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A Tale of the Eruption of Mone Pelée

The Consul’s Bones
By W. J. STAMPER

Author of “Lips of the Dead.” “The Vulture of Pignon.” -re.

Y. General Frishie of the

Monticello Steamship Line had

feft Vallejo behind by about
five minutes and was now ploughing
her way through the green waters of
San Pablo Bay, on her monotonous
two hour run to San Francisco. Cer-
tain dutics had obliged me to make
this trip Jdaily for three wecks and
the everlasting sameness of the coast
line as well as the businesslike air of
all the passengers was getting on iy
nerves. Aiter an unsuecessful at-
tempt to get something out of my
paper besides divorce scandals and
politics, 1 1:ade myself as comfortable
a8 possible in the smoking room on
the upper d: ck. prepared to glance at
my watech exactly one hundred and
fifteen times before finally beholding
the tall white pile of the Ferry Build-
ing in San Francisco.

I had not seanned the face of my
timepiece the tenth time. ere I was
aware of the fact that a certain per-
son sitting on the opposite side of the
room was casting furtive glances at
me. [l¢ was short and stocky, about
forty-five years of age, with a coun-
tenance whiech I judeed could only
have obtained its extrcme severity
from a trip to the North Pole.

Any doubts as to hix intercst in me
were dispelled when he arose, walked
over, held out his hand to me and
said, ‘““My name is Adam Lawson,
and I am a retired petty officer of
the United States Navy."’

‘“Very glad to make your acquaint-
ance, Mr. Lawson,’’ said I. extending
my hand and ropeating the very odd

and embarrassing cognomen which
had been bestowed upon me by some
thoughtless ancestor.

After the usual civilities required
by polite socicty, Mr. Lawson secated
himself beside me, and pointing to a
small eampaign bar which I always
wear over the left pocket of my uni-
form blouse, began, ‘I take it from
that bar, you have becn to Haiti."”

“Yes,”” 1 answercd; ‘‘1 was un-
fortunate cnough to be involved in
one of those countless petty broils so
common in the Black Republic. and
other than a stubborn and intermit-
tent 1nalaria, that is all T have to re-
mind me of eighteen months of very
distasteful duty.’’

““Do you know,’”’ continued Law-
son, ‘‘that whenever I see anything
to recall my mind to 1laiti, it reminds
me of one of the most momentous
occasions of my life?”’

‘““We have an hour and three
quarters,”’ said I. ‘‘and something in
your face, Mr. Lawson. leads me to
believe that there is many a worth-
wh'iln varn in your career. Out with
it.”’

After cramming an unbelievable
amount of tobacco into his long pipe
and leaning back against the seaf at
perfect ease. he rccounted the ful-
lowing remarkable story.

I'r was in August, 1902, to the best
of my recollection, and T was a
boatswain’s mate aloward a certain
American cruiser. the name of which,
for a reason best known to myself, T

shall not mention. She was tnking
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conl at Mole St. Nicholas on the west-
ern coast of Haiti, and we were
hurrying up the job because she was
slated to steam for Dry Tortugas the
next morning.

The sun was just setting and I was
congratulating myself on the good
rest in store for me that night, when
I observed the captain, surrounded
by a group of officers on the bridge,
talking and gesticulating excitedly.
My first thought was that another
IHaitian president had been crucified,
but presently the bugler sounded gen-
cral assembly, and as all hands
rushed above, I noticed that the cap-
tain held a cablegram in his hand.

We were under way in twenty
winutes. Every boiler was in use,
and on leaving the bay we headed at
full steam southward toward the
Island of Navassa, a bleak and barren
rock  that marke the westernmost
point of Haiti. None of the enlisted
men had any idca whecre we were
going, and many a wild and fantastie
guess was huzarded in the fire room
that night as to our probable destina-
tion. Some said we were bound for
Vera Cruz, others that we were
hnrrying around the Horn to protcet
the Pacific coast from the Japanese.

The second morning found the
wruiser wallowing twenty miles off the
Idland of Martinique in the French
West Indies, and the seeret had
leaked out. The voleano on Mont
Pelée had erupted, destroying the
¢ity of St. Pierre, and we had been
rushed to the assistance of the in-
habitants.

My friend, [ could never describe
the inferno that lay off our port bow;
bt 1 will say this much—a great pall
of gray smoke overhung the stricken
island, a cloud so dense that land
~ould not be seen. Fiery red streaks
it forked lightning leaped and split
through that gray mass. Peals of
thunder, like the distant roar of
artillery, were borne to us over the
water. Huge waves smashed against
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the ship and broke boiling over the
poop-deck. Such was the immensity
of the tidal wave that had accom-
panicd the catastrophe, that decad fish
and other dwellers of the deep were
carried on to our decks on cvery crest.
Even at this great distance a light
ash or cinder sifted throngh our
masts and covered the ship like frost.

For two days we cruised up and
down that terrible coast, our minds
dismal with thoughts of what destruc-
tion lay behind that ominous pall of
smoke and dust. We did not dare
approach cloger until it cleared up,
because deadly gases wcre undoubt-
edly present, gases that would burn
the tender tissue of our lungs to a
cinder such as that which overspread
our decks.

The third morning disclosed a
coffin of heavy rough lumber lying on
the quarterdeck, and all hands were
filled with wenderment. The pall had
now dropped low over the ecity, and
the top of Pelée was visible. We
were, at this time, five miles off the
coast, and the thunders and lightnings
had ccased.

1 was not a little surprized when
the marine orderly notified me that
the captain wished to sec me in his
cabin immediately.

He was pacing up and down ex-
eitedly when T entered, and withont
returning my salute, announced :

“Lawson. I have an errand for
you. You will take my gig and eight
seamen (you may pick your own
men), land at St. Pierre with the
coffin above on the quarterdeck. and
procure the body of the Amcrican
consul. From the bridge I shall ob-
serve the crater of the voleano for
signs of further eruption. If there
are any, three blasts from the ship’s
siren will be your signal to return.
Stephen Young, a Jamaican messboy,
who spent most of his life in the eity,
will act as your guide to the con-
sulate. Be ready to leave in half an
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hour. If there are no questions. that
is &lIL.°’

As I left the cabin my heart was
heavy with the responsibility that had
been thrust upon me. Why I had
been singled out to execute this grue-
some task, when there were scores of
officers available, will probably ever
remain one of the mysteries of naval
history. Orders were orders. and 1
had never before hesitated for a
moment to put my best efforts into
the execution of the wishes of my
superiors, however unjust they may
have appeared to be.

A'r THE appointed time the gig
splashed in the water and T, with
my chosen seamen, the messboy and
the coffin, pulled toward that dismal
pall.

‘When we arrived within a half-mile
of the island, the water was as smooth
as a mill-pond, so damnably still and
sullen, my friend, that I cursed it in-
wardly. It seemed to betoken the
misery and destruction that lay
ahead, the co-mate of death itself.
The smoke cloud hung so near above
our heads that I expeeted it to lower
any moment and suffocate us. Our
lungs felt a strange and appalling
constriction and the sweat stood out
in great beads on the stern faces of
my comrades as they bent to the
heavy oars. The messboy’s face was
a study in terror, his eyes weirdly
wild and rolling. There was such an
odor that we were sick unto death,
and it drifted toward us as we came
in; but like men, we went to meet it.
Here and there on the motionless
bosom of the bay was strewn the sad
and floating wreckage of what had
once been a gay and prosperous city;
carts and housetops, chickencoops and
cradles, cats and dogs and—God for-
bid, my friend!—swollen, drenched
and staring human beings, dead these
many days, and the sullen waters
had cast them up. There they hung
suspended, some with arms out-
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stretched, others with their bloated
stomachs puffed above the glassy snr.
face.

Once, and only once, we stopped.
The stroke oar became cntangled in
the long black hair of a floating
corpse, young and white,—a woman.
and she had to be dragged alongside
before we could cxtricate the oar.
When we loosed her, she sank slowly
and silently back into hier watery bed
and we sped on.

Now we had come to what had one
time been the docks, a mass of tangled
wreckage and debris. They had col-
lopsed and it was only after much
difficulty that we effected a landing
and secured the gig to the single
post that yet remained standing.
Leaving two men in the boat with
strict orders to listen for the signal.
T directed the others to shoulder the
cofiin and follow the terrified mess-
hoy, and we set out in search of the
consulate.

Everything looked the same to me.
To the front, to the right, to the left,
all was ruin, and above all that ter-
rible cloud. Stephen led us up a
street, if snch it could he called, but
1 was soon convinced that the city
had been so completcly changed by
the holocaust that he did not know
where he was zoing.

A thick whitc ash covered every-
thing knee-deep. All around lay
heaps of charred and blackened
bodies just as they had been caught
in little groups the morning of the
disaster. They had been overtaken
and died as they chatted, I thought.
Some were in a sitting posture
against the tottering and crumbling
walls, their faces were burned off and
the ghastly. white eheek-bones sent a
chill of horror through my body.
Their hands lay at their sides, buried
in the terrible cinder. There was not
to be seen a single living thing.
Ruin. Silence. Terror. Death reigned
supreme. Not even the vindictive
voleano uttered from its molten
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throat a sound to break that awful
silence. The buildings had dissolved
and ecrumbled down. They were all
the same, a terrible, twisted mass of
wreckage that sccmed about to shriek
out in miscry.

We were sick unto death following
the cowering messhoy, when he at
length stopped before a great white
mass of tumbled ruins and exelaimed
in a hoarse voice:

‘‘Here it is. The consulate.”

To me it made little difference
whether he was right or wrong.

There were no doors, no roofs.
Nothing but parts of the tottering
wall remaincd standing, and over all
that ghustly ash. T elambered over
a low gap in the ruin, and the ashes
touching my bands were yet warmn.
The first sight that met my eyes made
me shudder with horror.

Here the wall had only partly
caved in, thus leaving a sort of
shelter for what had once heen a bath-
room. The bathtub was intact, a huge
aftair, filled with water and cinders.
The bather, & woman, lay floating
among the ashes. The flesh had been
cooked and now, after these many
days, was dissolving. I turned away
in disgust. I can sce those bulgiug
and Dblistered ecyes today.

The coffin was deposited among the
cinders and awaited the consul's
bones. I knew the consul was a white
man, but in that charncl-house there
was nothing white save bhonea and
ashes. With our spades we stirred
that putrid mass. The bodies were
g0 commingled and charred that
recognition of any partieulur one was
impossible.

Suddenly 1 stirred up some picees
of cloth entirely whole and unin-
jured. They were napkins. T thought
if all the napkins in all the American
consulates of the world were put in
one heap, there would not be this
many. I turned up the cdge of one,
read some words worked thcreon and
hurriedly covered them up before my
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comrades saw what I was abont.
These were the words: ‘“TIOTEL D1
FRANCE.””

I picked up a charred skeleton and
said to my men as I placed it in the
coffin:

*‘1 put some bones in this casket.
Whose are they ?’’

‘“They are the consul's bones,”’
they replied with one voice, husky
and dry.

These had been the first words
uttercd since our arrival.

The Amcrican sailor is a discreet
man. Each and every one grasped
my meaning as plainly as if I had ex-
plained. They, as well as I, realized
the utter hopelessness of secking
farther the body of the true Amer-
ican consul.

“‘Do you understand, Stcphent?’’ 1
said to the messboy.

‘T understand. Those are the con-
sul’s bones,’’ he mattered.

S FOUR of my men stooped to lift
the heavy coffin, the ilense eloud

above descended upon us and I saw
them but dimly. A hot current of
nauscating air rushed upon us and 1
felt the perspiration burst from every
pore as my lungs struggled for the
oxygen they must have. Stephen
fell groveling at my fcet, grasped my
legs and screamed in a wild and
husky voice:

**1t is the eund!
Let us flce!”’

Then the long pent-up fury of the
elements  broke—the foodgates of
heaven opened—a  million  ripping
thunders shook the carth till we
trewhbled — lurid sheets of fame-
lightning reat the cloud to shreds—
the wateis fell as if the sca had been
dropped upon our heads. I could not
sec one of my comrades. I held my
hands over my nose and mouth to
keep from drowning.

For one solid hour the torrents
poured from the growling heavens,

I am smothering!
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Bedlam ceased as suddenly as it
began, and the cloud rolled out to
sca. There we stood, soaked, and
shivering with fear, as we watched
the storm move against our ship. We
strained our eyes but the ship was
gone. She had fled to refuge and
left us stranded on this island of the
votting dead. Why? I do not know,
ny friend, but she left us.

I glanced at the coffin. It was filled
with water. I soon discovered that
the flood had made a veritable mush
of the cinder and asies and from this
knew that we could never bear the
coffin back to the beach. An idea sud-
denly oecurred to me and I adopted
it immediately.

I fished among the ghastly contents
of the coffin, took out some of the
larger bones and put them in my
knapsack.

‘““Forward, mareh!’’ I commanded,
and we struck out through the mire
and slush toward the beach. White
bones, washed clean of the ashes, lay
on every side. Did mortal eyes ever
look on scene so desolate before?

When we arrived at the docks our
boat was gone. Its fate and that of
our two comrades are written on the
seroll of the mysteries of the deep.

All through that terrible afternoon,
I stood and searched the great heav-
ing bosom of the Caribbean for sight
of the cruiser, but in vain.

With our spades and shovels we
cleared a space of some twenty feet
square, for I wished again to stand
on solid carth. There we stood and
stared seaward till the dark shades of
night descended upon the noisome
scenc. I prayed for the blacknmess of
Egyptian night to blot out the sight
of those tottering, white ruins.

A great red and sorrowful moon,
rising over the benighted city. cast its
weird beams over the heaps of silent
dead and the bleak, white ruins of the
crumbling cathedrals.

I could never explain, my friend,
the feelings that came over me as I

805

heard from far up in the city the
measured toll of a church bell. You
will say it was the result of my ncrv-
ous condition, and the horrors I had
seen that day. No. The sound of
that church bell was registercd as
plainly on my ear-drum as the chug
of the engine I now hear below. By
comrades sat hunched therc in the
pale light, put their fingers in their
ears, but uttered no syllable. 1 saw
very plainly that no church tower
was standing, but I could hear at
regular intervals the measured toll.
I did not then know as I do now, that
there was but one survivor of the
dread catastrophe and he a helpless
prisoner, deep down in a dark vault,
beneath tons of wreckage and cinder;
but I do know that all through that
horrible night, the church bell tolled
the passing of the dead just as onc
may hear it any day when the coffin
is carried from the hearse. Who
tolled that bell? T do not know.

I-r waiS 3 o’clock in the morning and
my eyes felt like chunks of hot
metal. It is the time when partics
break up, the time when revelers go
home, I thought.

Though the streets were blocked
with wreckage, though soft mire lay
knee-deep on the pavements, I heard
the footfalls of a horse, sharp and
clear. They drew nearer and nearer.

““Do you hear anything?’’ I whis-
pered to my comrades.

No answer came.

From behind a white and erum-
bling column a half block away I
saw a coach appear in the moonlight.
It took a course which would cause
it to pass close to us. My body felt
chill and I was trembling, not with
fright, my friend, but from stand-
ing in the awe-inspiring presence of
the unknown, the unexplainable. On-
ward it came and the horse’s foot-
falls were sharp and clear as if they
fell on bare and solid marble. The
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horse was as white as snow, and he
seemed to glide along on top of the
chalky ruins like a phantom. His
eyes were two balls of reddest, blaz-
ing fire. The ecoach followed the
horse although there was no attach-
ment to join them togcther. It was
of the transpareney of glass and it
did not roll but slid along noiselessly.
The occupants were two men and two
woimnen. Their faces were as pale and
pasty as death itself. The men wore
black, the women white, and I saw
the fiash of jewels. It passed, con-
tinned on to the cdge of the bay,
glided out upon the water and on out
to sca. I eould still hear the meas-
ured hoof-beats of the horse. I saw
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it melt into the red moon as that
weird satellite sank beneath the waves,
and all was darkness.

‘‘Did you see that?’’ I asked.

‘“Yes, we saw,’’ they all replied.

There we sat huddled and silent
till the sun came up and blazed over
the city of the dead. Morning brought
the eruiser back, and a boat to carry
us away.

Once aboard I reverently delivered
the consul’s bones to the captain. I
have heard that in a certain ccmetery
in the East there is a grave, rose-cov-
ered and mossy, above which stands a
stone to the memory of the American
consul who died at his post of duty
on the Island of Martinique.



