enters the spirit 
of a distant continent and a different gender with great sensitivity and 
passion, as if to remind us that most borders exist only in our heads.

Notice, too—wonderfully, and quite plausibly (it’s almost the story 
of the East right now)—how it’s the Frenchman Justin who explains 
to the Vietnamese woman the classic Buddhist metaphor of how a 
flame is passed from candle to candle as a soul moves from life to 
life. Notice how the book’s constant, furious dramas play out against 
a backdrop of calm acceptance, as if the eventful tales of Thomas 
Hardy (or an eager Hollywood melodramatist) were placed within 
a Confucian frame. There are flashes from the Catholic confessional 
here, and quite a lot of Buddhist realism and tolerance about 
impermanence, but in the end we move past all religions to follow a 
flow as all-enveloping and unceasing as the river in Hermann Hesse’s 
Siddhartha, published just five years earlier.

Reading the book, you may not be surprised to learn that Hervey, 
with his gift for twisting stories and for swooning local color, found 
his way very quickly to Hollywood, where he had a hand in such 
Orientalist classics as Marlene Dietrich’s Shanghai Express. You may 
flinch a bit at the “clouded, half-wistful intensity” of his prose (to 
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borrow the phrase he uses for a young American’s eyes), or descriptions 
of a local girl wanting “to burn her lips in the soft rim of fire” on an 
American’s hair. But you will also surely note that Hervey was prescient 
enough to write about an American presence in French Indochina 
thirty years before that became the stuff of worldwide headlines.

In fact, my deepest astonishment in reading Congai came with 
seeing how much it anticipates perhaps the greatest and most 
evergreen foreign novel about modern Vietnam, The Quiet American, 
by Graham Greene—a book that urchins outside the Metropole 
Hotel in Hanoi still tout to visitors (in pirated editions), and the one 
that every wise newcomer to the country still consults. For here in 
Congai—twenty-nine years before Greene’s classic—Hervey gives us 
a Vietnamese woman, coolly judging her prospects with a variety of 
foreign suitors. He gives us another Vietnamese woman who’s even 
more pragmatic about the market value of beauty and exoticism. Here 
is a young American who sounds like an Englishman and whose 
sovereign quality is “innocence.” Here are scenes on the Rue Catinat, 
the evocative center of Greene’s novel, and memorable moments of 
Europeans spilling out onto the hot tropical streets at night after 
thé-dansants. Even the dedication page of Congai, with its unorthodox 
form and tone, is so strikingly similar to Greene’s that it’s hard not to 
believe that the English novelist took in Hervey’s novel when he spent 
time in Vietnam during the last days of the French.

So maybe it’s no coincidence that Greene’s heroine is called 
Phuong—which means “Phoenix,” as he tells us on his opening page; 
the symbol of the phoenix plays a central part in Hervey’s novel. And 
again and again—in Thi-Linh’s trips to the cinema, in the French 
Prefect of Police calmly reflecting on a murder (on the Rue Catinat), 
in the descriptions of plowmen working the fields immemorially, in an 
American who may wear a “stupid, grinning mask,” but is something 
much more inside—Hervey seems to be anticipating Greene and so 
opening the door to the way we would be seeing Indochina, on the page 
and in our heads, well into the 21st century.

For those who weary of the account of the young American—or get 
distracted by the “wistful luxury of feeling in his eyes” and his “suavely 
muscular being”—I simply recommend pressing on to the very end. 
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When you get there, you’ll find that the novel’s central discussion of 
Pierre Loti has implications for the plot as well as for the theme you 
may not have foreseen. You’ll realize that Thi-Linh’s ability to see the 
merits of a French perspective of Vietnam will help a Frenchman see 
the merits of a Vietnamese perspective on France. East and West are so 
mixed up—so all over one another—that all notions of black and white, 
of right and wrong, dissolve. In that way, Congai is an unexpectedly 
invaluable guide to the Asia that is waiting to take in millions of new 
visitors next year. Those of us who write on the continent almost ninety 
years later are often, more unconsciously than not, following in the 
footsteps of an intrepid latter-day Lafcadio Hearn who intuited more 
than he knew. Even in his wildest moments, Hervey caught something 
true that those of us more than twice his age can only bow before. 

Pico Iyer
Nara, Japan — August 2013

Pico Iyer has been called “arguably the greatest living travel-writer” 
by Outside magazine and “one of 100 visionaries worldwide who could 
change your life” by the Utne Reader. 
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CONGAI
Mistress of Indochine



Where a shaft of sunlight falls,
the shadows seem the darker

just beyond its radiance:
Gloom follows at the heels

of those too vivid to be pure.
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The Beginning:
Portrait of a Frenchman

he stood by the edge of the river, her slender legs and 
thighs sheathed in rust-brown mud, her sarong rolled 
about her hips, and a rattan basket held against her side. 
Behind her, the oozy bank ascended to the jungle 
which, in the melting heat, seemed to lose form and 
contour and become a depth of fluid green in which the 
few native huts floated like bits of cork on green wine. 
Her body was so nearly the shade of the bank that Justin 

Batteur, watching from the deck of the passing river boat, wondered, 
drowsily, if she were not an illusion sprung from the soil.

Father Mehry, leaning on the rail beside him, squinted at the woman, 
and observed:

“Indo-China standing in the mud and glare.”
Absently he asked: “What do you think of our native women?”
Batteur’s face, taut in the heat, relaxed into a smile; the reflected 

shimmer gave his eyes a curious effect of blurred and sleepy green.
“Beautiful savages,” he pronounced, still smiling.
Father Mehry chuckled. “After a few months you won’t call them 

savages.”
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Batteur stretched luxuriously, with a play of lithe tendons over his 
forearms, rippling the faint sheen of yellow hair. He sank into a canvas 
chair.

“You speak from the broad vantage of one seeking converts” he accused.
“I speak from the broad vantage of one who has seen many 

Frenchmen take them for their wives.”
The younger man smiled. “Wives?”
Father Mehry smiled back at him, wisely. He was a tall, stout 

man, with a gray beard that was red- streaked as though some of the 
silver hairs had tarnished. Dressed in that ill-fitting, rusty-looking 
cassock that trailed the deck, and with his soiled white sun-helmet, 
he suggested, Batteur thought, a comic old archangel who had grown 
moldy in the tropics.

“Why not wives?” demanded the priest. “They fulfill the duties of 
wives—keep house, amuse, give affection, and sometimes children.”

Batteur looked sleepy. He was watching the gradually dwindling 
figure by the bank.

“I had always thought,” he observed, languidly interested, “that the 
cloth made one intolerant.”

“Mon Dieu!” exclaimed Father Mehry. “It is the cloth that makes us 
tolerant! And,” he added, a glint of humor in his eyes, “may not a priest 
be a Frenchman as well as a celibate?”

Batteur laughed. “That sounds paradoxical.”
Father Mehry shrugged. “Everything is paradoxical—particularly 

here. Although French women”— again that glint of humor in his 
eyes—“do not entirely approve of French men living with congaies, the 
Government does not discourage it; it brings us closer to the people. Is 
not that paradoxical?” 1

“Quite… . Make soldiers of the men; marry the women. Long live 
France, the protectress! …But what of the Church?”

1  Congai (plural congaies) is simply the Vietnamese word for young girl, however it took on other 
meanings under colonial rules. See the appendix essay “Congaies or Concubines?” for details.
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Father Mehry shrugged again. “The Church is wise; what good 
would it do to draw aside its skirts?”

“And the children of these marriages?”
“They become good Frenchmen.”
“Probably,” said Batteur. “You should know— although I suspect the 

girls become good congaies for future Frenchmen, and the boys—well, 
whatever half-castes become—disturbers, no doubt.”

The priest was an effigy of wisdom, smiling down on the man in the 
sagging deck chair. “Perhaps, when you have been here longer, you will 
come to understand Indo-China.”

The woman by the bank had become one with the river and the 
jungle, and the river and the jungle themselves had become one with 
the pitiless incandescence that sheathed the earth like hot metal. 
Batteur, his eyes half closed, felt like a great cat, and he wanted to 
stretch and purr.

“For the good of my books,” he murmured, “I hope so.”
Batteur dreamed that he was a candle burning in thick ocherous 

gloom, and he awoke to find himself limp with sweat in the tawny glare 
that seemed to spring up from the stream.

While he slept his helmet had fallen forward on his face, and he 
imagined that he must have looked rather ridiculous. To whom? There 
were only three other white passengers: the priest, a mining-engineer 
bound for Khone, and the wife of an official at Pakse. They were all 
folded away in their berths, sleeping through mid-afternoon. The only 
ones who might have seen him were natives. Cattle, he thought; and 
reflected that, being a good Frenchman, that was what he should think. 
But, he realized, that was not what he thought really.

From the very moment he had landed, nearly two months past, 
he had felt a silent brown mystery rising about him. This intangible 
element in the atmosphere disconcerted and troubled him. At times 
he felt up to his throat in a sensual limpidity that flowed imperceptibly 
out of the tawny people surrounding him. He had expected to find 
himself in the midst of gay colonial life as a prelude to his voyage 
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into the interior where he intended to study and write. Gay colonial 
life he had found. But it was an arabesque imposed upon a viscid and 
swarthy background. It was true that the Rue de la Paix haunted the 
Rue Catinat at Saigon, but it was an anemic harlequin that danced to 
the cadence of throbbing sunlight and the darker measure of native life. 
Here in the jungle it was the same. All this green seemed subject to 
the dominant sepia of the people (a color not so much of the skin as of 
something under the skin) as though the beauty of plants and trees were 
simply set there to limn 2 a brown silhouette.

It was strange, he reflected, how an illusion of dark moisture seemed 
to well up out of the earth and bathe his being; it was not an illusion 
induced by humidity or dampness but by a force even less tangible.

Of course, he realized, sprawled in the deck chair, it was too hot to be 
greatly disturbed over a matter so entirely subjective. It was simply that he 
had to readjust his preconceived opinions. And it was too hot to do that 
very quickly. The manager of the rest-house at Angkor had said he would 
find it cooler in upper Cambodia… . There was a beautiful savagery about 
these damned natives, he thought persistently. “Beautiful savage”—that 
was what he had said to the priest… . But as for having one—Women 
were a physical necessity that became less urgent when one created—
anything. Sublimation. His life in Paris had been singularly free of them; 
for he belonged to that earnest group of younger Frenchmen who so far 
forgot their traditions as to go clean shaven and live without mistresses, 
and in consequence brought down upon themselves the hint of vices less 
traditional but more eminently sophisticated.

His blood was too thoroughly Latin for his admiration of women to 
be confined to the esthetic; but he was also too thoroughly provincial 
immediately to allow himself to do more than regard brown women 
with technical appreciation. What their natural grace symbolized he 
felt with disturbing intimacy, but he was too well poised mentally to 
permit himself more than analytical excursions into the mystery. Often, 
while in Saigon, he was startled when the searching equatorial sunlight, 
touching some woman exquisitely Parisienne, disclosed a golden shadow 
haunting her throat.

2 To limn is to describe something in painting or words.
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Now he had left the coast behind, with all its implications, and in 
two days he would reach Stung Treng, where colonial life was a somber 
duty instead of diversion with pay.

Batteur sat up and surveyed the stream. There was something epic 
in the breath of the Me-Kong. It flowed luminously out of the blue-hot 
sky, settling down into thick, flat brown. Numerous craft drifted by, 
manned by natives who stared at the passing river boat. The swells in 
its wake rocked their tiny pirogues and then sank into the copper calm; 
just as, Batteur reflected, that rude phenomenon progress must at times 
rock their thoughts and pass on into the magnificent placidity of minds 
not involved by the elaborate pretensions of civilization.

In a small space aft, separated by a railing with a gate, were more 
natives. Their meal had just been served by a deck-boy. The majority 
squatted as they ate, knees thrust up almost to breast and balancing 
by some equilibrium unknown to white men, while chopsticks flashed 
the food from bowls to eager mouths. Some of those mouths sickened 
Batteur. The lips were stained dark red with betel juice, the teeth black. 
How could I love a woman with such a mouth? he thought.

Towards dusk the boat stopped at a village. Standing on the upper 
deck beside Father Mehry, he watched the unloading.

High steps rose from the floating wharf to the embankment that 
fronted the river. Beyond that were shops built in a long, low arcade. A 
few lamps smote the crepuscular air. In the soft light Batteur could see 
that the whitewash was peeling from the plaster arches, and green mold 
gave them a soiled, haggard look. They seemed, he thought, as old as 
the shops of Nineveh; and as wise.

In the road were many native soldiers, suave in khaki and spiked 
helmets, and barefoot. Moving among them were native civilians 
with classic profiles ; slim men naked to the waist; and tiny women in 
immense turbans, carrying baskets of food to sell or simply mingling with 
the crowd. Several Frenchmen stood on the landing, immaculate and 
red-faced, and all talking at once. Soft words in a strange tongue blurred 
their harsh syllables. The voice of Father Mehry, speaking from the deck, 
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mingled with the others. Batteur heard himself being introduced, and he 
spoke automatically while his gaze rested elsewhere.

There was something husky and inarticulate in the night, in the 
village itself. The Frenchman felt it— like warm groping fingers. The 
dead arcades and the young soldiers so alive; the coolies with thighs 
like stags’; the girls in smoldering colors—bright colors that seemed 
to become fluid, as sweat made them cleave to warm skin and take 
on a certain naked life. They were the moods of moving bodies, those 
colors; and the bodies themselves seemed to flow into a greater mood 
and poignantly enclose Batteur. For a moment he felt like a palette over 
which amazing color was splashed.

“…See you next week!…” Father Mehry shouted “…au revoir!…” 
The boat’s whistle gave a thick cry. It was like something white 
and strangled that cried out in Batteur. He lifted his helmet to the 
Frenchmen who receded with the landing like pale distortions. Father 
Mehry waved… . Batteur felt hot and swarthy.

“Stung Treng is like that,” the priest was saying; “and so are most of 
the towns along the Me-Kong.”

Batteur had a crazy idea that the night was a woman’s throat, 
tawny-dark under the powdering dusk. A faintly cool breeze shivered 
against him; he luxuriated in it, vaguely disturbed, as in a half-
unwilling embrace.

“Is that so?” he murmured, surprised at his own banality. All alike, 
he thought uneasily.

Stung Treng appeared on the bank ahead, a huddle of brown and 
buff-colored houses peering out of the forest.

Batteur was glad. It had been a sultry, brooding voyage, sweaty with 
showers that left an illusion of hot flanks in the sensitive air.

A group of natives made a brown sprawl on the shore, and in their 
midst a white helmet caught the sunlight. As the boat drew nearer, the 
man wearing the helmet began pushing back the natives. In one hand 
he held a cane with which he struck the half-naked bodies, shouting in 
a voice that seemed to melt out in the sunlight and lose its invective by 
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the time it reached the little steamer. Batteur laughed. “It’s Malardier,” 
he said aloud; Malardier, his friend.

“Yes, the good Malardier,” affirmed Father Mehry, joining him by 
the rail.

The boat had glided close to the bank now; there was no landing-
stage, a plank would be flung between deck and shore. Coolies were 
plunging into the river, mooring lines between their teeth. Malardier 
called out, waving his cane. He was much stouter, Batteur observed, 
but that was to be expected. A flushed, mustached face looked up from 
under his helmet, dripping perspiration. His white jacket was open, 
displaying flabby chest muscles under a moss of black hair.

Around his hips was bound a plaid sarong such as many that Batteur 
had seen natives wearing. Instead of shoes, the fat man on the bank 
wore dancing-pumps above which his bare ankles gleamed puffily. 
Batteur could not help laughing. Malardier, immaculate companion of 
the boulevards, had become as lush as the jungle. Fecund—that was it 
He looked positively fecund. And those slippers, so derisively civilized, 
added a ridiculous note.

A thick jet of voices spurted up and filled Batteur’s ears: Malardier 
shouting to him to wait, that he was bringing a coolie for his baggage; 
Father Mehry calling down to two other Frenchmen who had suddenly 
appeared; the cries of running brown men mingled with the loud creaks 
of taut hemp as mooring-lines strained.

When the gangplank was secure, Malardier came hurrying aboard, 
his red face jovial.

“Batteur, my friend!” he panted, seizing the other’s hands. “Ah! 
and you have come with Father Mehry… . Your baggage… . You are 
well? …Meet Monsieur Desbouillion—agent of the Fluviales 3—and 
Monsieur Rival… . But come, they will have dinner with us tonight; 
and Father Mehry, too—eh, my Father? …Ah, good Batteur—after 
four years!

My God!…

3 Founded in 1881, Messageries Fluviales de Cochinchine was the French-run company that operated 
shipping services on the rivers of Indochina.
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Batteur emerged from the grease-hot air of the lower deck, where 
the stilled engines hissed steam and a gush of excited voices clotted the 
atmosphere, into the thinner but no less enervating heat that scoured 
the bank. A muddy path slithered up to a road. Natives stood on either 
side silent, bare shoulders glistening. Among them were a few women, 
their slender waists molded firmly beneath tight little jackets and their 
hips caught by brightly colored sarongs. Some wore flowers in their 
hair. Batteur, following Malardier up the path, let his gaze blur past 
them. Nevertheless, he felt something intimate in the humidity. It was 
like a tryst between himself and an anonymous presence—a tryst half 
unwilling on his part.

At the top he found himself in a road that looked like white powder 
in the glare. Beyond were houses smothered in foliage that seemed 
pinned to the earth with extraordinarily tall palms. A few native 
soldiers were lounging about. They straightened up as Malardier 
approached. The latter carelessly returned their salutes with a sweat-
moist handkerchief. But for the gleaming emblem on his helmet, 
Batteur thought, one would never have guessed that he was Commissaire 
of Stung Treng.

The heat was like a tyranny inspired, crucifying the shadows on 
the soil. Warm clots of languor accumulated in Batteur’s body and 
thickened about his muscles. Along the road were familiar signs, utterly 
exotic in this atmosphere. “Douanes et Regies,” “Service Forestier.”

“As you suggested,” Malardier was saying, mopping the flooded pores 
of his face, “I have arranged a house for you on the edge of town where 
you can be quiet. But for a few days you will stay with me.” Then he 
glanced at the other with sly good nature. “There is one detail I did not 
attend to in advance… . You’ll have to choose your own congai.”

Batteur laughed with an effort in the heat; his gaze seemed diffuse.
“Why should I have a woman around the house? She’d be a nuisance 

when I wanted to work.”
Malardier gestured explosively with both hands, waving the wet 

handkerchief and the cane.
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“What? No woman? My God! A man cannot live here without 
feminine companionship. As to your work …well, if it were a 
Frenchwoman I would agree with you. But a native woman, no. Ah, 
they are so delicate, so—so submissive! And I have had my eye on one 
or two little beauties for you. There’s one, a phusao 4 from Thakkek, 
Kamphion is her name, and she’s well trained, for Moran had her for 
more than a year—before he sent for his wife. Then there’s little Thi-
Linh, part French… . But you must have a congai. Otherwise how do 
you expect to know the country?”

In the road behind them was a stealth of bare feet. Glancing around, 
Batteur saw two coolies following with his baggage. Pulses of light 
seemed to throb down their bare muscles. They sweated. But they 
did not appear hot as he and Malardier were hot. There was a certain 
glorification of the heat in their rhythmic stride; something persuasive 
in their lyrical brownness, so fluent with perspiration, and for a moment 
Batteur felt a swooning submission. Why could not white men flower 
with such voluptuous bloom in this equatorial region? he wondered. 
Inevitably must they become like Malardier? Perspiration ran over his 
mouth, it stung his eyes. There was, he decided suddenly, a certain 
sensual gratification in being so hot.

It was as if the sunlight, flowing in as the sweat flowed out, unfolded 
something within.

“Yes, I must know the country,” he muttered.
To himself he said: Why should I try to resist? It was, he tried to 

explain to himself, not a matter of scruples—scruples be damned. 
For why shouldn’t he take a temporary native wife? Other men did it 
without violating their racial integrity. Was there a fullness of being, 
earned under this burning sun, that relaxed prejudice and welcomed 
a blending with darker women? After all, he had no actual prejudices 
against color; he liked to believe he had no prejudices of any kind. 
It was part of French tradition to be tolerant; in fact, sometimes 
Frenchmen carried tolerance to the point of prejudice. No, it was 
certainly not a matter of scruples, he repeated to himself; rather, of 

4  Laotian for “woman.”
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fealty to his work as he saw it. Yet there was a haunting challenge in 
these natives.

What lay behind the voluptuous calm of these people whom the heat 
seemed to enrich, even visibly, giving a lacquer-gloss to the sweat that 
ran down their bodies?

“Who was it,” Malardier resumed, “Baudelaire, who said, ‘Be always 
drunken! With wine, with poetry, or with virtue, as you will. But be 
drunken’? Only I pray you, Batteur, as a good Frenchman, not to be 
drunken with virtue! If you come to Indochina to know it, then become 
intoxicated with it—and the surest draught is a woman… . The congai, 
she is our symbol—the symbol of the ability of the Frenchman to 
mingle with the natives, whereas the Englishman only conquers them. 
And this climate demands diversion. With the English, it is whisky-
sodas, with us, women. Name of God!” he panted jocularly, “will you 
forsake tradition?”

Batteur only laughed. He had not sufficient energy to do more, for 
suddenly he had become merely an undulant motion in the hot air. 
This surrender to the heat seemed to sling his body like a hammock 
between the two burning poles of his desire to work and his curiosity to 
penetrate that dark limpidity that had risen steadily about him since he 
had arrived in the country.

From behind came the caressing sound of naked feet in the dust.
His thoughts seemed to fall in with them, stealing back to the 

woman who stood on the bank that afternoon when he and Father 
Mehry discussed congaies; and that same sunlight that crucified the 
shadows upon the soil seemed to crucify the white radiance of his desire 
upon that tawny figure.

“Thi-Linh,” he heard himself murmuring. “You say there is one, half 
French, called Thi-Linh?”
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