~'MONSTERS AND FLAMES HAUNT
PONT-SAINT-ESPRIT!" "THREE DIE ... FIFTY
BECOME FURIOUSLY INSANE ... .
ARE THEY VICTIMS OF A SORCERER'S
HERB OR OF AN ODIOUS CRIMINAL?"
Monstcr·s a,.nd /lames, sorcer·m·'s her-bs-words from
another age, 800 years past, yet they actually
blazed across modern France less than twenty years
ago. For in one horrifying night a wholeyillage
plunged backwards in time, into a waking nightmare
of the dark ages. Plague raged at Pont-Saint-Esprit
-a bizarre and nameless pestilence which carried
with it agony, violence and utter, appalling
madness . ... In THE DAY OF ST. ANTHONY'S
FIRE, John G. Fuller has created a great true horror
story, a gripping tale of medical detection and an
unforgettable drama of men and women trapped in a
psychedelic vision of Hell.
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THE DAY OF
ST. ANTHONY'S
FIRE

ONE
THE STATUE of the Virgin, tall as three men, could hardly be
seen through the rain that whipped the countryside that May
morning in 1951. Father Jurand, squeezing out of a car in
the courtyard of the chateau of Notre Dame de la Bache,
had less thought then of the Virgin and the high tower she
stood on than he did of arriving at the chateau reasonably
dry and presentable. Bending against the wind, he hurried
toward the stone steps gathering his black robes, already
soaked, around his legs. At that moment he heard the sound
above the wind, a crushing, sickening sound from the top of
the colline, unmistakably from the tower that dominated the
chateau from some hundred and fifty yards away_ Startled,
he strained to look through the rain, to the tower, to the
statue six stories above the ground. The Virgin was there
still, her head tilted down in an attitude of grace, as she had
been since 1848. But Father Jurand could tell, even from the
distance, that instead of her arms being extended in the
manner of the Virgin de la medaille miraculeuse, only the
right arm was visible. All that remained of the left was a
shattered stump. Quickly, he wiped the rain from his eyes,
and entered the doors of the chateau to bring the news to
les Freres des E:coles Chretiennes. His mission had
changed from that of a casual visitor to that of a courier of
unwelcome news. The brothers of Notre Dame de la Bache
would hardly embrace the event with enthusiasm.
Tragedy had come to the stone Madonna before, not more
than twelve years ago. On the eve of the Second World War
in 1939, a bolt of lightning had shattered the statue with such
force that it plunged to the hilltop sixty feet below the tower,
in fragments. There were some in the village nearby at that
time who said that this bitter adversity preordained a coming
catastrophe. They had the grim satisfaction of seeing their
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forecast proved when the war struck France with all its fury
only days afterward.
Now, twelve years later, in 1951, the villagers would again
look up to the high hill towering above the plains of the
Rhone Valley" to see the statue of the beloved Virgin lacking
the left arm and without the symmetry they had come to
take as a matter of course.
By the time the sun returned, the tragedy of the VirginNotre Dame de la Bache-would be known in the villages
and throughout the countryside. From almost any vineyard
on the plain, from the nearby villages spread along the
Rhone, the statue dominates the scene. In turn, from her
imposing pedest,,], the Virgin looks down with a granite
serenity on a tapestry of rich and fertile vineyards, neatly
carpeting the plain, toward the Rhone, toward the village of
Pont-Saint-Esprit just three kilometers away. In the distance,
across the Rhone, the massive peak of Mont Ventoux looms
in full view, and beyond it in the great distance, the Alps and
Italy. To the south, the Rhone Valley sweeps down past
Bagnols-sur-ceze, toward A vignon, Beaucaire, Nimes, and
ArIes, where there is history under every stone. All along the
Rhone Valley, the ruins of castles cling like stalagmites t.o
the crusty peaks on either side of the river, most of their
ramparts smashed by Richelieu's fist when the nobles of the
Midi tried their half-hearted rebellion after the ruthless and
insane Wars of Religion.
In spite of her lost arm, the Virgin statue surveyed a
peaceful, if not a ravishing scene in that spring of 1951. Only
the Rhone was turbulent but that would be expected of a
river which had led many strong mariniers from Vernaison
or Condrieu to pray as much as they .navigat~d. The c~apels
on and under the bridges of Pont-Samt-Espnt and AVlgnon
testify to that. Here the mariners would pray that their skill,
their navigation secrets, handed down for generations, would
take them past the hazards that had wrecked so many of
their boats and sent countless treasures down to the bottom
of the then-un tamable Rhone.
The charm, the loveliness, the strange and indescribll:ble
luminosity of Provence and Languedoc--for Pont-SruntEsprit sits on the dividing line between the two-has been
praised lyrically by the troubadours, Stendhal, Dant~, Petrarch,
Mistral, Daudet, and others over the centunes. PontSaint-Esprit has been called by Frederic Mistral "la porte
du Midi"-the great moment in geography when the north. ~f
France dissolves into the romance and legend of the Midi,
leaving the grayness of the north behind in favor of lavender,
thyme, perfume, and the twisted trunks of olive trees. At
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Pont-Saint-Esprit also, the ranges of the Massif Central begin
to give way to the more gentle Cevennes, and the tunnels of
shade provided by the plane trees in the village are said to be
enough to combat the broiling sun of the long summer
months. "C'est la porte sainte, la porte triomphale de la terre
d'amour," wrote Mistral of Pont-Saint-Esprit, forgetting in
his enthusiasm the more bloody struggles of history played in
this theater.
From her pedestal near the Rhone, the Virgin statue,
whole or wounded, looks out on both the exuberant view
reflected by Mistral and the ghost images of the sanguine
combats of the past. Not far away the first big battle between
the Romans and the Celts took place. Part of Hannibal's
army plundered through the region on its way to Rome in
218 B.C., and the army of Bituit crossed the Rhone on a
bridge of boats at the place where Pont-Saint-Esprit stands
today.
The Middle Ages brought no rest from turbulence. Ten
thousand Saracens were finally slaughtered nearby by Charles
Martel in the ninth century. At that time, it was known as
Saint-Saturnin-du-Port, and by 1164 the port was able to
enjoy the spate of prosperity that lasted until Raymond the
Seventh sacked the town in 1239.
By the beginning of the fourteenth century, the town was
walled and fortified, and the bridge-many thought it was a
religious miracle-was built across half a mile of untamed
Rhone, with twenty-two arches. The towers on each end
held a garrison of three hundred men, and from that moment
on, no military operation would be carried out in the Rhone
Valley that failed to involve Saint Saturnin. This was hardly a
blessing, since the town went through a nightmare occupation
by the routiers, involving the usual consequences of rape,
murder, and pillage.
In May of 1951, after the storm that ripped the arm from
the Virgin statue, the town and the valley bathed in the utter
loveliness of the Midi springtime. The trim and manicured
vines, born in Roman times and neighbors to the courtly
Chllteauneuf-du-Pape vineyards, the cypress trees, the myrtle, the peach blossoms, the lavender, could wipe out the
memory of all the great historic hardship-and even the
misfortune that had struck the Madonna.
During the days that foUowed, the townspeople and les
cultivateurs would look up to the statue from great distances
with regret. But there was work to do in the vineyards, and
the merchants of Pont-Saint-Esprit were beginning to feel the
growing pains brought on by the construction of the Donzere-Mondragon dam and power plants, which with the
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Centre d'Energie Atomique some ten kilometers bel~w,
would begin to change the medieval face of the countryside
for miles around.
. .
But some of the faithful could not forget the mCldent of
the Virgin statue so quickly, even as th~ workmen began to
repair it. They thought of the last tIme the storm had
wrecked her stateliness, when the tragedy of the S~cond
World War had followed so brusquely. Could the new distress
of the statue be another omen that a tragedy was about to
strike? Many talked about it in the ~arket pla~~ the following Saturday morning, where by habit and tradition the stalls
are set up each week under the plane trees along the Boulevard Gambetta and Boulevard Carnot. At the weekly ~arket
a bewildering variety of wares is displayed. Here th~ Villagers
buy trinkets, haberdashery, geraniums and begoruas, hardware, fruits, and vegetables, spices and poultry-and even
tractors. The market is the focal event of the week at
Pont-Saint-Esprit, as it is all throughout Provenc~ and ~an
guedoc. It creates a scene of. monumental g~sslp sessions
embracing the latest scandal, Jokes, and famIly news. At
these moments the town becomes a giant, in!errelated, and
animated family, before the people return With ~verloaded
baskets to the narrow, twisted streets of the ancient. town,
where even a deux-chevaux Citroen must brush the skirts of
a passerby before it can get through the village.
.
.
On one of these streets-the rue des Quatre Coms-hved
Mlle. Francine Rabassa, who, returning from the market that
,morning, pondered over the talk of the bro~en arm of .the
Madonna. She was religious, a good CatholIc, ~)Ut certaInly
not fanatic or superstitious. She did not believe l~ omens,. or
live by them. The suggestion, however, planted In her mmd
by the market gossip, continued to plague her for several
days. She worked during the week on the Boulevard Gambetta at the combined home and office of M. and M.me. Eynard, a young husband and wife ~ho had brought skil!ed and
modern dentistry to the town, which was desperately In need
of it.
"You know" she said one morning to Madame Eynard,
who helped her husband in his practice only occasiona!ly
during this time because of their small daughter and a chll~
she was carrying, "I do not like to' think that I am superstitious. But this story of the arm falling off the statue of the
Madonna keeps going through my mind."
"Why does it bother you so much?" Mme. Eynard a~ked ..
"They say in the village that it is an omen," Francme said.
"A very bad omen."
"I wouldn't pay much attention to that," Mme. Eynard
12

said. "People are always going around trying to create ugly
omens out of everything." Madame Eynard was a pragmatist, knowledgeable in the ways of the outside modern world.
She was kind and sympathetic and well loved throughout the
village, both as a dentist and as a person.
"The rumors are so persistent," Francine continued. "Some
even say that they knew the arm was going to fall offbefore it happened."
Mme. Eynard laughed. "Some people claim to know everything before it happens. I usually find we don't have to
pay much attention to them."
"The last time it happened," Francine said, "was on the
eve of the Second World War. And that came about. Especially in this town." She was referring to the occupation by
the Waffen SS, when the Nazis converted the ancient underground Citadel on the banks of the Rhone to interrogate
and slaughter over four thousand members of the Resistance
from all around the region. They would, conveniently, dump
the bodies in the Rhone. This and the bombardment by the
Allies on August 15, 1944, had left fresh scars on the town to
, add to those left by the violence of the Middle Ages.
"We have had much tragedy here," Mme. Eynard said. As
an amateur historian she knew this well. She was later to
plan a campaign to restore as historic m onuments the Citadel
and the unique Eglise Collt~giale du Plan, the 1319 cathedral deep underground beside the Citadel, with its sculptured
doorway built by Louis XI. "But perhaps now we'll be able
to live in peace and help our town grow well again."
"Perhaps," said Francine. "I do hope so. We have had
enough trouble."
"We have," said Madame Eynard. "Enough to think that
maybe we'll deserve better times."
"Well," said Francine. "I'm going to forget about it. I just
wanted to get it off my mind."
She did forget, and so did Madame Eynard. The mistralthe wind, not the poet-stopped its cruel whiplashing of the
Valley for the summer months. The courtyards in the bent
streets blossomed with roses and wisteria, and the romantic
aura of Daudefs Provence took over the spirits of the people. The Ardeche and Rhone rivers gave over their trout
and shad to the fisherman, the Ardeche also offering clear
and sparkling refreshment to the swimmers of the town. For
the more adventurous, the Mediterranean lay only two hours
away. By the time August arrived, the hunters, intent on
rabbit and thrush, were wiping down the barrels of their
shotguns in anticipation of the coming hunting season, as the
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townspeople prepared for the yearly fete, the high mark of
the year each September.
It was during these joyous summer days of 1951, on July
18, that wagon number 7.382.682 of the Societe National
Chemin de Fer the railroad better known as the S.N.C.F.,
left the station' at Chauvigny, some three hundred miles to
the northeast of Pont-Saint-Esprit. The freight car included
in its load ten quintals of flour, a quintal being a sack
weighing one hundred kilograms. 1bis flour would find its
way to the bakeries of Pont-Saint-Esprit several weeks later,
by way of Bagnols-sur-Ceze, the distribution center for the
region. It was the first of several loads of flour ~o leave
Chauvigny that month, and although no one knew It at the
time, this small and routine event would shatter the peace of
the village of Pont-Saint-Esprit for years to come.
Bread in France is more than the staff of life, it is a way
of life. It is said that when the boulanger closes his shop, the
village is doomed forever. In the Midi, the oc.cas!onal gho~t
villages perched on mountaintops mark the .begm~g of the~r
ends by the quiet retreat of the baker, hIS family, and hiS
household goods to the more acceptable commerce of the
valley towns.
.
In every French village, in the gray, sullen morrung, or the
bright and bustling noon hour, or when night approaches, the
townspeople file in and out of the bake~ carrymg th~ crustybrown (lutes, baguettes, and gros pams under their ar~s,
often like cordwood when the size of the family demands It.
To buy wrapped bread-pain de mie-or any bread far in
advance of the meal is offensive to the sensitivity of the
French. Fresh bread, straight from the oven, is a ritual; the
bakeshop a shrine.
The villages in the constellation surrounding Pont-S~int
Esprit are no exception. With the heady and sometlmes
quarrelsome Tavel wine of the region, or the bracing ~otes
du-Rhone from nearby, the bread is an ideal companion to
the rich southern meals of the Midi.
South of Pont-Saint-Esprit by some twenty kilometers is
the village of Connaux, a tiny maze of stone houses squeezed
together in random pattern, the twisted streets designed, so
they say, to break the power of the mistral as it sweeps down
valley from the Massif Central and the Alps.
There are twenty-two telephones in Connaux, representing
one doctor, the cave cooperative of the wine growers, an
electrician-plumber, a notary, two garages, a mason, LeMairie, or town hall, a woodworker, and in the year 1951,
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two ~oulangerie-patisserie shops, one belonging to Monsieur
MODler, the other to Monsieur Griotti.
On. August 5, 1951, M. Monier found himself working
esp~clally hard because of la fete votive in the Village, a
festival marked with as much enthusiasm as the Fete du
Premier de Septembre, which was to take place in a few
weeks in the streets of the neighboring Pont-Saint-Esprit.
But te~pering his enjoyment of the festival, as M. Monier
labored I~ his bakesh~p, was the fact that he was having
extreme difficulty workmg the batter for the bread in which
he took so much pride. The problem seemed to lie in the
fl?ur. sh!pped to. hi~ by the Union Meuniere, the giant
dlstnbutlOn orgaruzation of France that supplies flour to the
bakers through its distributors at strategically located centers
throughout the country. It is not a union in the labor sense of
t~e. ~?rd. As a state-superv:ised private monopoly, its responslbJlI~les are well defined, and its distribution is patterned so
that If one departement-as the regional sections of France
are called-is lacking in flour, another will provide what is
necessary to keep the distribution on an even keel.
The flour that caused him so much trouble that night of
August 5 came from a miller unknown to him, far to the
north, and what distressed M. Monier so much was that it
wa~ grayish in color, somewhat sticky, with an oilish texture
whl~h gave no promise of creating the rich and tasty bread
he liked to deliver to his clients. He was able to meet his
quota that night by mixing the flour with that of another sack
from the nearby Vaucluse. Although the batter still did not
shape to his artisan requirements, the bread rose and baked
t~ a ~risp ?rown turn, and its flavor met the requirements of
hiS dlscerrung tongue. He fumed, as other bakers were doing,
at the lack of freedom to choose the source of his flour
b~cause of the rigid regulations imposed by the Union Meu~
mere's control of the distribution. There was no choice, and
th~ baker had to accept what he received. To reject a
shipment of flou~ was tantamount to closing down the shop
for several days m the hope it could be proved that his instinct';1al evaluation o~ the flour could stand up against the
apprlUsal of the chelll1sts assigned to check it.
That same night, in Connaux, the baker Griotti was having
his own problems with the batter made from the flour of M
Ma.illet, who was the miller from the north supplying th~
regIon at that time. Like his confrere, M. Griotti found that
he could work the dough only by mixing it with a flour from
a neighbOring region, and he barely managed to turn out his
pro~uct for the heavy Monday morning trade through this
deVice.
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By Monday afternoo n both M. Monier and M. Griotti
began to receive visitors in their respective boulangeries.
They were the regular customers of the day before, and their
complaints were nearly identical: violent colic after eating
the bread. By evening M. Griotti, his wife, and his six-yearold daughte r were stricken, as well as the other membe rs of
his family in the household. They suffered not only from
colic, but from diarrhea , and eruption s of a rash over the
skin. M. Griotti went immedi ately to the cafe, the heart and
center of every French village, where he discovered more of
his clients who were ill, and learned also that several clients
of M. Monier had registered the same complaints. He continued on quickly to his confrere'S establishment, where both
of them decided to set aside the suspect flour immediately,
and lodge a strong protest with the Union Meuniere.
They did, each of them writing to the organiz ation's headquarters for the departe ment du Gard in nearby Nlmes.
They were morally support ed by the secretar y of the bakers'
association of Gard, who happene d to be in Connau x for the
votive festival. By Wednesday, August 8, they were assured
by the director of the Union Meunie re in NUnes that their
complaints would be taken care of by M. Bousquet, the local
distributor who operate d out of Bagnols-sur-Ceze, halfway
between Connau x and Pont-Saint-Esprit.
M. Jean Bousquet, since 1944 Ie repartiteur des farines,
or distributor, in the area, was having more troubles than the
Connau x boulangers. Practica lly every baker in the region
who had received shipments of flour coming from the Maillet
mill in the north was protesting vigorously about the quality.
In the village of Saint-Genies-de-Comolas the local baker
became so distressed he called the mayor of the town to his
shop to show him the flour. The dough formed from it was
greasy, slimy, and gray, and the mayor immedi ately forbade
the baker to use it, lodging his own protest with M. Bousqu et
as well as with the prefet of the departement. On August
9, M. Bousqu et sat down to write in urgency to his superiors
in the Union Meunie re office at NUnes:
"Nous vous signalons a toutes fins utiles que presque tous
les boulangers du centre de Bagnois se plaignant de la qualite des farines qui 'Sont en provenance de M. Maillet," he
wrote, pointing out sharply that nearly all his clients were
grumbling about the flour coming from the one mill and that
action needed to be taken.
While waiting for action from the flour monopoly, which
seemed remarka bly slow in arriving, M. Bousqu et continu ed
to dole out his supplies, rationin g the flour of the Maillet mill
with other stock from a different region. By contrac t the
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Union authorities must immedi ately take five samples of any
flour. ~bout. which complaints are made, to be analyzed. No
provIsIons 10 the cumber some mechan ics of distribution had
been ~ade about what the bakers should do in the interim.
They.1O. turn were not allow~d 1? shut down without express
I!erffilsslOn. Further , the gra10 did not seem seriously defecbve. The problem seemed to be mainly a question of a
tempora ry bread supply of slightly inferior quality. There
seemed to be no threat of further illnesses which had died
o~ after the initial. flurry in COll?aux. One 'strange symptom
dId, however, continue. The family of M. Griotti discovered
that they had difficulty getting to sleep, and this condition
lasted for several days.
A further complication plagued the bakers of the area in
that the lumberin&". distribution system made it impossible for
the~ to refus.e dehvery of the flour, their only right being to
notIfy the Umon of any problem s with the supplies.
AAfter several telephone calls to the flour monopoly at
N~mes, M. Bousquet~s p~tience began to wear thin, along
":lth the nerves Of. his clIents, ~ho continu ed to protest to
hIm. H~ wr~te aga.ill to the Umon Meunie re on August 11,
demand mg ImmedIate instructions. He received none. By
~uS'?St 13 a group of bakers from the towns around gathered
did not
In hIS office to threaten severe action if the Union
g
mornin
that
o'clock
eleven
At
ts.
respond to their comp~ain
M. Bousqu et called directly to the Union headqu arters at
N1l!les in the presenc e of the angry bakers. He was assured
polItely that someon e would be around to gather the necessary samples. The bakers, tempora rily mollified, went back to
theu shops to work with the materia l they had on hand M
B.ousquet, bristling under both the delays of the Union Meu~
mere and the pressure from the bakers faced frustrat ion in
the unwelcome conany directio n he looked. At the end
ference, he wrote again to headqua rters, his anger bursting
th~?ugh the usual reserve he employ ed in his letters.
. .. en vous demand ant a ce que de toute urgence des
PRE;LB VEMEN TS D'ECH ANTIL LONS, " he wrote, refernn~ to th~ urgency of at least taking the samples of the
flo~r, if nothing else. By Friday, August 17, his patienc e was
oblIterated as the mayor of Saint-Genies-de-Comolas arrived at his office to warn him that unless the Union Meuniere ~ok im~~ate action, the mayor would organize every
town m the VlClllity to demand action.
For the fourth time M. Bousquet sat down at his desk to
write the Union, this time with the despair and exhaustion
that can only come from dealing with the impossible phantom created by a giant, imperso nal organization.

ot'
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But even as he wrote the letter, the germination of one of
the strangest, most inexplicable tragedies of mod~rn medical
history had already been set in motion, and nothing that M.
Bousquet or the Union Meupiere might now do c~)Uld stop
it. For that matter, nothing 10 known modern medIcal practice could combat it.
On the road north from Bagnols toward Pont-Saint-Esprit,
over the crest of the last hill , the plains of the Rhone sprawl
out in a magnificent vista, with the rust-red rooftops of the
village marking the random, crooked lines of the streets and
alUes which defy geometry. While the ramparts are no
longer surrounding the town, the demarcation lines are still
visible, as if the turrets, with their pikemen and crossbowmen
were still there in ghost image. Above the town the tower of
the fifteenth-century Eglise Saint-Saturnin surveys the tile
roofs with a placid acceptance of al\ the indignities history
has brought to the viUage. In the bright morning sunlight of
the Midi, the winding streets and oddly pitched roofs take on
the aspect of the illustrations of a fairy-.tale book. ?ver m~ny
streets and ways are ancient arches, wIth the allees snakmg
under them to become lost in the rest of the maze. A
stranger in the center of the old town can lose his way in
moments in the unpredictable turnings of the streets. For
even a medium-sized American automobile, the ways are
impassable.
Along the new concrete dikes of the .Rhone banks .the
ancient houses show their backs to the fiver. At one ttme
during the Middle Ages their windows were wal\ed in to
become part of the fortress against the marauding routiers.
The bridge at Pont-Saint-Esprit is the pride of both the
town and history. Its more famous sister bridge, forty ~i1om
eters below at Avignon, has not stood the test of pos~eflty as
well. Only a fragment remains of the latter, under whIch they
used to dance on the grassy island in the Rhone, rather than
on the bridge itself, as the song suggests. At the second half
of the thirteenth century les Ireres pontiles were invited ~y
Pont-Saint-Esprit to duplicate their miraculous w.o:k at AVlgnon. In spite of the inspiration of the Holy Sptrlt, the new
bridge took from 1265 to 1309 to complete.
Today the ancient stone arches of the bridge support the
rumbling tracks and traffic of Route National 94, just as they
did the wagons and carts of the Middle Ages. At th.e PontSaint-Esprit end of the bridge only the stately Malson du
Roy, where twelve different kings of France were received,
remains above ground to mark the entrance to the town.
Bending through the old village, from the place de la
18

Republique to the place de I'Hotel de Ville is the narrow
street known as Grande Rue. Its width-barely enough to
permit four people to pass-and its total lack of sidewalks
belie its name. Yet it is an important street for both its
merchants and its residents. It is, in a sense, the gravitational
center of town, even if it does lack the all-important cafes
that find more room for their sprawling outdoor tables under
the plane trees of the Boulevards Gambetta and Carnol.
There are almost no phones on Grande Rue, even among
the commercial establishments. Perhaps it is because the tight
compression of the streets and the medieval houses make it
possible to talk face-to-face across the window sills or from
the doorways, and sooner or later everyone in the village is
likely to find himself on the Grande Rue at one time or
another during the week. There is on the street nearly al\
that human needs might demand: A droguerie for hardware,
paints, tools, nails, glue, sandpaper, toothpaste, O'Cedar
mops, shaving cream, and toilet needs; a fleuriste for the
absolute necessity of pleasing the aesthetic taste of the
French; a seed store, to supply the means to grow a villager'S
own flowers; a boucherie-charcuterie, where sausages and the
best French cuts of meats may be had; a pharmacie, strictly
for medicines of any type, whether they are prescribed or
not-and without the soda fountain or extras; electricite
genera Ie, including wiring, lamp fixtures, television, radio,
and light bulbs; une boutique des vetements, with clothing
for infants, and a chemiserie and bonneterie for adults; a
poissonnerie, for fish and sea food, raw materials for the
popular Proven9al bouillabaisse; an alimentation, for foods
and vin courant; and, of course, the boulangerie and patisserie, the most-frequented shops on any street.
In August of 1951 the most popular baker on the Grande
Rue was Roche Briand. Powerful, tall, athletic, in his forties,
he served his clients well, priding himself in the rich, golden
loaves he stacked on end each day behind his counter, taking
equal pride in the brioches and croissants he baked. He was
known among the residents of Grande Rue to go out of his
way to help a client who needed information in the more
complex things of the outside world, such as tax information,
insurance data, or minor legal problems, since Pont-SaintEsprit did not have the luxury of a full-time lawyer, or
avocat. Part of his time, as a matter of fact, was devoted to
insurance work. For thirty years his bakery had served the
town well, and many claimed his bread was the best in the
region. Since 1925 he had been married to Marie Jeanne,
and he had two daughters and two sons ranging from twentythree to eleven. In September of 1939 he had joined des
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troupes coloniales in Marseilles, and spent thirteen months of
his service in Syria.
.
During the time that M. Bousquet was doling out .and
rationing the questionable flour f!om th~ north, M ..Bnand
and the other bakers of Pont-Samt-Espnt add.ed their I?rotests against the quality to the general c~orus m. the regIOn.
The vague and unconfirmed explanatIOn gOlOg around
seemed to be that this was the time of the year when the far~
ers were reaching the bottom of their silos, where the gram
had been sitting for many months, an~ th~t when the new
harvests came in from the fields, the situation 'Yould be relieved. Meanwhile, the grayish ft-our seemed to r~e well, and
there were no complaints about the taste. The bnef flurr~ of
illnesses at Connaux could have been the result of anything.
With the hope that samples would immediat~ly be lifted by
the Union Meuniere, the bakers had no chOice but to continue blending the gray flour with their better stocks.
.
On Thursday, August 9, 1951, M. Bo~squet squeez.ed his
truck into Grande Rue at ten o'clock In the mormn.g to
supply M. Briand with seven sacks of ~our from ~e mill ~f
M. Maillet and eight from another mill. He contlOued his
rounds at Pont-Saint-Esprit, delivering the same amou.nts t.o
two other bakers of the village. M. Briand was ready with his
protests as the delivery arrived, pointing out that th.e flour
from M. Maillet's mill was certainly not of first quality and
that something had to be done about it. He w~~ perha~s
more acutely aware than most bakers of the futility of. ~IS
protest, because several ye~rs before he h~d refused to utilize
a shipment of flour of obViously bad quality, and the prefecture had closed his shop down for a month.
On the following day, Friday, a fellow baker in the village,
Marceau Benjamin Jaussent, called at M. Briand's shop. to
see if he could borrow two 100-kilo sacks of flour. Borrmymg
flour was a common practice among the bakers,. especially
since the Union Meuniere demanded cash-on-delivery, and
no longer extended a thirty-day billing period so the bakers
could keep stock on hand and pay for it at the end of the
month. It was about ten o'clock in the evening, and M.
Briand was busy, as was his custom at this time, with the
ovens. He gave M. Jaussent the key to the storeroom and
told him to help himself.
M. Jaussent did not begin to "work" the borrowed flour
until Saturday evening, the eleventh of August. As he. began
to work it, he thought that it smelled faintly of fuel oil. But
other than that the flour was acceptable enough and compared favorably with the other s~ock he ha.d on hand .. He
prepared only une petite fournee, or baking, that mght,
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enough to supply Mme. Colonna with bread for sandwiches
at her refreshment stand at Pont d'Ardeche, and a few
other loaves for his own use.
At his own table that night, and later on Sunday, M.
Jaussent and his family ate the bread and enjoyed it. It was
not until late Sunday evening that his eleven-year-old son
complained of feeling extremely cold in his hands and feet
and later vomited considerably. On Monday morning his
thirteen-year-old son and daughter began to have the same
symptoms, as well as his wife. All broke out with a slight
rash on their skins. By Wednesday M. Jaussent had joined
them and was forced to go to bed for several days. Later, he
learned that some of his clients complained of the same
troubles. But the complaints, generally, were mild, and no
one associated them directly with the bread. The news of the
other TTUllades from Connaux had not reached Pont-SaintEsprit at that time, and the mild attacks were accepted with
Gallic resignation.
On the evening of Wednesday, August 15, M. Briand
stopped by the shop of M. Jaussent to see if the borrowed
flour could be returned. He was greeted by M. J aussent's
father-in-law, who told Briand that Jaussent was not feeling
too well, and was confined to his bed. However, it was
perfectly all right for M. Briand to reclaim at least one sack
of flour due him, and if he would send his helper, it would be
immediately available. By half past eight in the evening,
Aime Pradier, M. Briand's helper, or mitron, had returned
with the sack.
M. Briand and Pradier began to prepare three different
batches of bread that night and morning. The first was out of
the oven by three in the morning, and consisted of the flour
Briand already had on hand. The second baking was not
completed until about eight o'clock on Thursday morning,
and was made from a mixture of the original flour and that
taken back from M. Jaussent. Because of minor holidays at
this time in August, the distribution center was closed, and
M. Briand found that he had to borrow a second and third
sack from two other local bakers that night. It was not until
noon on Thursday, August 16, that the third and last baking
was completed.
Most of the flour he was forced to use that night came
from the mill of M. Maillet. M. Briand was not pleased with
it. As he worked the dough, he noticed that it was slightly
gray, but certainly no more so than the general supply that
all the bakers were receiving. He tasted it several times to
find it acceptable, if not equally as good as the normal flour
received during the better seasons. He nevertheless resolved
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to lodge another protest, stronger this time, when the distribution center opened Friday morning, and then he went on
with his work.
By nine o'clock Thursday morning, August 16, M. Briand
was able to rest long enough to take a light meal on the
counter of his shop. The bread was fresh, but no longer
warm. The crust was crisp, and of the usual golden brown
color. Its taste, to M. Briand's expert tongue, was good.
Behind him the long, thin baguettes, the gros pains, larger
and thicker, the flutes, middle-sized, were stacked like soldiers at attention on the shelves. Night had run out, and
already the first clients were beginning to arrive. One by one
the shutters along Grande Rue were beginning to open. The
sun of the Midi, already warm, was promising to broil later
in the day. To the villagers, to the farmers nearby, to the
workers in the vineyards, it was just another hot LanguedocProven~ day. No one was prepared for what was going to
happen. No one could be expected to be.

TWO
.
By TEN O'CLOCK that Thursday morning all the shops along
Grande Rue were welcoming their customers, the stone
houses along the pavementless street giving some welcome
shade from the August sun. Under the plane trees, some
distance away, the boules players were gathered, most of
them the older men of the village, already pensioned, with
their retirement assured by the state. Their passion for boules
was equaled only by their fondness for a milky glass of water
and pastis, the aniseed alcohol drink so popular in Provence.
The sandy gravel strip that divides the Boulevard Carnot
from the rue de la Liberte served as the playing ground for
the players, clustered in several groups along the strip. One
by one they would toss out the small wooden target ball, Ie
bouchon as it is called. And one by one, the players would
throw the heavy metal balls, about the size and weight of
ancient cann@n balls, and try to land nearer to the target than
the others. Through it all, the groans and cheers of the
spectators continued. Occasionally a player would wander
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away to the tabac for a package of Gauloise cigarettes,
puffing a wreath of the sour smoke as he returned.
The workers in the village factory, which made the bottles
for the spl!Ikling Perrier water, by custom would be glancing
at the clock to count off the moments until the long midday
siesta. As in most of France, they would return to their
homes for a sizable dinner in spite of the heat. But this day
was different. They were out on strike, and dispersed among
the boules players or off fishing to mark time until the strike
was settled. At the village washing place, along the edge of
the Rhone, the women were beating their laundry on the
broad stone rim, chattering among themselves as their predecessors had done for centuries. The fresh , bright spring water
ran freely through the large rectangular tanks of the municipal wash basins, just as it gushed from the gargoyles of the
Fontaine de la Navigation and the swans of the Fontaine du
Coq. Even the few women who had washing machines at
times preferred to gather at the basin to rinse their wash, for
there was much to talk about, especially the coming Fete du
Premier de Septembre, only fifteen days away.
At the Cafe de la Bourse and the Cafe des Voyageurs,
the sidewalk tables had already attracted their habitues,
some of them sipping the bitter cate-filtre, leavened by a
sugar cube; some already getting a head start with a glass of
pastis. The stone streets everywhere were hot, and no breeze
was stirring to lighten the burden of the Spiritpontains, as the
villagers call themselves .
Some housewives were shopping, and shopping is a serious
business. They are immersed in their families, and to keep
them clean and well fed is the limited dream of their lives.
On this morning, as on any other morning, the Spiritpontain
wives could be seen walking through the crooked streets with
empty wine casks to fulfill their obligations as they gained the
pleasure of the iocal news and gossip. They would be searching for arichide oil, rather than the insalubrious butter of
the North, and huile d'olive for the sauces for salads and the
traditional garlic soup. Here they would be boiling the garlic
cloves in water, adding Gruyere cheese and cubes of toasted
bread to soothe the overheated nerves of their husbands as
they returned from the shops or vineyards at noontime.
In the houses the cool stone walls would be keeping the
heat to a bearable level, while the wives would use their
artistry with herbs and yin courant to convert a cheap cut of
meat into a lordly meal. White wine to glorify the rabbit, red
with other meats, along with thyme and bay leaves and whole
cloves. On this morning, as on others, the alimentation shops
remained Aladdin's caves for the fruit and vegetable shop-
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pers, always demanding fresh greens for the midday repast,
or any other meal. At the charcuterie, the sausages, hams,
saucissons, pates, black pudding, and caillettes-small balls
of mincemeat mixed with local grasses-were forcing the
wives into agonizing decisions, tempered by the fact that
regardless of the choice of meat, there was always the goats'
cheese, wrapped in green leaves, to counterbalance any temporary dislike of the main viande.
And of course, the boulangel'ie. By ten that morning, the
loaves of the first tour nee-or baking-were almost gone
from the shelves of M. Briand. Aime Pradier, the eighteenyear-old helper of Briand had completed most of his chores,
and had sat down for a moment to enjoy his petit dejeuner,
including several generous slices from the second baking. By
midday he joined his patron and family in their apartments
adjoining the shop to eat his lunch, and the bread still hot
from the ovens of the third scheduled baking of the day.
The headlines of the day were to be strangely familiar
fifteen years later, though few in Pont-Saint-Esprit would be
reading them: China was claiming total equality with the
Soviet Union, and Mao was taking severe umbrage at the
Soviets. The struggle in Vietnam was bitter and endless-but
it was the French, of course, and not the United States, at
that time. Only a few days before, a French general had been
killed by a terrorist grenade in South Vietnam. The usual
soccer and rugby matches between the villages were being
played, and of course the bloody automobile accidents of the
day were announced in screaming headlines.
On this morning, Mme. Eynard had more than usual to
do, and rose early to get a head start on the day. There were
the children to take care of, the household to supervise, and
breakfast to prepare for her husband before he went to his
cabinet to prepare for the long list of dental appointments
for the day. In fact, the appointment schedule was so overcrowded that for the first time in several months, Mme.
Eynard was planning to come in and assist with the dentistry
to relieve some of the load from her husband. By the time
Francine arrived to help with the household, Mme. Eynard
was already behind schedule, She had planned to do her
shopping before going to help her husband, including a visit
to M. Briand's bakery on Grande Rue, which was in the
same quartier of the village.
"I'm afraid I'm terribly late this morning," she told Francine. "If you would, I'd like you to do the shopping for the
food and bread for me."
She went over the list with Francine, gave her the purse
and shopping basket, and rushed off to join her husband at
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their offices. Francine, who patronized a different baker from
M. Briand, went by habit to get the bread at her usual shop,
not dreaming for a moment the signifiance of her act. On the
way, however, she met her sister, Mme. Charpail, returning
from the shop of M. Briand, and Francine regretted she had
not bought the bread there because her sister told her that
M. Briand was giving free bread to those workers who at the
moment were out on strike at the factory. A baker who
supported the workers should get her support, Francine
thought. After all, her sister was one of the workers. Mme.
Charpail said good-bye to Francine and returned to her home
on the rue des Quatre Coins to enjoy a mid-morning snack of
bread and coffee. She had a passion for fresh bread, and her
time off from the factory gave her an opportunity to eat
some this morning, more oven-fresh than usual. Beside her,
in the cradle, her nine-month-old baby girl gurgled peacefully.
Over three hundred people in the village bought their
bread that day at M. Briand's shop. M. Carle, whose grocery
shop was considered by many to be the finest in town, sent
his maid to bring back three loaves for lunch and dinner
that day, although usually he patronized another baker, whose
shop was closed for the holidays. M. Sauvet, a garageman in
the village, also patronized another baker, but today M.
Carle's small daughter volunteered to go to the store for him
and his wife, and finding their customary bakery closed,
brought back two loaves of bread from M. Briand.
There were others who bought their bread from M. Briand
who never had before; there were some who, by fate or
accident, bought their bread this day from another boulangerie, although they had patronized M. Briand on every other
day.
Mme. Paul Rieu dropped by the shop of M. Briand in the
late morning. She and her husband were fond of the bread
Briand had been baking so many years in the town, and she
exchanged pleasantries with Mme. Briand, who helped behind
the counter during the busy times of the day, as well as their
daughter Yvonne. All through the day the front door opened
and closed endlessly. The clients came not from Pont-SaintEsprit alone, but from many of the surrounding villages:
from Saint-Julien-de-Peyrolas, from the Route d'Ardeche,
from Cars an, from Saint-Paulet-de-Caisson, from Saint
Alexandre. There was Joseph Puche, the ex-pilot, and Louis
Guigou, the garagiste, and Mme. Boudenne, wife of the
genial proprietor of the local hat-and-sporting-goods store,
Marcel Boudenne. On the Grande Rue the neighbors filed in
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and out, with brief but newsy exchanges of greetings: Mme.
Brahic, Mme. Chambon, Marie Baverel, Jean Crebier, Blanche
Morgan, Mme. Payan, and Helene Charriere, wife of the
pharmacist on the street. Carefully, they would choose the
loaves of their liking,. whether flute, baguette, or gros pain,
marchin~ out on the hot street with the unwrapped bread
under their arms or strapped across the back of a bicycle.
At noon on that day M. Marcel Delacquis was at work at
his desk at the Cooperative des Cereales de Pont-SaintEsprit. As manager of the organization his days were filled
with the endless details of receiving and shipping grain and
fertilizers for the farmers in the region, and he almost forgot
that he had promised to bring the bread back to Mme.
Testevin at the villa where he was a pensionnaire, or
boarder.
Shortly after twelve he stopped his dictation to Mlle.
Wullschleger, his secretary, and dismissed her with apologies
for running over into the lunch hour. M. Delacquis was a
precise and intelligent man, an artist and poet of measurable
talent as well as a man of commerce. Some of his poems had
appeared in a national anthology of French poets. H e did not
like to impose on those who worked for him, and his sensitivity and consideration were marked · and admired by all who
had dealings with him. As a Parisian with considerable travel
and work abroad, he was somewhat of an anomaly in PontSaint-Esprit. But his quiet, self-effacing demeanor enabled
him to blend into the customs of the village soundlessly.
After serving in World War I, he had become a sales representative in Argentina, and worked in that area for several
different French companies, whose products included school
supplies, lace, religious art, and gloves. It was his health that
had prompted him to give up a life of travel and the
pressures of Paris to retire to less demanding work in the
Proven~al atmosphere.
His accommodations at La Villette, the large farmhouse of
the Testevin family, enabled him to enjoy the country air yet
still remain within a kilometer of his office in the village. He
had a large bedroom in one corner of the villa, looking out
on the courtyard and the vineyards beyond. The room was
furnished modestly in French provincial style, and the rich
red tile floor was cooling in the heat of the summer days. On
the walls he had hung a few of his paintings-soft, sensitive
oils of the surrounding countryside in subdued and restrained
colors. As in all the other rooms in La Villette, a crucifix
hung on the wall.
After straightening up his desk, he locked the office do~r
for the long two-hour midday siesta and pedaled off on hIS
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bicycle down the rue de l'Ouest and along the Boulevard
Gambetta. Turning into Grande Rue and proceeding to the
shop of M. Briand, he parked his bicycle outside and entered
to greet Mme. Briand, who was behind the counter. After an
exchange of pleasantries he asked for two gros pains-loaves
weighing about a kilo each, a little over two pounds. Mme.
Briand did not have any left on the shelves and went to the
back of the store to get them. She returned promptly with
the two loaves and passed them across the counter to him.
He paid the money, fifty old francs, and went out to put
them into the sack tied to his bicycle. One reason he preferred to buy his bread from M: Briand was that the baker
supplied him with a special sack for his bicycle. He pedaled
slowly back along Grande Rue, which by now was nearly
deserted, for the shops were closed and the villagers had
retreated to their houses for the almost sacred midday repast.
La Villette, a stone and plaster mas, as a large farmhouse is
called in the Midi, rests on a high hill overlooking PontSaint-Esprit. A long stone work shed extends out from one
side of the house, and an ornate iron gate marks the entrance. One side without windows faces the direction of the
mistral, which blows and screeches during the fall, winter,
and spring months and at times frays the nerves of everyone.
Mme. Testevin took in selected boarders, mothered them,
and fed them with lavish attention. At that time in 1951 the
house was not as famous as later, when it carne to be known
as the birthplace of Jacqueline Kennedy's great-grandfather.
Later, all of Pont-Saint-Esprit would bathe in the reflected
fame of the Bouvier family, after Jacqueline Kennedy became the First Lady of the White House. Mme. Testevin,
proud to be a cousin of the Bouvier family, not only managed the full household, but helped her husband with the
vineyards, took care of the laundry, and grew many of her
own herbs and vegetables. M. Testevin, a ruddy, lean, and
tall farmer in his fifties, tended twenty-five thousand vines
with care and passion and produced eighty thousand litres of
wine each year.
M. Delacquis, puffing up the hill on his bicycle, reached
Mme. Testevin's kitchen barely in time for the luncheon
ritual.
At the table was the usual group found these days at La
Villette. M. Testevin was at the head of the long farmhouse
table, Mme. Testevin at the other end, near the kitchen. On
one side, with their backs to the window, sat Emile Cima-a
genial Italian worker in the vineyards, a man strong as an ox
but soft in manner-and M. Delacquis, the slim and 80ft-
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mannered Parisian. Opposite them sat Mme. Dezeuzes, a
gentle lady living at the farm in the room next to the
Testevin quarters. The men, freshly in from the vineyards,
ate heartily of the pot-au-feu, the thick vegetable soup with
large chunks of beef in which Mme. Testevin prided herself.
The others ate less avariciously, but savored the flavor, for it
was good. The large carafes of red and rose wine came from
their own vineyards, and each helped himself freely, under
M. Testevin's urging. Nearly all enjoyed the Proven~al custom of dipping large chunks of bread in the stew, and the
meal was finished off with goats' cheese, Gruyere, and a
heaping bowl of fruit. The conversation was light and pleasant, for this was a gentil group, courteous, and sensitive to
the needs of the others.
Scores of other tables in or near the village of Pont-SaintEsprit were served with much the same type of meal, with
minor variations. In other homes there were eggs souffle, or
salade Niroise, or omelettes aux fines herbes, or potage de
legumes, or bifteek, or thrush liver, known as pare de
grives. Whatever the course, the bread played a large part of
the meal.
No one at any table in the region that day made any
complaint about the taste of M. Briand's bread. M. Delacquis, more used to the whiteness of Parisian bread, felt that it
was perhaps a little gray in color, but the flavor was good.
Emile, robust and tanned from the vineyards, ate more
heartily than the others, for his appetite matched his
strength. M. Testevin, too, ate heavily to fortify himself
against the long, hot afternoon. Mme. Testevin ate only a
slice no bigger than her little finger.
By quarter of two in the afternoon the group had dispersed, content with the repast. Mme. Testevin cleared the
table, Mme. Dezeuzes retired to her room. Emile and M.
Testevin excused themselves and moved out into the
vineyards, which were within weeks of being harvested. M.
Delacquis mounted his bicycle again and coasted off toward
his office in the village. For all at this table, and for the
others in the area, another ordinary summer midday meal
had come to an end.
Shortly after the noon hour had begun, M. Briand
prepared, as was his custom, to make his delivery rounds in
the surrounding countryside. He gathered his loaves together,
for there were several large domaines in the outlying section
with working crews and large families who counted on his
deliveries. Among them were the Moulin and Mison families,
living out in the country near Carsan. The domaine of Joseph
Moulin was particularly far out, and the baker left his loaves
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for the Moulins at a neighboring farm. After several other
deliveries he returned to his shop to prepare, as usual, for the
bakings the next day, Friday, August 17. He had not been back
in the shop more than an hour or so before Felix Mison, the
farmer from Carsan, entered to chide him mildly for forgetting to drop off his customary order of bread. M. Briand
suddenly realized he had forgotten the delivery and quickly
apologized. M. Mison accepted the apologies in good humor,
paid for the bread, and left the shop. Once again M. Briand
and the village itself settled down to its usual midweek
routine.
On his vacation in the Pyrenees, some five hundred miles
away, Dr. Albert Gabbai, one of the three physicians in
Pont-Saint-Esprit, was facing an entirely different type of
weather on that day: rain. In fact, it had rained almost
constantly since he and his family had been away-over a
week. It was not the kind of weather fit for a holiday, and
after a great deal of thought during the day his family finally
agreed with him that it would be better if he went home
ahead of the rest of the family and made up the remaining
days of his vacation in more seasonable weather. Mme.
Gabbai helped him pack, and he phoned ahead to his femme
de menage to indicate that he would be coming back on the
following day, Friday.
The drive back was long and tiring. He left the mountains
at five in the morning, pacing himself so that he would not
have to hurry in the face of the tourist traffic that plied all
summer long on the route through Pont-Saint-Esprit, a main
route toward the Spanish border. The road, brushing near the
rich historical centers of ArIes, Pont-du-Gard, Les Baux,
Beaucaire, Tarascon-sur-Rhone, Nimes, Montpellier, Carcasonne, and others, made it a favorite for tourists, and
created heavy traffic problems. He planned to reach home
before dinner. He hoped that it would be waiting for him as
he had arranged. As Dr. Gabbai was driving his car on the
long route home, back in Pont-Saint-Esprit, M. Briand was
at last receiving another shipment of flour from M. Bousquet
so that he would be able to return the borrowed sacks he had
been using during the time when he was unable to get
delivery. For two days now he had worked almost exclusively
with the gray flour from the north, and he did not relish the
idea of continuing that way, at least without some whiter
flour to blend with it. He was disappointed when M.
Bousquet informed him that he would have to take along,
with a dozen other sacks, at least six or seven of the bags of
northern flour-there was nothing else that could be deliv29

ered. M. Bousquet was nervous and edgy, because this was
the day the mayor of Saint-Genies-de-Comolas had visited
him, and he was now holding off pressures on all sides. He
tossed Briand's empty sacks into his truck with the sacks of
other bakers, to return to the Union Meuniere. He tried to
avoid direct answers to Briand's penetrating questions about
the qUality. M. Bousquet had already written his bitter letter
of complaint to his superiors at Nimes that morning, and
was doing everything that could be done under the distribution system of the Union Meuniere.
The domaine of Joseph Moulin stretched across the rolling
foothills of the Massif Central for hundreds of acres. The
vines in the rich Rhone soil were cared for with affection
and love, for M. Moulin was a perfectionist, and his do maine
was considered among the finest in the region. It had been in
the family since 1789, a testimony to the continuous diligence
of the family through the generations. Although they were
only a few kilometers from Pont-Saint-Esprit, his vineyards
seemed remote from all of civilization, for not another house
was visible, except in the far distance. The vines were rich
and fulf that August of 1951, and both M. Moulin and his
wife Laurain were happy and proud to see that young
Joseph, at the age of twenty-five, was taking over more and
more of the responsibility for managing the meticulous and
infinite chores necessary to bring the grapes to maturity.
There is almost a spiritual quality to the raising of fine grapes
in France, and young Joseph was beginning to show this
quality more each day. What is more, he was liked by all the
young men and women of Pont-Saint-Esprit, a favorite
among them for his zest for living, his high good humor, his
strength and affection. Young Joseph was serieux, as the
French say about those who are solid and substantial citizens.
He was respected by the men who worked for him in the
vineyards. In Provence and Languedoc the sun and the mistral are enemies, and the art of growing grapes requires both
strength and cunning to avoid their savage attacks. Young
Joseph already had learned how to use both, and he inspired
the workers to do likewise. The people in the village liked to
talk about the time young Joseph found a worker unwilling
to try to lift a sack of nitrate fertilizer onto a truck. He
placed the sack in the arms of the worker, it was said, and
lifted both to the back of the truck in one smooth motion.
At lunchtime on Friday, August 17, young Joseph had
come in from the vineyards with a ravenous hunger. He ate
unsparingly of Mme. Moulin's bouillon gras-a tasty, thin
stew for warm weather-which pleased his mother greatly.
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His 213-pound frame needed nourishment, she felt, and she
constantly went .out of her way to cook the things he liked.
He also ate the bread, nearly a full gros pain, before his
hunger gave in. It was the bread M. Briand had delivered the
day before on his rounds at Carsan. The seven workers at the
table also ate heavily, for they enjoyed Mme. Moulin's table
as much as young Joseph did.
There was still some bread left that night after dinner,
and as was her custom, Mme. Moulin fed the scraps to the
cat, the ducks, and the dog. Strangely enough the dog leaped
to the platter on the kitchen floor, rushed through the remains of the bouillon gras without hesitation, but only sniffed
at and backed away from the bread. Since he had never
rejected bread before, Mme. Moulin tasted again the small
chunk remaining in her hand, but found nothing wrong with
it, except perhaps that it seemed flatter than usual, she
thought.
The Moulin family retired early that Friday night, after
the same dinnertime menu that had been followed at lunch.
The heat of the Midi sun stayed on through the night, which
was without a stirring of air. At the time when you need the
mistral, many Proven9als have said, it will never blow. In
his room young Joseph Moulin awoke at some indistinguishable hour of the night with sharp, colicky pains in his stomach. They made him uncomfortable, but he had had worse
pains, and he finally fell back asleep, in exhaustion from his
work in the fields and vineyards.
In the morning he felt better. There were no complaints
from the others, although Mme. Moulin told them how
strange it was the dog had rejected the bread in the bouillon
gras. Father and son chided her, ate their petit dejeuner,
and went out to join the work crew already waiting for
them.
Cleaning up the kitchen, Mme. Moulin was stopped short
by an utterly strange and sharp cry from the cat. She looked
down on the floor, as the cat screamed in agony again. Then
it rolled over, writhed, twisted, shook, and ran screaming
toward the wall, trying to climb it. Its hair was literally
standing up on end. She ran to it, tried to pick it up, to
comfort it, but it hissed and spit at her, then screamed in the
most unearthly sound she had ever heard. Alone in the house,
she had no one to turn to, and all her efforts to pick up the
cat were hopeless. Again and again it batted itself against the
wall, then rolled on the floor in convulsions. It was a hideous,
frightening sight, she later said, shocking beyond belief. Un~bl.e to climb the wall now, it ran into it at blinding speed, as
If It were intent on self-destruction. In tears, Mme. Moulin
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coaxed, and pleaded with the cat to come to her, but each
time was repulsed. Then with another terrifying scream,
clawing wildly at the air, it dropped to the tiles, motionless.
In a moment it pulled itself up on its forelegs, then dragged
its hind legs across the floor, collapsing again next to the
stove.
At this moment Mme. Moulin looked out the open kitchen
door to the barnyard. One duck was lying prostrate on its
side. Another was staggering, as if drunk, beside it. Three
others were clacking ceaselessly, their bills stretched as if
they were going to break. They were marching and strutting
like penguins, flapping their wings and waddling in a most
unnatural way. From the doorway Mme. Moulin watched
them in awe. She had been brought up on a mas, lived all her
life among domestic animals. She had never seen anythini like
this, ever. The three lively ducks were now reachini a crescendo in their quacking and their strutting. Their waddling
became more exaggerated, their likeness to penguins even
more pronounced. She crossed over the gravel yard to the
prostrate duck and lifted his head. It fell back limply. The
second was by then turning slowly in circles, then it dropped
also. The others continued their wild chorus. She looked
anxiously out over the vineyards, but her husband and son
and the workers were nowhere in sight. Terrified, she ran
back into the kitchen. The cat had not moved from where it
had fallen. Carefully, slowly, she picked it up. It was dead.
Not far away, in the same village of Carsan, Felix Mison
was feeding the leftover bread to his dog, a chore he enjoyed
along with his work as a cultivateur in the region. A quiet
and well-liked farmer, he had built up over the years a
prosperous and well-tended farm, raised a happy and contented family. After the dog had wolfed down the chunks,
M. Mison played with him affectionately, throwing a stick
out to be retrieved, roughing up his fur, and accepting a few
friendly licks on the ear.
Three hours later the dog limply rose from the kitchen
floor, whimpering strangely. It moved out to the farmyard,
M. Mison following in astonishment. He had never seen it act
this way before. About twenty feet away from the door, the
dog stopped in its tracks, leaped grotesquely in the air, and
began running swiftly in a wide circle. M. Mison tried futilely
to stop him, but each time he got near the dog, it snarled and
snapped at him viciously. At moments the dog would seize a
rock, crunch it fiercely in its teeth until at last two teeth feU
out, and blood dripped from its mouth. For nearly ten
minutes the macabre scene continued; Mme. Mison now
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joined her husband to try to calm the animal. Running more
slowly now, dragging its motionless back legs, it finally wobbled to a hollow in the dirt and sunk down in it. Its breathing
was labored and heavy, and the dry blood was caked in its
mouth. Within the hour, it, too, was dead.
The dog had been a favorite of the family. Its death
affected the Misons severely. So much so that M. Mison
almost failed to notice the gripping pains in his own stomach,
which had begun shortly after the dog had died. Perhaps,
thought M. Mison, this was a reaction to the loss of his pet.
He lay down on his bed, in sorrow, pain, and puzzlement.
Friday evening at La Villette was a festive one for the
Testevin family and their pensionnaires. Friends from
Toulon, laden with gifts and food, arrived in happy spirits,
glad to visit the country, away from the noise and clatter of
the city. They brought their own bread, a common custom in
France, and presented Mme. Testevin with a mess of truite
de riviere, brown trout freshly caught from the Rhone, and
a bottle of pastis. M. and Mme. Lamacchir were jewelers,
longtime friends of the Testevins, and they brightened the
dinner table that evening with tales of life in their coastal city
of Toulon, as M. Delacquis spoke of his travels in South
America. The trout, smothered in almonds and olive oil, was
cooked to a crisp brown turn by Mme. Testevin. They
lingered over the dinner a long time, sipping the wine and
pastis. The Lamacchir's ate their own bread from Toulon,
while the rest of the table finished up the bread of M.
Briand, supplemented that afternoon with more loaves from
his shop on the Grande Rue. After a short session of cards
M. Delacquis excused himself and climbed the narrow stone
stairs of the old house to his quarters. He read the paper for a
brief time, then prepared for bed. He fell asleep quickly, but
shortly after two in the morning he awoke feeling extremely
nauseous. He now regretted having eaten the trout at dinner,
delicious as it had been. In addition he found himself inexplicably chilly, although the night was warm and ~ cooled off
little from the August day. He got up, went to hIS closet to
fetch another blanket, but found himself shivering under it.
He was unable to sleep, and also unable to vomit, in spite of
the strong feeling of nausea.
It was not long after he had crawled, shivering, under the
blanket that he heard others in the house stirring. It was
clear from the sounds in the Testevin room that Mme.
Testevin was sick and he tried to get up again to see if he
could help. W~ess prevented him from rising, but he was
convinced now that the trout had caused trouble not only
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with him, but with the rest of the household. He lay there
awake and shivering through the night until the sun came up.
About two hours before the Testevin household sat down
to their festive dinner on Friday evening, Dr. Albert Gabbai
arrived at his home. He pulled his car into his courtyard,
stretched as he got out of the car, and went into his house. It
had been a long, tiring trip. He was greeted by the femme de
menage, who told him that his waiting room was filled with
people, some of them referred by Dr. Vieu, who had learned
that Dr. Gabbai was returning from vacation, and whose
office was unusually overcrowded that day.
In the waiting room were nearly a dozen patients. Dr.
Gabbai was astonished, but regained his composure and
called in the first patient. He was the head of a family of
thirteen people, with seven members sick from severe stomach trouble. When Dr. Gabbai learned that the six other
members of the family were in the waiting room, he had
them file into his office one by one for a necessarily quick
examination. Their complaints were identical: stomach upset,
nausea, chills. They had no fever; in fact most of the children
and the father were experiencing hypothermie, their temperatures being measurably below normal.
None of them was seriously ill, but the fact that so many
in one family were sick indicated the possibility of a mild
poisoning, and would have to be investigated thoroughly.
What had they eaten the night before? Most important: Had
they all eaten the same thing? When the doctor was assure.d
that the entire family had shared the exact same food, hIS
puzzlement mounted. How could seven members suffer from
food poisoning, while the other six experienced no trouble
whatever?
He questioned the father in minute detail for nearly fifteen
minutes. Nothing was revealed that could explain why nearly
half the faInily remained perfectly healthy in the face of
apparent food poisoning in the other half. The meat was
served from a casserole. Were there two casseroles at the
table? No. Was any fish course served? No. Were any chemicals kept in the household? No. The questioning seemed to be
futile. How about the seating arrangement? Was there any
relation to this and the way the food was served?
The father hesitated a moment here. He recalled now that
half the family sat on one side of the table and the other half
on the other. Yes, there was a definite seating arrangement.
Thinking carefully now, he reconstructed this in his mind.
Not only was there a definite seating arrangement, but, yes,
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all the children with him in Dr. Gabbai's office were seated
on one side of the table. There was no question about it.
But what had they eaten that those on the other side of the
table had not? Ostensibly, nothing. Going back to the original
question, those at the table had shared exactly the same
food, and there seemed to be no logical explanation for the
clear division between the sick and the well in the family.
The lack of logic for the situation plagued Dr. Gabbai. He
prescribed a mild ameliorative for the stomach upsets and
arranged to stop by the family's house the first available
moment. In the meantime he requested the father to keep
whatever leftovers remained .from the food of the night
before. The family filed out of the office, and Dr. Gabbai
called in the next patient.
He was M. Guigou, a garage-owner in the village, another
patient referred by Dr. Vieu because of the latter's overcrowded office. M. Guigou presented the same symptoms as
the first patients. He was older, weaker, and less resilient. He
had, he explained, eaten his meal, as was his habit, at the
pension where he lived in the village, the Hotel Redortier.
Were any others at the hotel stricken with stomach upset?
M. Guigou did not think so. What was served? Nothing
particularly suspect. Did he eat anything that the others did
not? The answer was negative.
Again, Dr. Gabbai was faced with an enigma. He
prescribed a similar mild remedy, but ordered M. Guigou to
bed immediately because of his age, then made a note to stop
by the Hotel Redortier to see what might be unearthed
regarding the food served there the night before.
The dinner to which Dr. Gabbai had been looking forward
all through the long drive back from the Pyrenees was ready,
but it grew cold as more patients filed into the office, all with
similar complaints. Some felt giddy, as if they had drunk too
much wine, but they had drunk no more than usual. Some
vomited. Some had diarrhea. Many had chills, reflected by
subnormal temperatures. But none seemed seriously ill. When
he collapsed into bed at eleven that night, Dr. Gabbai was
confident that the worst was over, and that the town would
return to normal in the morning.
When morning came, Dr. Gabbai's fears lessened. Reports
from the patients of the day before indicated that they felt
much better, for the most part. A telephone consultation
with Dr. Vieu indicated the same conditions: The patients he
had seen on Friday were showing marked signs of improvement, although his phone was already being clogged with new
patients, suffering from the same symptoms. There was comfort in realizing that the attacks were apparently mild and
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benign, but it was important to try to track down the cause
as soon as possible to prevent such an annoyance and
nuisance from breaking out again. Dr. Vieu confessed to
feeling shaky and ill himself, yet he felt he could not pinpoint
the cause to anything particular that he had eaten the day
before. Further, Dr. Channac, the third doctor in town, was
definitely ill, which created a temporary extra load on Dr.
Vieu and Dr. Gabbai. However, there was every indication
that the new flurry of patients would subside, just as the first
had. Meanwhile the two doctors agreed there was nothing
much to do but grin and bear it. They agreed to check back
with each other later in . the day, as soon as they had the
chance to try to investigate the cause of the nuisance.
Dr. Gabbai's first house call that Saturday morning was
the result of an urgent request from Francine, sister of Mme.
Charpail, who reported that the latter was seriously ill with
symptoms that she had never before witnessed. During the
night Mme. Charpail had a major fit of convulsions: Her
eyes reversed in her head, her mouth foamed, saliva drained
from her mouth, her features became unrecognizable. She
was mute and silent now, and she had been moved downstairs to the rooms of her mother on the rue de Quatre
Coins, so care cpuld be taken of her nine-month-old baby.
Dr. Gabbai lost no time in reaching the bouse, where he
found Mme. Charpail in another fit of convulsions. They
subsided quickly after he arrived. The. symptoms here were
clear and unmistakable. They showed every sign of being
those of une crise d'epilepsie. Yet what was most puzzling
was the fact that there was no history whatever of epilepsy in
the patient, and it would be extremely- rare for a patient to
have reached her twentieth birthday, which was the age of
Mme. Charpail, without having manifested any symptoms
before. For the second time in as many days he was faced
with a major mystery. Another possibility was tetanus, but he
could find no infection anywhere. Although he could see
absolutely no relationship between the case of Mme. Charpail and his patients of the day before, he inquired at length
about what food had been eaten in the household. There was
nothing particularly suspect, although Mme. Cbarpail's mother pointed out that she had eaten a piece of melon the day
before, which had been the only food Mme. Charpail had
eaten that the rest of the family had not. The remains of the
melon, however, had already been thrown out, and there
were no means of checking into this as a possibility for the
cause of the attack. Further, the symptoms did not seem to
relate to food poisoning. The doctor indicated that he would
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keep Mme. Charpail under observation, and return later in
the day.
At the household of the large family who had first visited
his office, the doctor was relieved to find that those who had
been sick were in better health. He again studied the situation
of the suspected meal two evenings before. He verified that
the seven members of the family who had become ill had sat
on one side of the table; and the six who were untouched by
any sickness had sat opposite them. But still no one could
recall any special way the food was served so that nearly half
would be stricken and the other half remain unscathed. Then
one of the children remembered an important thing: She
had been sent to the bakery to get one loaf of bread, which
had not been enough; when she went out to get a second
loaf, she went to a different bakery, the shop of M. Briand.
Now she recalled clearly that those who fell ill had all sat on
the side of the table where M. Briand's bread had been
served. Slowly, several other members of the family were
able to recall that this must have been true. They were not
certain, however. The puzzle still remained, but a definite
clue had been obtained. Dr. Gabbai took samples of some of
the portions of the food that remained and brought the~
back to his office. Analysis of the food would have to walt
until it could reach a laboratory.
He was greeted on his return with the same overcrowded
waiting room. His femme de menage told him that his
phone had been ringing constantly with many calls from both
the village and the surrounding country areas. Among them
was a call from Mme. Mison in Carsan, who said that her
husband was in. severe pain and asked if the doctor could
possibly come as soon as possible.
After treating those in his waiting room, all of whom were
mildly ill with the same persistent complaints, Dr. Gabbai got
into his car and drove as quickly as possible to the farmhouse
of M. Mison. He was greeted at the door by Mme. Mison,
who was embarrassed to say that her husband was now much
better and that it must have been just a simple attack of
indigestion. She apologized profusely for asking him to come
all this distance for a false alarm. Dr. Gabbai, known to aU
the people in the region as a warm and generous person,
reassured her and went to the bedside of ber husband.
He was sitting up in bed now and no longer in pain. His
symptoms were the usual ones, which Dr. Gabbai had by
now come to expect of every patient he was treating. M.
Mison protested that his wife should not have called him,
that he had tried to persuade her not to do so. After the
examination Dr. Gabbai was able to assure him that on the
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basis of the other patients with the same symptoms, he
should be feeling much better soon. But the doctor wanted to
know just what he had eaten in the last two days-especially
where had he bought the bread? M. Mison then related the
story of how M. Briand usually delivered the bread to his
farm and of how the delivery had not arrived on Thursday
afternoon. He went on to explain his call at M. Briand's
shop, how he had softly chided M. Briand for forgetting the
delivery, and how he had bought and carried the bread back
to his house himself. Now a second piece of evidence suggesting that it might have been the bread had come to the
attention of Dr. Gabbai. After prescribing some medicine for
M. Mison, he left at once to finish up his investigation. He
felt at last he was getting somewhere, even though full proof
was yet to come. Just after he left, the Misons -remembered a
disquieting thing: They had forgotten to tell him of the sad
and tragic death of their dog, who-they recalled now with
sharp and sudden horror-had died shortly after eating the
same bread.
When he got back to town, Dr. Gabbai tried to reach Dr.
Vieu, but without success. He then stopped by the town hall
to notify the authorities that a mild outbreak of food poisoning seemed to be evident. He was asked to report more facts,
and an investigation was immediately promised by the mayor
of the village.
.
From the town hall he went to the Hotel Redortier to
visit M. Guigou, who was feeling in better spirits and seemed
to be shaking off the annoying symptoms of the previous day.
But here another clear piece of evidence was contributed:
Pressed about where the bread he ate came from, M. Guigou
related that he always brought his own bread to the hotel,
bread he always bought at the shop of M. Briand. He was
the only one of the ten boarders who ate the bread and the
only one who was ill.
The doctor returned to his office, notified the mayor's
office that the bread of M. Briand was definitely suspect, and
once again tried in vain to reach Dr. Vieu, who was himself
so busy making his rounds that he could not get back to his
office.
It was not until eleven o'clock on Saturday evening that
Dr. Vieu and Dr. Gabbai were able to meet in the latter's
office to compare notes.
The facts added up to rather alarming proportions, somewhat mollified, however, by the mildness of the illness, which
by now both doctors were certain could be attributed to the
bread of M. Briand.
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Between them the two doctors counted some 230 patients
in Pont-Saint-Esprit, and in the surrounding villages and
countryside.
Nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea were among the most
constant symptoms.
Hyporhermie, subnormal temperature, was almost universal. This was accompanied by severe shivering, in spite of the
hot August temperatures.
Many cases of slow pulse, bradycardie, were noted.
Enlargement of the pupils, mydriase, was also evident in
many cases.
A large proportion exhibited angoisse, severe difficulty in
breathing.
Because of the impossibly overloaded schedule of both doctors, neither was able to make a complete and intelligent
analysis of the over-all picture. Independently, they had arrived at the conclusion that M. Briand's bread was the source
of the trouble. Neither had had a single patient who had not
eaten the bread out of the shop on Grande Rue. In fact,
nearly all residents on Grande Rue, habitual buyers of M.
Briand's bread, were sick with the key symptoms to a greater
or lesser degree. The only encouraging thing about the situation was the fact that the symptoms were still mild, and
seemed to be clearing up after the initial attacks were over.
Even though it was late at night, both doctors went to see
Mayor Hebrard at his home. The first action seemed clear
and obvious: Every bakery in town should be closed pending
a further and immediate investigation by the police. The
doctors would continue to accept any patient they encountered regardless of whose patient he . normally was. The news
that Dr. Channac was recovering from his illness was an
encouraging and hopeful sign, because both Dr. Vieu and Dr.
Gabbai were beginning to show signs of exhaustion.
All three looked forward to Sunday morning, since there
was reason to believe the worst was over. Both Dr. Vieu and
Dr. Channac, who had eaten the bread themselves, were
already beginning to feel better after their initial discomfort.
On Saturday morning, before the doctors had begun their
strange and exhausting day, M. Delacquis rose at his usual
hour at La Villette, feeling slightly better than he had during
the night. He was not, oddly enough, at all tired, even though
he had no sleep at all after his attack had struck him.
Downstairs in the big country kitchen Mme. Testevin was
already at work. Both agreed that the ' trout must have been
the cause of their uncomfortable night, for it seemed that
everyone in the household, except the visitors from Toulon,
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had been sick. Neither M. Testevin nor Emile had slept, yet
both had already gone out to work in the vineyards. M.
Delacquis and Mme. Testevin agreed that everyone would
probably feel better after the effects had worn off, later on in
the day. The guests, who seemed to have escaped illness,
were still asleep.
M. Delacquis cycled down the hill to the village in another
burning Midi day and arrived at the Cooperative des
Cereales de Pont-Saint-Esprit promptly at eight o'clock.
Aside Irom his feeling lightheaded, the disturbances of the
previous night did not seem to linger with him. Saturday at
the office was always a busy day, because it was necessary to
make out all the checks for the farmers' wheat and grain
payments and wind up the affairs of the week. Mlle. Wullschleger was already there when he arrived, and they sat down
to tackle the endless details of the routine. All the records of
the shipments and receipts for each client had to be adjusted
according to the weights registered on the scales during the
previous week, and the checks that were prepared for each
client required innumerable small calculations. It was painstaking work. During the process M. Delacquis began to find
a strange dizziness coming over him, which he tried desperately to shake. He said nothing about it to Mlle. Wullschleger, but she began to note the fact that M. Delacquis was not
feeling at all well, and she asked him about it.
"I'm sure," he told her, "that it must be the trout we ate
last night. Nearly everyone in the house felt the same way
last night."
"Perhaps," said Mlle. WuIlschleger, "1 could take some of
the work off your hands."
"It will take all day for the two of us to finish the job," he
said. "I couldn't let you do that."
The checks were the most important item on the agenda
that morning, and they concentrated on those. But by a
quarter of twelve, the checks were less than half prepared.
The president of the cooperative arrived at that moment, and
expecting the task to be completed was astonished to find
that the job was taking so long. There was a heated discussion. M. Delacquis, rising to cross ~o the file, found that he
could not get up from the chair and fell back in it. The room
began to spin, and he found it necessary to squeeze the arms
of the chair to keep his equilibrium. He told the president,
who was nervous and impatient, that he would return early
from lunch and that the checks would be completed by
midafternoon, only a few hours behind schedule. Reassured,
the president left the office.
.
M. Delacquis found the dizzy spell subsiding and decided
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that perhaps he would feel stronger after lunch. He was able
to get up now, and he crossed the office to the door without
difficulty. Mlle. Wullschleger tried to assist him, but he refused her help.
"1'11 be perfectly all right," he said, "as soon as I get
something in my stomach."
Mlle. Wullschleger, worried, watched him from the door.
She knew that he was a stubborn and determined man when
he wanted to be, and that it was useless to offer him further
help. She watched as he mounted his bicycle, and even
though he had some difficulty mounting it, he began pedaling
down the road, with the bicycle wobbling beneath him. "God
help him make it," she said to herself. She knew instinctively
that he would not be returning that afternoon.
The ride up the hill to La Villette seemed a million miles
to M. Delacquis. The road seemed to shrink and expand in
front of his eyes. The villas along the side of the road took
on brilliant and indescribable colors. Wben he looked down
at his hands on the handlebars, they seemed to stretch miles
in front of him. The road would widen out to infinity, and
then return to a size no larger than a ribbon. The front
wheel of his bicycle would begin to grow until it seemed to
encompass the entire world, and suddenly it would return to
normal. He had a strange feeling of being outside himself, as
if he were looking down at the figure pumping so laboriously
up the hill. The journey seemed to be taking him centuries,
yet at the same time he seemed to be moving at an incredible
speed, whisking on the wings of a magic carpet past the
vineyards, which were no longer ordinary vineyards, but
blazing rows of glorious colors. He seemed to float in time ·
and space, and as he entered the courtyard of La Villette, he
felt he was borne in on the wings of a mythical golden
chariot.
Mme. Testevin, at the washing well of the courtyard, saw
him come. It was a pitiful, painful sight. His bicycle was
wobbling dizzily over the rough gravel. His face was strained,
pale, and pinched. She ran toward him, because she knew he
was going to fall, but she was too late. Near the old well his
bicycle spun crazily out from under him to the left, while he
spun off to the right onto the dirt. Breathing heavily, he lay
limply on the ground. She helped him to his feet, and he
seemed to recover his equilibrium quickly. Painfully, with her
help, he made his way to his room. By the time they reached
it, he was already feeling much better. He refused to let her
send someone for the doctor, because he was certain now
that the worst was over. He begged her not to be concerned,
explaining that this must be a new form of his older illness,
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which had made him leave Paris and come to the country. If
by the next morning, Sunday, he did not feel better, he
agreed he would let her call the doctor.
Fully clothed, he collapsed on the bed in exhaustion.

THREE
ON SATURDAY, before the doctors had begun to suspect that
bread was the source of the ailments that were coming to
their attention, M. Briand worked in his shop as usual. He
had no inkling that his bread had anything whatever to do
with the fact that he had not been able to sleep for twentyfour hours, and that his wife, his helper, and he himself were
feeling mildly upset with stomach trouble, as so many others
in the village were feeling. Events grow slowly; those facts
that emerge clearly and unmistakably in hindsight are often
muddled and obscure in the early beginnings. It is only after
the small links of the chain are assembled that any kind of a
picture begins to emerge. Further, the beginnings of a tragedy are often infinitely small, un discernible in the everyday
pressures of ordinary life. On that Saturday people were
almost totally unaware that many others were feeling liverish, and since the symptoms were so mild, little talk took
place in the vjUage streets that day.
To M. Briand, the mild upset experienced by him and his
family could have been the result of any number of things,
and because of its lightness, it was barely worth thinking
about. Hardly anyone in the village was comparing notes, and
those who did, shrugged off their complaints, as most people
do with the minor annoyances of living.
. M. Briand, for instance, was preoccupied with a trip to the
Ardeche River where two of his children were on vacation.
He and his wife left almost at dawn early Sunday morning.
They were pleased to be away from the routine of the week
and were looking forward to greeting their children along the
pleasant wooded banks of the river, where the heat .of ~e
bakery and the village streets could be forgotten. HI.s WIfe
'was feeling slightly better, and the only unusual thmg he
noticed was that he had not been able to sleep again for a
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second night, yet he felt completely refreshed and vigorous,
ready to enjoy their brief respite.
Just a few hours before M. Briand left for the Ardeche,
in the early dark hours on Sunday morning, the phone of Dr.
Gabbai rang again.
Mme. Mison's voice was trembling now; she was obviously
fighting to keep down panic. "It's my husband again," she
said. "He is terribly ill now. Terribly. He can hardly breathe,
hardly talk. Please, Doctor. I know you must be exhausted.
But is there anything that can be done? Anything? I forgot to
teIl you-our dog died after eating the bread. Does that ...
that have anything to do with this?"
Within minutes Dr. Gabbai was dressed and getting into
his car. The streets of the village were black and silent. He
- streaked along the Bciulevard Gambetta, past the Hotel de
Ville, which housed both the town haIl and the police station,
screeched left on the rue Vauban, and shot out the narrow,
twisting road to Carsan. The death of the dog was a new and
disturbing element. If its death could be traced directly to
eating the bread, the whole texture of the emerging picture
would be changed. It would no longer be a question of mild
food poisoning with a brief. illness, a quick recovery, and a
happy prognosis. Up until this moment there had not been
too much to be disturbed about, except the enormous number of patients. There were hundreds of cases of this sort in
medical history, at church picnics, sporting events, holiday
camps, where a temporary but vague element causes widespread but not serious damage.
The theory that M. Briand's bread was the cause of all this
was still not proven, and it was necessary not to jump to
conclusions in spite of persuasive evidence. And if it were this
bread, what would be the poison in it? No information had
been circulated at this time about the illnesses in Connaux, or
Bagnols-sur-Ceze, or the other towns, even among the doctors. In the cases involving the bread of M. Jaussent, no
, doctor in the village had been summoned, and both Dr.
Gabbai and Dr. Vieu were ignorant at this time about the
flurry that took place several days ·'before. Most important, jf
M. Mison's case turned out to be as serious as his wife
indicated over the phone, it was urgent to find out the exact
source of the poison: The flour? The salt? The water? The
yeast? The symptoms, though not too many had presented
themselves to the overworked doctors at this time, did not
seem to fit into any classical pattern. There was not enough
of a distinctive clinical syndrome to permit exact and specific
treatment. If M. Mison's case, in turning serious, foreshad43

owed other similar cases, the exact identification of the
poison would become urgent.
Food poisoning took many forms. Chemical contaminants,
such as heavy metals, fluorides, and others, were common.
Toxins, increased by bacterial growth and a wide spectrum of
organic substances that occur in natural foods , were other
factors to be considered. The choices faced by Dr. Gabbai, if
the outbreak suddenly turned serious, were confusing and
numerous, especially without any clear-cut clinical symptoms
to point the way to the discovery of the poison. Even
typhoid, shigellosis, streptococcal pharyngitis, diphtheria,
brucellosis, infectious hepatitis, and other diseases were often
food-borne, although not necessarily classed as food poisoning. It was even necessary to consider epidemic nausea and
vomiting arising from viruses.
As he drove into the farmyard of the Mison domaine, Dr.
Gabbai realized the limitations he faced in the diagnosis of
this strange problem, which Was now becoming overwhelming.
Mme. Mison met him at the door. She was haggard and
distraught. "It began shortly after your visit earlier," she
said. "He was quiet for some time-then suddenly, without
any warning, he jumped up out of bed and tried to run away
from the house. He ran out into the yard like a wild man.
Then he burst back in, dropped down on the bed again, and
rolled back and forth. He was twisting and writhing-it was
terrible. Then he shrieked in complete terror and huddled
under his blankets, throwing them off, pulling them back up
again, claiming he was either freezing or burning up. Right
now he is mute. He is barely breathing. Please help us,
Doctor. Please."
Dr. Gabbai / went immediately to the bedside. Quickly he
made his examination. The pupils were widely dilated. Temperature, subnormal. Pulse, slow and barely discernible. Respiration, labored and difficult. Sweating profusely. Blood
pressure, far below normal. Extremities, cold. It was obvious
that M. Mison was a desperately ill man on the verge of a
cardiovascular collapse. Dr. Gabbai went immediately to the
phone and called the hospital at N'imes, nearly an hour
away.
"There is nothing we can do here," he explained to Mme.
Mison. "At the hospital they'll do all they can for your
husband. Everything."
It took over an hour for the ambulance to arrive. During
that time Dr. Gabbai fought to stay awake, tend his patient,
and comfort the distraught Mme. Mison. He also had time to
think about the phantom he was trying to fight.
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The diagnosis was extremely difficult. Nearly every food
poisoning brought on the same initial symptoms: abdominal
pain, diarrhea, vomiting. But here was a case, and the others
too in lesser form, with a whole new complex of clinical
symptoms which failed to fit any set pattern. In salmonella
gastroenteritis, for instance, there was nearly always a fever,
but here the temperature was nearly always subnormal. In
addition, the extreme dilation of the pupils and the strange
psychical outbreak revealed in M. Mison's case did not seem
to fit into any conventional food-poisoning pattern. Botulism
was another possibility, but in none of the cases were the
conventional symptoms for this condition prevalent to any
degree: sudden hoarseness, constipation, cranial nerve paralysis. Staphylococcal food poisoning did cause lowered temperature and blood pressure, but support of this diagnosis
would have to wait for further tests.
It was a question now of fighting a phantom whose name
and identity were not known. Until they were known, only the
most superficial treatment could be ' given, treatment for
symptoms rather than causes. Until this case there had been
no real emergency situation, since most of the patients appeared to be on the mend after a light touch of abdominal
trouble. There had been a few odd symptoms, it was true,
but they, too, had seemed to be on the verge of disappearing.
It was also possible that M. Mison was not suffering from
the suspected bread but from another disease, wllich would
require laboratory tests and careful hospital analysis. The
most fearsome possibility stayed in the back of Dr. Gabbai's
mind as a result of what Mme. Mison told him about over the
phone: the death of the dog shortly after eating the suspected bread.
'
As casually as possible, to try to avoid disturbing her, he
confirmed the incident with Mme. Mison as they waited. It
was vital to correlate the information, and every small clue
would help. The d()g had eaten exclusively the bread bought
from M. Briand that afternoon. It had not yet had its regular
food. It had broken out in a most grotesque and horrifying
fit-most unnatural and terrifying.
The headlights of the ambulance shined through the kitchen dqor, and it skidded to a stop just outside. Gently and
with care, M. Mison was carried out, just as the first streaks
of dawn were appearing ill the sky over Mont Ventoux in the
distance. Mme. Mison entered the ambulance beside her
husband, and nodded her head in silent prayer. Dr. Gabbai
watched them leave, and suddenly became aware of the
overwhelming exhaustion that enveloped him. But time was
pressing hard now, and he climbed into the car to drive back
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to the village. Winding down the hill from Carsan, he drove
directly into the rising sun, which accented the burning in his
eyes. :'"Ie had had no sleep during the night, and only a little
the mght before. Perhaps he was overconcerned about the
spread of the sickness. Perhaps the worst was over. But it
was no time to take chances.
He drove directly to the home of Mayor Hebrard and
poun?ed. on the door until the maror opened it, sleepily, to
let him m.
"We're facing a severe crisis," he told the mayor. "M.
Mis<;>n is seriously ill, and I have strong doubts about his
SUrviVal. All the evidence poirits to the suspected bread. His
dog died from eating it. We must call together both Dr. Vieu
and Dr. Channac, if he's well enough now to help us. This
may be more serious than we have thought."
Within half an hour the two other doctors had arrived. Dr.
Gabbai gave them the details of M. Mison's case and then
learned that neither of the other two doctors had themselves
been to bed the night before. Their phones had been continually ringing all night long. It was impossible to tell how many
people without phones of their own would have been calling
if it had been possible. The symptoms of the patients were
exactly the same as those Dr. Gabbai had observed. And
after the temporary improvement of the previous day, several patients now appeared more seriously ill.
The total number of cases among the doctors had now risen
to over 280. Mme. Charpail's pseudo-epileptic, fit now seemed
to fit into the pattern, because the other two doctors reported
similar reactions among their patients. Most disturbing was a
confirming report from Dr. Vieu about the effect of the
unknown poison on animals. Dr. Vieu had arrived at the
home of Joseph Moulin to find the entire family and the
work crew suffering from the same symptoms that had now
become classiques at Pont-Saint-Esprit. Young Joseph Moulin
was suffering the most-aching joints, alternate shivering and
burning, low blood pressure, slow pulse, all the rest. His
father was also in bad condition, and although Mme. Moulin
suffered less than the others, she was by no means lightly ill.
But, Dr. Vieu had learned, every animal on the Moulin farm
that had eaten the bread was now dead-a fact that, joined
with the evidence of the death of the Mison dog, almost
unmistakably pinpointed the source of the trouble as the
Briand bread and also foreshadowed far more serious consequences than the preliminary findings had indicated.
The tracing of the source of the poison was, of course,
urgent, and both Dr. Vieu and Dr. Gabbai had instructed
their patients to hold on to not only the remains of the
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bread that had been eaten but also the bodies of the animals
who had been stricken so suddenly and violently. Le medecin-ch,ef of the departement du Gard, along with the prefect
of Nunes and the gendarmerie, would be arriving within
hours from Nimes. In the meantime the doctors would be
treating the symptoms as best they could, until the samples of
the food and the corpses pf the animals could be rushed to
the police scientific laboratories in Marseilles. Dr. Gabbai
would keep in constant touch with the medical authorities at
the hospital in Nimes regarding the case of Felix Mison.
His instinct and experience told him that it would be fortunate if M. Mison lasted twenty-four hours. A meeting at the
Town Hall-La M.airie-was scheduled for eight that evening, after the doctors _had had a chance to cover as many
patients as possible during the day. As far as ' sleep was
concerned, for the doctors that would be out of the question.
Dr. Vieu, his own wife and family in bed and ill from the
poi~oning, had barely had time during the night to follow
their progress. So great was the tide of calls pouring into the
telephones of all three doctors that there were stretches of
hours when they had to remain unanswered. Dr. Channac still
ill himself, painfully planned to continue his rounds as usu'a!.
On Sunday morning, August 19, shortly after the doctors
had had their meeting with Mayor Hebrard, Mlle. Wullschleger rose to dress for early mass at the Eglise Saint-Saturnin.
She was sharply disturbed by the report, sent to her by
messenger at the office, that her employer-, M. Delacquis, was
unable to return to the office because of illness. He had
looked so weak, so pained, when he left the office just before
noon on Saturday, that her heart had gone out to him. She
would, she now determined, light a candle for him that
morning at the church. Like many of the other citizens of the
village she was still unaware of the extent of the outbreak,
whatever it was. The doctors and the mayor had carefully
avoided passing the word around in order not to spread any
kind of panic among the populace. The problem of treating
an unknown enemy was massive enough, without having to
deal with hysteria.
When she arrived outside the church, she saw the clusters
of people that had gathered to talk, and they talked only of
the strange disease sweeping the town.
"Mon Dieux," one parishioner said to her as she arrived
for the 8:30 mass. "Do you realize what has happened?
Everybody in the village is sick. They say it comes from the
bread of M. Briand."
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"No," said another, "it comes from the water. Something
has gone wrong with the water supply."
"It's the heat," said a third. "Le soleil brule tous les temps.
C' est terrible!"
"The animals," a farmer from nearby added. "All the
animals are dying. None of them in the region will live
another day!"
Mlle. Wullschleger was sho!::ked, but she did not immediately associate the sickness of M. Delacquis with the rumors
now sweeping the town. His problem, according to the messenger, was fish, not bread. And she was sure he would be
well and able to work by Monday.
She went into the ancient cathedral, through the
weathered, massive door that had greeted the parishioners
since 1475, went to a pew in the rear of the church, and
kneeled in prayer. Beside her seat, on a stone pillar, was
inscribed the Lord's Prayer as translated into the Proven~al
dialect by Frederic Mistral:

o

NOSTE P AIRE
QUE SIES CEU
TOUN NOUM SE SANTIFQUE!
TOUN REGNE NOUS AVENGUE!
ADAVAU TA VOULANTA SE FAGUE
COUME ADAMOUNT!

She read the words as music came forth from the organ,
and they gave her comfort. She loved the saints, whose
figures appeared in niches along the sides of the church, but
she liked to pray directly to God, and she did. The church
itself had remained there in the village for centuries and was
a symbol of strength in the face of historical adversity. It had
been rebuilt and reborn many times, through the ravages of
time and the inhumanities of man. The people of Pont-SaintEsprit were equally strong and tenacious, characteristics they
would need if tragedy struck the town once again. She
noticed also that there were many gaps in the congregation
that morning-many more than usual. She looked up to the
statue of St. Saturnin, serene in his niche near the altar, and
drew further comfort from his countenance.
Also in the church that morning was Francine, who lighted
a candle for her sister and prayed that the arm of the
Virgin's statue wouM not symbolize another major tragedy
for the town. A]though she had forced the incident out of her
mind, it returned in full force as she began to hear the stories
circulating in the streets that Sunday morning. Worse was the
condition of her sister, Mme. Charpail, who seemed to be
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sinking into a dark and distressing state with most mysterious
symptoms. She would rise in the morning, go to the kitchen
table in her mother's house, and sit vacantly staring down at
the table for hours. Although her physical symptoms seemed
to lessen, she would stay seated at the table, neither looking
at, nor responding to, any of her family. When her ninemonth-old baby was held in front of her, she would turn
away from it or stare at it vacantly without recognition. If a
glass of water or a piece of food was put in her hands, she
would let it fallon the table or the fioor. The prescribed
medicines were useless, though at times her mother was able
to force her to drink a cup of milk or sip an infusion of
thyme, an ancient French remedy, popular in the Midi, which
was made by pouring boiling water over leaves of thyme.
Francine prayed devoutly for her sister, as she did for the
others in the village who were suffering and apparently facing
a growing tragedy whose boundaries were nowhere in sight.
The only good news passed around after the mass that
Sunday morning was that many people were apparently beginning to feel much stronger and better. In fact, one strange
thing was that they were not only recovering but seemed to
be experiencing an irresistible elation, their sense of wellbeing suddenly soaring to new and unprecedented heights, as
if all their cares had been lifted and their problems dissolved.
A sense of exaggerated fraternity had become apparent in
some of the least likely people, who only a day before had
been ill. One man, known for his rancor and disagreeable
attitude, had embraced a former enemy on the streets and
had suggested that old enmities be buried forever. Another, a
man who had never been known to smile in the memory of
most of the townspeople, had beamed and spoken with people to whom he had not spoken in years.
Another general observation seemed to emerge from the
congregation after the services that day. Some of the people
had noticed that since their brief illness they were infused
with a force and energy they had never experienced before.
"You know," said a middle-aged lady.to Mlle. Wullschleger as they were leaving the church, "I think this illnesswhatever it is-has done me a lot of good. I've never had so
much energy in my life. I know I haven't been able to sleep
at all since Thursday evening, but I haven't been tired in the
least. Last night I got up after trying to get to sleep for
nearly an hour. I took out some sewing, thinking it would
make me sleepy. I worked and I worked-and must have
finished up more sewing than I could do in three days' time. I
thought I would be so tired this morning that I would sleep
all through the mass. But nothing like that happened. Right
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now I'm as wide awake as I've ever been, and I've never felt
better."
As the woman talked, Mlle. Wullschleger could not help
but notice that the woman's eyes had an abnormal luster and
brilliance, that she was talking much faster than was her
habit, and that she seemed to be inclined to go on talking
forever. It was not the conversation of a p erson in robust
health; it was more the strained, forced frenzy of a person
bordering on hysteria.
After mumbling a polite au revoir, she left the still-talking
woman, walked along the rue de la Paroisse in front of the
church, then moved toward the stairs between the Eglise
Saint-Saturnin and the twelfth-century Eglise Saint-Pierre.
It was an empty but magnificent structure, which was never
rebuilt after it had been pillaged during the French Revolution. From the terrace she could see the Rhone swirling
southward, and the endless arches of the bridge that gave
the village its name. From where she stood, the ghosts of
history seemed to surround her on all sides. Not only had the
Romans, the soldiers of the Wars of Religion, and the popes
and antipopes been there, but the knights of three major
Crusades had also marched through and stayed in the town
on their way to the Holy Land. Even the presence of the
English during the Hundred Years' War could be felt.
But this was the year of 1951, not the dark Middle Ages,
and here was the possibility of a plague--:-and that was the
accurate word, if what the villa!:ers were sayin!: was. true---;-a
plague as terrifying as those that had swept the villa.g~ ill
medieval times. And what of modern science. and medicme?
From all reports bruited about after mass that morning, they
had no effect whatever on those who were treated. And what
about the diagnosis of the malady? None of the doctors had
been able to give a clue. Yet people were suffering-no one
knew exactly how many at this time--or becoming strangely
hysterical in some form of euphoria that was totally meaningless and unsupported by objective reasons.
She left the plaza between the two churches and made her
way back through the rue des Anciennes Prisons, toward the
place de la Republique. Everywhere, groups of people, talking and gesticulating excitedly, were gathered in the narrow
streets. Some refused to believe it was serious. Others predicted the end of the village, the country, the world. .
.
Those among the townspeople who took the affair lightly
were the most justified on that Sunday, because the actual
confirmation of any serious reactions had not reached the
populace yet, nor had the . death of any animals been. noted
except by rumor. Only the doctors knew the actual extent of
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the sickness, and they continued to keep as silent as was
possible about any serious future consequences. In sp!te. of
the buzzing conversations, there was a balance of optimism
throughout the town, and the prevailing thought was that all
would be over as the new week began.
The boules players were gathered as usual, and the sidewalk tables at the cafes along the Boulevard Gambetta were
as full as usual on a Sunday noon. Whether it was at the Bar
du Midi the Cafe de Commerce, the Bar de l'Univers, the
Rich Ba;, or the bar where the club called La Boule Philosophie collected, the drinks were nearly all the sam~, the
selection being limited to the popular past is. The chOice of
pastis was multiple : Ricard, Pernod 45, Pastis 51, or other
less famous ' brands. It would be ordered in many forms,
whether with plain water, or in the form of a tornate (pastis
with sirop de grenadine) a peroquet (pastis with sirop de
rnenthe) , or other mixtures, including sirop d'Orgeat Fantasie. In 1951 Scotch had not yet moved in to challenge
Provence's favorite aperitif. But whatever those at the sidewalk cafes were drinking, their talk was of the sickness
gripping the town, either scoffing at it or despairing of it.
Mlle. Wullscbleger passed some of the cafes on her way
to the house of her niece and her husband, a young married
couple of the village. They were in mourning on this day
because the husband's mother had died, and relatives were
coming from as far away as Nlmes for the services to be
held that afternoon. The death was a natural one, of old age,
and. had nothing whatever to do with the illness that was
engulfing the town, but hearing in advance of the trouble, the
relatives from out of town brought their own bread with
them.
The lunch that Sunday was one of mourning, the men in
their hot, black suits and shoes; the women in equally heavy
black dresses. Mlle. Wullschleger's niece, serving apricot tarts
after the luncheon, noted with bitter irony that the tarts had
actually saved them from the scourge in the town. She had
gone, she explained, to Grande Rue to buy the pastry and
bread for the weekend. Her regular boulanger was M.
Briand, but out of impulse she had gone to a competitor's
shop for the pastry and did not dare go then to ?uy the bread
from M. Briand in the fear that he would notice the pastry
and feel that she was disloyal. By this fortuitous stroke of
embarrassment she and her family had been saved from
further tragedy striking the household.
At the luncheon Mlle. WullscWeger could not keep her
thoughts from wandering back to the pitiful figure of M.
Delacquis as he left the office on his bicycle the previous
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day. With phones and transportation scarce it was impossible
to receive further news of his condition at the moment.
There was, it seemed, sadness everywhere in the village.
After he had thrown himself on the bed on Saturday
afternoon, M. Delacquis felt too weak even to lift his head.
The room would alternately spin and stop, then suddenly
enlarge to enormous proportions before it would equally as
suddenly shrink until he thought it would squeeze him to
death. He closed his eyes, but could not sleep. As he did,
visions of enormous flowers blossomed behind his closed
eyelids. The flowers were not as if he were imagining them,
but as if they were actually there in front of him. Yet he
knew they were not real. The colors were the most vivid he
had ever seen, blinding in their brilliance. When he opened
his eyes again, he discovered that he had been undressed and
was under the covers. He was sweating profusely, yet he was
shivering at the same time. He looked at the window and saw
that it, too, was enlarging in front of his eyes, encompassing
the entire sky with its size until it shrank down again to an
infinitely narrow slit. He seemed to have no relationship to
time itself and was not aware of what day it was now or of
what the others in the household were doing. Then, as suddenly as he felt ill and dizzy and was seized with ivresse, he
would be flooded with a feeling of total ecstasy, of a beatitude he had never experienced. He yearned for a pencil and
paper to write down a series of glorious insights about the
universe that came into his consciousness, then disappeared
as quickly. But he was too weak to move, and had no desire
to call out for assistance.
In spite of the wild and irrational visions and colors that
swept before him, the basic core of his consciousness remained rational. He was aware that what was happening was
not real, yet what he saw and envisaged had all the attributes
of total reality. He knew also that he would fade from
consciousness, and was certain that was what had happened
when he had been undressed and placed under the covers. He
would find moments to worry and fret about the unfinished
work at the office, and then when the tides of exhilaration
came over him, when the mysterious sense of rapturous
benignity swept through him, he felt no concern, no worry,
but only the glory of a universe whose meaning he seemed to
be seizing for the first time. He could hear vagu~ sounds,
vague voices outside the room, and he was conSCiOUS that
several times Mme. Testevin entered, sometimes with Mme.
Lamacchir. He was aware that they were changing his sheets,
which were drenched with perspiration, softly wiping his
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forehead, then disappearing quietly out into the hallway. He
was aware of them, but could not seem to communicate with
them.
What M. Delacquis did not know, when Saturday evening
came, was that the only people in the household able to be
on their feet were M. and Mme. Lamacchir, who had eaten
the bread they had brought with them, and Mme. Testevin.
The latter, who had eaten only a piece of bread "no bigger
than her little finger," was ill, too, but managed to be up and
help with the others by sheer force of will and the fact that
she had eaten so lightly.
Both Emile and M. Testevin had come in early from the
vineyards, exhausted and dizzy. By supper time each had
gone to bed, M. Testevin in the large room over the dining
room, Emile in his quarters in the farm building adjoining the
main villa. Mme. Dezeuzes, returning from the village just
before supper time, excused herself from the others and
retired to her room.
M. 'Testevin already suffered from a weak liver and was
convinced, along with the others, that his suffering resulted
from the trout. After he got into bed, he told Mme. Testevin
that when he moved or tried to sit up, his head spun. Emile's
complaints were the same. He stated that he felt as if he
were very drunk, that the room was going around crazily,
and that he was sure he would be all right in the morning.
No one in the · house yet associated their problems with the
bread, and none of the news that was beginning to circulate
along Grande Rue had reached La Villette by Saturday
evening.
All through Saturday night and into the early hours of
Sunday morning no one in the household was able to sleep, in
spite of overwhelming exhaustion alternating with periods of
exaggerated energy. Mme. Testevin finally dozed off toward
morning, after having made many trips to the kitchen during
the night to make endless cups of steaming lime-flower tea,
known as tilleul. This ' was another common remedy in the
Midi, a common practice for soothing and calming patients,
as well as for scenting a baby's bath.
At six on Sunday morning Mme. Testevin woke from her
catnap with a start. Strange sounds were coming from the
courtyard, and she ran to the window to look out. Emile was
lying naked in the middle of the yard near the stone washing
well, writhing in agony. She swiftly ran downstairs and
reached his side as the Lamacchirs, also hearing the sounds,
rushed to help her.
The three of them helped 9lm into the dining room,
arranged a cot for him there, and tried to calm him down.
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By now M. Testevin was roused, and although still weak, he
came down the stairs to see if he could help. The others
pleaded with him to return to bed, but he insisted that he was
fully recovered, and that he must immediately go. into town
to get the doctor. Before the others could stop hIm, he was
out in the courtyard and mounting his bicycle. He moved off,
uncertainly, through the courtyard, moving behind the stone
wall and out of sight of the dining room window, from where
the others were watching. They did not see him as the bicycle
began wobbling crazily back and forth across the road until it
shot out from under him and he sprawled across the road
just as M. Delacquis had done the aftertl?on before. He
managed to get to his feet and push the bicycle along the
stone wall, still out of sight of the others, until he reached the
end of the long farm building. There he climbed unsteadily
into the truck and drove off down the road toward the village
and the office of Dr. Gabbai.

FOUR
AFTER THE DAWN meeting with Mayor Hebrard, Dr. Gabbai
drove to his home. He arrived there shortly after six, painfully aware that he would get no sleep; this day. At his o~ce
window where he tried to collect thIS thoughts and organIze
the day in the face of the disorganized chaos that was
shaping up all over the village, he noticed the truck of M.
Testevin making its uncertain way down the route de Bagnols
toward his house. He watched in astonishment as M. Testevin
pulled up by the curb, climbed out of the truck, then began
crawling on his hands and knees toward the doorway. The
doctor's first thought was that he was drunk. He opened the
front door just as M. Testevin was climbing up the steps, still
on his hands and knees.
M. Testevin blurted out the ,story: Everyone except the
two visitors at La Villette was ill; Emile was in very bad
condition. M. Testevin didn't care about himself, but the
others . ...
Dr. Gabbai, a friend of the Testevins for many years,
knew that M. Testevin was a sober man, and a diligent one.
He examined him minutely at the office, noting that in spite
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of his illness, M. Testevin was talking in a most euphoric
way. He seemed to be on a cloud of unalloyed exaltation,
while at the same time an objective examination revealed the
same nagging symptoms plaguing all his patients in the past
few days. The temperature, as expected, was subnormal, the
pupils widely enlarged, the pulse slow, the blood pressure
low. Along with many other patients now, M. Testevin also
had a sharp and biting form of heartburn that would not
respond to any usual ameliorative. When M. Testevin said
that he had not slept for two nights in a row, and that he had
moments when he felt the strength of ten men, interspersed
with moments of deep depression, labored breathing, and
thoughts that he was surely going to die, Dr. Gabbai nodded
in affirmation, because these symptoms were now being
noted almost universally among the patients.
The examination over, the doctor now faced the moment
that was becoming more frustrating by the hour: What to
prescribe? No word could be expected yet from the police
laboratory in Marseilles; the symptoms were rare and not
clearly recognizable. Each of the doctors had theories, but
these could not be confirmed without the laboratory tests,
and at this stage of the progress of the epidemic it could only
be guess work.
In between the frenzied visits to patients Dr. Gabbai was
painstakingly preparing a chart of symptoms, but there was
little time to correlate it now. New symptoms seemed to be
appearing daily.
With considerable difficulty, for M. Testevin was a large
man, Dr. Gabbai helped him into his own car and left the
truck to be taken care of later. He stopped at a pharmacy
for some additional medicine in the hope of treating the
symptoms before driving out to La Villette. One pharmacythat of M. Charriere-bore an ominous sign on the door:
FERMEE POUR CAUSE DE MALADIE.

The pharmacists, as well as the physicians, were so deluged
with clients that their shops were filled day and night. In
France the pharmacist often assumes the role of a doctor for
the lighter afflictions of those in the village, and the current
disturbing illness was no exception. Each day, in the regional
paper from Marseilles 9r from Montpellier, a doctor and a
pharmacist were customarily listed under the village name
for emergency duty during the night. The notices continued
to appear at this time as usual. But all the doctors and the
pharmacists-except those who were stricken badly themselves-were on call all day and all night, simply because of
the overwhelming pressure of the circumstances. Staggering
the work load was out of the question.
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On the way back to La Villette, M . Testevin remained in
his state of euphorie beate, despite his other symptoms. He
now revealed also a marked increase in the flow of saliva.
At La Villette only Mme. Testevin and the guests from
Toulon were out of bed. They helped the doctor remove M.
Testevin from the car and gingerly guided him up the narrow
staircase to his room.
Dr. Gabbai began his examinations of the others. Emile,
on the cot in the dining room, was writhing in pain and
sweating profusely. With the sweating was a rancid odor, an
odd mixture of smells, as if it were of dead mice and stale
urine. The doctor had noticed this on his visit to M. Misonwas this another symptom to be added now to the melange?
He noted convulsive contractions of the muscles, a symptom
of tetanus, or epilepsy, or meningitis--or what?
Emile's eyes, their pupils swollen in size, looked at him
pleadingly. He had not slept for two days and nights; like the
others his exhaustion was great. He moved from weakness to
strength in alternating cycles, however, and his strength,
when it came, was like that of a drunkard: enormous and
uncontrolled. The doctor's problem was that nothing administered seemed to help, even symptomatically. Barbiturates in
extremely strong doses were useless to combat the growing
insomnia. Morphine, chloral hydrates, or the hypnotic drugs
seemed to be equally ineffective. Furthermore, in 1951, postwar scarcities in France were still in effect. Dimly hopeful
that this case might be an exception, he prescribed a sedative
and then went up to the room of Mme. Dezeuzes.
She was on the bed and crying. She, like the others, had
not been able to sleep. Her physical symptoms were close to
those of the others. Although her digestive troubles had
subsided, her psychological depression was great and unrelenting. She was helpless when she· tried to get up to assist Mme.
Testevin, and her sense of guilt about this assumed an exaggerated form, which increased her depression. Unlike the
others, her periods of euphoria were brief, even though
intense. After prescribing for her, Dr. Gabbai moved on to
.
the room of M. Delacquis.
He was on his bed, with a tablet on his knees and a pencil
in his hand, writing. He had already filled one pad and was
beginning his second. Although his mind seemed clear and bis
handwriting steady, he ' seemed distant and unrelated to his
surroundings. Like the others, he was sweating, so that even
now his sheets, which had been changed within the hour,
were soaking wet. Again, the odor of dead mice, strong and
overbearing. Again, the low blood pressure, the slow pulse,
the wide pupils. In addition to the mydriase-the large pu56

pils-Dr. Gabbai noted a new symptom for the first time.
The artery serving his left eye was swollen and dangerously
pathological; it showed up clearly as the doctor looked at the
retina through the ophthalmoscope. The room was sweltering
with the heat of the Proven~al August, yet the doctor
noticed that M. Delacquis was under three blankets and still
shivering with cold as the sweat poured off him. His extremities were frigid, and yet he seemed to be burning up at the
same time. After administering a sedative, the doctor suggested to M. Delacquis that he should stop writing on the
tablet and rest. The suggestion was politely but firmly refused.
Down in the kitchen the doctor asked Mme. Testevin if
she could get further help to take care of the four malades
who were depending so much on her. She told him that
Mme. Lamacchir was insisting that she stay on to help and
that the Miles. Rigaud, two sisters who lived in a neighboring
farmhouse, had volunteered to help in the mornings. Mme.
Testevin herself had not slept since the trouble began but her
digestive upset seemed to have cleared up and her' strength
was holding up well, almost too well, in the face of the lack
of sleep. The doctor tried to persuade her to get some rest.
~e knew she would keep the others as comfortable as posSible and let him know if any crisis occurred among the four
patients. scattered through the rooms of the villa.
"I would give every stone of the house," she told the
doctor, "if I could get them well."
.
The doctor, sagging more than ever with his own exhaustion, patted her on the shoulder and went out to the courtyard and his car.
Sunday was always a welcome day at the home of M. and
Mme. Eynard, for their dental office was crowded the other
six days of the week from early morning until eight in the
evening. As the only dentists in the sUITounding area, their
work schedule allowed little time for recreation, although
they were enthusiastic skiers and campers. They looked forward to the time when the postwar years would gradually
bring more professional men into the area, so that their time
for leisure would be more available.
This Sunday, August 19, brought none of the joy of relief
they ~sually felt. The talk and the rumors circulating around
the Village were far too disquieting, and the mystery seemed
to be growing rather than receding. In midmorning someone
knocked on the door of their home on the Boulevard Gambetta. It was one of their patients, an elderly woman, who
told them that a friend of theirs who lived on the place de
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J'Hotel de Ville had asked her to let them know that he was
very ill, living aJone, and unable to cope with the sudden
situation. He was an engineer of whom the Eynards were
very fond, a technician at the nearby glass factory. M.
Eynard lost no time following the woman out of the door
and hastening toward the house where his friend was rooming.
Passing Grande. Rue, M. Eynard noted the exceptional
number of people 10 the streets, all of them talking with an
abnormal intensity.
"Wha.t is it, cher Docteu.r?" ~ m~n from one of the groups
asked him as he was pasS1Og. 'Is It what they say--does it
come from the drinking water? Or from the salt? Or the
meat?"
M. Eynard, who had already talked to all ' three of his .
medical colleagues, was at a loss as to what to reply. None of
the .symp~oms, he had been told, added, up to a clear
mamfestatlOn of any known current disease.
"I'm afraid we will have to await the tests from Marseilles," he told the man.
"But how long, Docteur? How long must we wait? So
many people are suffering!"
Like every other professional man in the village, M. Eynard
devou~ly wished. that he were able to answer the question.
Not smce the Middle Ages had an unknown and mysterious
malady ranged throughout the village, and the atmosphere
was. already charged with that sort of feeling. There was no
pamc yet; the rumors were conflicting and served to neutralize
each other, so that even the strong suspicion that the source
could be traced to the bread of M. Bri'and remained on the
same level as the other rumors. No official public announcement had yet been made; that would wait until after the meeting ..And perhaps, if M. Mison survived, and the symptoms
subsl?ed generally, no pronouncement would be necessary.
Nothing was moving in terms of rational prediction; the unexpected was becoming routine. Not knowing the source of the
trouble exactly, each villager seemed to be developing his own
theories.
At the bedside of his engineer friend M. Eynard listened to
his story. All Saturday night he had been unable to sleep. He
had risen at about three and tried to read, but the pages
danced in front of his eyes. Then a compulsion to walk came
over him, even though he felt weak and dizzy. He dressed
and went out into the narrow streets of the village. The
shadows and the darkness seemed ominous to him at first. He
walked down along the RhOne all the while trying to resist
what he felt was a ridiculous impulse to walk. He found
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himself crossing the entire length of the bridge, then turning
and coming back into 'town, a round trip of over two miles.
He could not understand his own wakefulness, or his passionate desire to walk.
Reaching the Boulevard Gambetta, he was shocked to find
that he was not the only one in the village who could not
~Ieep. Several groups of people were gathered there, standing
10 clusters and talking ceaselessly. Although he was new to
the village, he was welcomed cordially, as if a sudden fraternity had sprung up among the sfeepless. They were talking
about the sickness spreading over the village, but their talk
was predominantly in a most light and frivolous manner.
Many were laughing and joking about it; no one felt any
desire to go back to bed: One told of a friend of his who had
been stricken by the malady and had thrown up four litres of
clear gastric fluid; this was found to be most amusing. The
ripples of laughter from the groups were forced, high pitched,
and eerie. The whole scene, in the darkness of the early
morning hours, was most unnatural. The people were standing in ghostly silhouette under the plane trees, standing as if
this were fuU daylight at the market place. Others were
walking at random, very quickly, along the streets and allees, without destination, speaking to no one.
He eventuaUy excused himself from the group, returned to
his room, and lay down on the bed in a futile attempt to get
to sleep. It was impossible. His mind kept inexplicably turning to the thought of potatoes, potatoes of every size and
shape. He was amused at this thought at first-why should he
be thinking of potatoes in the middle of the night, or rather
jmt before dawn? The whole idea was ludicrous, and he
found himself laughing out loud about it. But after half an
hour had gone by, and he found he simply could not get the
thought of potatoes out of his mind, he became desperately
anxious about it. It now became a challenge to rid himself of
this compulsion, to convince himself of the ridiculous drain
of energy .this involved.
It was only in the early morning, when he heard the cars
and traffic in the street, that the thought of potatoes slowly
faded from his mind.
But now his stream of consciousness was overwhelmed by
another idea, an idea that became so overpowering he actually felt he was losing his mind: Every time a car or a truck
rumbled by in the street below, he was utterly and absolutely
convinced that the house around him was going to come
tumbling down. It was not a question of this being a remote
possibility; he was sure it would happen. He would hear an
automobile in the distance. His muscles would tighten. He
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would clench his teeth almost automatically. Then the sound
of the motor would grow louder as the car approached. He
would throw his arms over his head and wait for the ripping
sound of fa\ling timbers and the crash of the stones from the
house. When nothing would happen, he would steel himself
again, waiting for the next car to come along.
He explained to M. Eynard that he had not felt sick
enough to call a doctor, and he knew how busy they were.
He was feeling stronger now, and some of his feelings about
the house collapsing around him were fading.
M. Eynard listened and found himself wondering if the
sickness was perhaps going to strike him and his family, too.
They had escaped any trouble up to now, but the pattern of
the disease--whatever it was-was so unpredictable that it
spread fear rapidly throughout the town. He arranged to
bring food and wine to his friend and invited him to come to
the Eynard house at any time of night or day. Meanwhile,
they would visit him regularly and see that care was taken of
him. If the symptoms became worse, Eynard would bring the
doctor. The engineer had stubbornly insisted he did not want
a doctor at this time. M. Eynard took his leave as a truck
rattled by in the street below.
"This time," said the engineer, "I feel no fear. Perhaps
getting it off my chest to you has cured me!"
At home again the Eynards tried to make sense out of
what was becoming a most alarming and confused situation.
As dentists, they were professionally aware of many of the
medical ailments of the human body, but they could not
distinguish any sort of rationality in the puzzle.
"Francine's sister still doesn't seem to respond to anything," Mme. Eynard said, after her husband told her about
his visit. "She sits there at the kitchen table and stares down
at the floor. She won't touch her baby. They are all terribly
upset. The only good thing . I've heard is that M. Sauvet is
feeling much better. He was so sick yesterday that his wife
had almost given up hope."
"When this first happened," said M. Eynard, "I was sure it
was a case of simple ptomaine poisoning. I never thought I'd
find myself in the position of wishing that ptomaine poisoning
would strike. But that would be a lot better than what we
have now."
"All we need to know now," said Mme. Eynard with a
weak smile, "is when is it going to strike us?"
All through the day on Sunday Dr. Gabbai kept in touch
with the doctors at the hospital at N'imes. The news concerning M. Mison was not good. Laboratory tests were
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inconclusive in attempting to find the cause of the condition,
and he was failing fast. The doctors at N'imes faced the
same phantom as Dr. Gabbai. It was impossible to treat the
disease without an exact knowledge of the cause. The laboratory tests of the bread at the police scientific laboratory
would take time; it was impossible to rush them. Many
exacting analytical steps were required. M. Mison was meanwhile receiving treatment for symptoms; it was all that could
possibly be done under the circumstances.
One theory that was growing in the minds of the . doctors,
since the evidence pointed to the bread as a source, was a
rare disease known as ergotism. It haa reached plague proportions during the Middle Ages but had practically disappeared from the face of the earth in modern times. It was
not until 1670 that ergot was identified as a parasitic mold
growing on rye and wheat under extremely rare conditions.
The disquieting thing about ergotism, if this were indeed the
disease, is that there is no known cure, even in modern
medicine.
When he returned from the Testevin farm, Dr. Gabbai's
office was full, and his phone was ringing persistently. Generally, the digestive troubles were subsiding. In their place was
the rising and persistent insomnia. Complaint after complaint
over the inability to sleep came from the patients, both those
in the office and those on the house calls. Some said they felt
such an imminent and overwhelming premonition of death
that they panicked during the nighl Others complained about
sweating so profusely that they had to change their clothes
several times a day. The odor of dead mice and of stale urine
from the sweat was constant, with the· rancid pungency
penetrating the household. The sweating was accompanied by
an unquenchable thirst. Many felt an overwhelming compulsion to commit suicide.
Instead of being disquieted by their symptoms, many of
the patients seemed irrationally pleased and elated with
themselves and their condition. Their moods would alternate.
Some of the patients talked at such a rapid rate that it was
impossible for the doctor to understand them. They refused
to be interrupted for the simple and basic questions the
doctor had to ask. They talked of feeling a grand enlightenment, a sweeping feeling of beatitude and euphoria which
only occasionally was broken by spells of anguish and depression. Some were seized by a vicious and agonizing form of
heartburn, along with an icy coldness in the hands and feet.
The low blood pressure, the subnormal temperatures, the
enlarged pupils, continued to show up during the visits. Dr.
Gabbai, a warm and sympathetic man, faced the frustration
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of fi~htin.g against the. unknown; his sympathies and regard
~or hl~ frIends and patIents were being strained to the breakIng pomt by the lack of specific medical treatment to offer.
The meeting on Sunday night at the Hotel de Ville did
not b~gin until nir;te but continued until one o'clock Monday
mOrDIng. Along WIth Mayor Hebrard were the entire Municipal Council, the chief medical officer of the Gard departement, the three local doctors, the local police, the gendarmes, a.?d representatives of the office of the public prosecutor at NlIDes. The meeting was grim and quiet. Since no
geaths had. <><;curred, there was hope that all would begin to
Improve wIthin the next few days. As a precaution, however,
~xp,erts w?uld be summoned from the University of Montpelher s medical school and from the University of Marseilles.
The procureur de la Republique, as the public prosecutor
was known, and the juge d'instruction, the examining magis~rate, . wo.uld . be called in to begin a thorough but quiet
l~veStlgatlOn In order to avoid unduly alarming the population. Meanwhile, Commissioner Sigaud, a detective of the
Fourteenth Mobile Brigade, would begin an immediate inquiry into the facts of the case. More samples of the bread
would be taken and rushed to the police laboratories at
Marseilles, along with the cadavers of the Moulin and Mison
animals; the results of the initial tests would be pressed with
the utmost haste. Some were grumbling that there were too
many delays in the investigation.
.
~e atmosphere was taut, but there was no panic at the
meeting. O~y the exhaustion of the physicians, and now of
the mayor, mdicated the seriousness of the situation. There
was still hope that on Monday the tide would subside. There
had been meetings like this before in Pont-Saint-Esprit, in the
deep past of the Middle Ages, when cholera or the bubonic
plague had struck. These had been meetings of panic and
terror, when people dropped in the streets and doctors collapsed at the bedsides of their patients. The scene and the
backdrop were the same in August of 1951, but now there
was modern science with all its available resources to combat
the disease. It would only be a matter of time until the
laborator;: tests would be completed, the cause determined,
and ~e dIsease conquered. Perhaps, after it was all over, the
only Inconvenience would prove to be the closing of the
?akeries and the eating of biscottes---:-the hard, packaged rusks
m the shape of bread slices-which of course could never
substitute for the bread by which the ~illagers liv~d.
At one o'clock on Monday morning, when the meeting
broke up, Dr. Gabbai walked down the blackened Boulevard
Gambetta to his home, only two blocks away. The shadows
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of the groups under the plane trees were there, the news of
the meeting having accented the inquietude of the insomniacs. The state of nervous, elated excitement was still evident.
He knew, without seeing in the dark, what many of their
faces were like in this strange state of euphoria: a wan
visage, a somewhat waxy tint to the skin, yet with the
persistent expression of beatitude. Occasionally, a voice from
one group would. call in the distance to another. The whole
aspect of the village seemed to be changing; daytime habits
were becoming those of night. Rarely were the streets of the
village occupied at night; even the cafes closed early by
habit. Now it was different, as if the villagers were waiting
for something vague and mysterious. But the anxiety was not
major; it was a waiting, and for what, not even Dr. Gabbai
knew.
Holding back any major anxiety on the part of the villagers was the fact that, while they knew and talked incessantly about the malady striking, and striking often, at least it
did not kill. Time after time the phrase would come out
among the restless, sleepless groups on Boulevard Gambetta:
"La peste trappe . .. la peste trappe souvent, mais il netue
pas! Dieu mercil" The plague strikes often, but thank God it
doesn't kill I
In this many took comfort, because the shadow of la
peste-the plague, as they were beginning to call it--could
fall on anyone, anytime apparently. It seemed always to be a
matter of who was to be next.
Dr. Gabbai had come to expect his phone to be ringing
any time he entered his house. Returning from the meeting at
the Hotel de Ville in the darkness of Monday morning, he
found no exception. It was now about 1: 30 A.M. Automatically, he picked up the phone, answered it in a voice now
becoming hoarse from constant ~onsultations with his patients, twenty-four hours around the clock. It was Mme.
Renee Carle, who helped her husband run their grocery on
the rue Joliot Curie, an extension of the Grande Rue, a short
distance away from the bakery of M. Briand.
"Forgive me, doctor, for calling you at this time of the
morning," she said. "Please forgive me. But our daughter.
She's just five you know. Marie-Joseph. It's frightening. It's
terrible. I just can't describe it ... "
Her voice trailed off in sobs.
Dr. Gabbai reached for his bag, which never left his side
these days. "I'll be right over," he said
He hung up the phone, and because the Carles were so
near, decided to walk the few hundred feet, through the
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place de la Republique, to the Carle home. Other groups of
the sleepless were there, standing outside the Cafe de la
B?urse, although its windows were darkened and the chairs
piled on the tables.
."Any more news, Docteur?" asked a sweltering undershlrted man from the group.
'
"None at the moment," said the doctor. "You should try to
sleep."
"We do," said another. "We do try. Mais c'est impossible'"
"Have courage," said the doctor, and plunged into the
blackness of the rue Joliot Curie.
. Joseph .Carle and his family lived above their grocery store
In an ancient house now neatly restored and not far from the
place de la Liberation and the rue du 15 Aout 1944 Mme
Carie let ~im in through the darkened front door of the stor~
an? led him along the rows of foodstuffs and up the inside
staIrway.
~r. G~bbai had already made several calls on the Carie
family,. smce everybody, including the femme de menage
was stncken to some degree. M. Carle was still bedridden but
seemed. to be .impro,:,ing, even though he had gone without
sl~ep smce ~nda~ rught. Massive doses Of barbiturates had
failed to. reheve hl111. As in many of the stricken households,
the family had blamed the malady on bad meat. At the
prese~t stage M. Carle was listless but wakefuL Every time
he .tned to get up, dizziness would force him to lie down
a~alO. CO.nfined to his room, he was desperate to be at the
sl?e of his daughter, but he fell to the floor every time he
tned.
From the. moment he entered the door, Dr. Gabbai could
hear the s~neks of five-year-old Marie-Joseph. When he saw
her, ~he SIght was .shocking even for a doctor of .his long
expen~nc~. H~r entire body was shaking; her arms and legs
wer:- Jerlcing 10 massive spasms; her fingers were clenched
untIl they were white; her toes were bent under so rigidly
th.at th.ey co.uld not be pried open. Her eyes were moving
wlldly 10 theIr sockets, and her contracting arm muscles -gave
her the appearance of a choral director leading a choir
.
."Mama.!" she was screaming. "Mama! The tigers! They
are
gomg to eat me! They are going to bite me!"
Her eyes would widen, then focus on the wall in front of
her. "There!" she cried. "Right there! Beside the wall I Can't
you see them? Mama, stop them from biting mel"
'!here was no question that she was seeing the tigers,
which were as real as if they had been there. In another
momeI1:t she was seeing serpents on the curtains. She was
screammg and writhing to get away from them. Dr. Gabbai
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lost no time in administering a sedative intravenously and
then methodically going about his examination. Mme. Carie
stood by, in tears, stroking the forehead of the child, who was
drenched in perspiration.
"Mama!" she screamed again. "Mama, I am going to die!
There is blood dripping from the ceiling!"
The examination revealed an extreme state of cardiovascular collapse. The writhing and convulsions continued, and so
did the hallucinations. While waiting for the results of the
sedative, the doctor placed a towel over her eyes, which
immediately changed the color of the tigers she saw,but did
nothing to remove them. After fifteen minutes it was obvious
that the sedative had no effect whatever.
"There is only one thing to do," said the doctor. "We must
call in a specialist from Avignon. They have many specialists
for children at the hospital there. They will do everything
they can to help."
He moved wearily to the phone to call the hospital, but
stopped momentarily to see M. Carle, who was propped up
on his bed by his elbows.
"Docteur," he said. "I must have the curtains for the
doorway with beads on them. You've got to help me get
them. For the flies. The flies must have curtains with beads
on them. Will you help me get them? For the flies. The flies
have great need for curtains with beads on them. You understand? They need them. Curtains with beads on them ..."
His head fell back on the square pillow and bolster, his
words turning into meaningless mumbling.
Dr. Gabbai's exhausted mind began to doubt the sanity of
the world itself. What new symptoms were these that were
beginning to manifest themselves? Vivid hallucinations in a
five-year-old child. Obsessional compulsion in her father, an
idee fixe that had imposed itself forcefully on his mind.
He administered a sedative to the father, then went back to
the child's room. As the doctor left, M. Carle turned his
attention now to the window in his room. There were six
panes in it, and he began counting them, aloud: One, two,
tirree, four, five, six; one, two, three, four, five, six; one, two,
three, four, five, six. He was not to stop counting them for
nearly three weeks, day and night, without sleep.
In her room, Marie-Joseph had suddenly become calm.
She was no longer confused and was wide awake and fully
normal in appearance. Her blood pressure was improved. She
remembered the tigers and the snakes clearly, and seemed to
understand that even though she had actually seen them with
her eyes in the room, they were not real. She could describe
exactly what she saw, but she seemed to realize that they
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were illusory figures. "I guess it was like a vAde-awake
.
dream, Mama," she said.
It was hard to tell if her new calm came from the sedative
or from a spontaneous recovery. The doctor was inclined to
think the latter, for the child was far too wide-awake and
alert to reflect the effect of a heavy sedative. But nnder these
conditiolL'l, he decided to hold off calling the hospital at
Avignon in the hope that the sudden recovery mIght hold. By
now Mme. Carle was calmer too, and the doctor left h er
with instructions to call him. at any time if a relapse should
occur.
Although he longed desperately for sleep. he knew that the
likelihood of it was next to impossible. He would make
himself some stro ng coffee when he arrived home, and perhaps he would be able to take a nap in the chair in his office
before the next call came. But even this devout hope was
optimistic. As he opened the door, the phone was ringing,
shattering the early morning darkness with its persistence. He
dropped heavily onto his chair behind his desk and answered
it. It was the H opital G aston Domergue de NUnes.
Felix Mison, the farmer from CarsaD, was dead.
All during the days that the doctors of Pont-Saint-Esprit
had been without sleep, no word concerning the sickness had
appeared in ilie regional newspap ers of Montpellier and Marseilles, the only two papers serving the region. The reasons
were varied. The evidence of the extent of the pJague- la
peste- gathered slowly and erratically. In spite of the constant gossip in the streets and cafes, most of the villagers
l e1t that the next day would bring better news: Even the
doctors, noting a sharp decline in the severity of the symptoms after the second day, were inclined to think: that the
worst was over. As the evidence piled up, the authorities
were anxious to prevent panic, and made no official pronouncements. The strange state of euphorie Mate was also
contagious to a degree, creating an atmosphere of lightheartedness that rode over the feelings of numerous families
as they noted the marked improvement of their own malades
at v~g moments.
On Monday, August 20, only a f ew hours after Dr. G abbai had received the news of M. Mison's death, the streets of
the village came to life much as on any other day. The strain
of the past few days had caused a tolerance for the news of
s,omeone being suddenly stricken, and those who did faU ill
were now regarded merely as delayed fuses .in a disturbing
but undulating situation in which good news of apparent
recovery seemed to match the bad news of disheartening
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setbacks. The undercurrent, the murmurs, though, continued.
Friends of the Carle family brought to Grande Rue the story
of Marie·loseph's night, when she had seen tigers and watched
blood drip from the ceiling. M. Sauvet, the garagiste, had a
relapse and was making no progress whatever; he was still
unable to get out of bed. Gossip regarding the conditions at
La Villette were highly disturbing. Mme. Testevin, it was
said, was exhausted from trying to take care of four patients.
A procession of friends drove or walked to the farmhouse
with gifts and offers to help. But this frequently served to
make the situation there more disorganized. The nagging fear
hanging over most of the households yet untouched still
remained: Will we be next?
But all this was within tolerable limits of the villagers'
endurance. They waited and hoped for better news to break.
lust where the first information came from is uncertain.
Dr. Gabbai had not announced it, nor had the authorities. It
happened sometime in midmorning. There were no details.
The word seemed to strike Grande Rue, the cafes, the
Boulevard Carnot, the Boulevard G ambetta, the shops, the
houses, the vineyards, the ancient hospital, the public washing
basins, the post office, the river front, at one single electrifying moment, as if the news were announced from the high
tower of the cathedral to the tolling of bells for all to hear. It
was not so announced, of course, but it might as well have
been. It could be said in one sentence:
"Le pain tuel"
Up until this moment, Gallic resignation had held back
real terror and panic, had served as a dam against pressures
that had been inexorably building up, but seldom expressed
outwardly. Now the single sentence was almost literally on
every lip: "The bread killsl" For nearly three hundred
families, a sword of Damocles seemed to be hoisted over the
thresholds. A stillness and quiet descended, for the three
words of the sentence were all that were needed to be said.
Yes, it was M . Mison: a genal man who was loved and
respected all around the countryside. A man whose dog had
died, in pain and convulsions, only a short while before.
Clusters of people gathered, by the fountains and in the
streets. They were not talking excitedly now. The voices were
hushed. "Le pain tuel" It was a whisper louder than any
shout.
'
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FIVE
AR.RIvmo BACK from Ard~che, · M. Briand found himself
wondering,. as h e bad during his visit to his children, why he
felt no fatigue whatever after three sleepless nights. He was
further concerned about his wife, who seemed to be alternately sick and well all during their weekend trip.
His daughter Yvonne was the first to give him the news
early on Monday morning.
.
'
• "Every boulangerie in the village is closed, Papa," she said.
'We've been ordered to shut down."
M. Briand was stunned.
"But wby?" he said.
"There is much sickness in all the village" Yvonne said.
"They think it is our bread that has done it." '
"But that's impossible," Briand said. "How could-it be our
bread?"
The gray flour from the north came quickly to his mind, of
course. But all the bakers had been forced to use it. How
would his be different from the others?
"Both Dr. Gabbai and Dr. Viea were here while yon were
gone," Yvonne said. "They say that there cannot be any
mistake. They are sure now."
Within the hour Dr. Gabbai came t o visit.
"It seems your bread is making everyone ill," he said.
"It just can't be," said Briand. "I use only water and salt
and yeast--exactly the same as the other bakers. The Hour
from the north h as been graY- yes. But all of us have been
using it."
"We are doing everything we can to .find out," said the
doctor. "Everything. But it is taking time."
"Is aayone seriously ill?" Briand asked.
"That's what I must tell you," said the doctor quietlv. "M.
MisOD died this morning."
./
M. Briand sunk in his chair. He dropped his head in his
hands. ''What did I do wrong. Doctor? What did I do
wrong?" The question turned over and over in his mind. He
went back over aU the details of his tournees during the
past week. Was this the ultimate climax of the battle with the
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Union Meuniere? But if so, why had it not happened before, and why hadn't the bread of the other bakers been
involved? All the sick villagers had been traced to his bakery,
and to his alone. And then there was M. Mison. M. Briand
recalled Mison's visit to the shop vividly-the joking and the
chiding because he had forgotten to make his delivery in
Carsan that day. Now Mison was dead. Hundreds of others
were sick. Including himself-and his wife, who was now
forced to her bed. His daughter Yvonne had eaten only the
brioche on that day. She was well. The theory of the doctors
was even proved true within his own family. And what about
his helper, Aime Pradier? Briand was to learn soon that M.
Pradier was desperately ill also.
Within a few hours, the commissaires from the public
prosecutor's office in Nimes arrived at M. Briand's door,
and the full inquiry began.
The tidal wave of panic in the village, as it began, was an
enormous swell rather than a crashing breaker. The feeling
everywhere was one of being trapped, with nowhere to go,
with nothing to do about it. Modern medicine ·seemed to do
nothing. The theory that it was the bread was still not fully
established. The feeling that it might be the water or a
strange communicable disease of unknown origin persisted.
Some quietly packed and went to visit relatives or friends in
other villages, unable to stand what they called "the agonizing suspense." Others stayed on their farms. The shops were
half empty. The doctors were seen in .the streets, constantly
crossing and recrossing each other's paths on their way in and
out of the patients' houses. Every household along Grande
Rue had at least one malade. Trucks pulled in beside the
grocery stores, where room permitted, and unloaded dozens
of cartons of biscottes manufactured in distant cities. The
bakeries were shuttered and locked-all of them.
By midmorning on Monday the men from the Fourteenth
Mobile Brigade of Montpellier, the gendarmerie, and the
inspecteurs des services de repression des frau des had swept
into the village, along with the chef de cabinet du prefet du
Gard, the chief administration office of the departement.
They were seen everywhere in the streets, collecting samples
of the bread from each household, lifting two hundred grams
of flour from each of the boulangeries, and placing the shops
themselves under official seal.
For the first time, datelined Tuesday, August 21, 1951, the
newspaper La Marseillaise published a small news item on
page 6. It was the last page of the journal. The headline: LE
PAIN DE PONT-SAINT-ESPRIT PROVOQUE DES INTOXICATIONS. UN
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MORT. In Fr~nce, intoxications signified poisoning, not drunkenness. l roIl!cally, on the front page a banner headline covered the .mam story throughout France of the day : The price
of bread ~nd bread ~roducts was !ncreased by 23 per cent.
! here w~ very little detail gwen in the item about PontSrunt E~pnt. "l!ne grave affair d'intoxicatioll aiimenraiTe a

Pont-Saml-Esprtt a provoque des multiples irrdispositions

non seuJemenr dans ce.tte commune du Gard rnai" encor~
dan! 1;'$ . villages vOisins, toul au long de' fa v~llee d~
Rhone, It began.
I t went on to say that up tbrouah Monday August 20
nearly 150 cases were being trea~ by the 'doctors (th'
doctors had at t..~at ~e actually counted nearly three hun~
1 and that M. Mison, age 62, had died in the hospital at
• UDeS. It announced that an inquiry had been opened b
~e. ~arqu~t, th7 public prOsecutor of Nimes, as wen as ~
Judl~ary tnyestigation, to establish if all the victi..'lls had

g;:ed)

obtain~d theI~ bread from the bakery of M. Briand who was
also hUDSelf ill, along with his wife and his helper ' The item

concluded:

.

"Actu.ally, the evolution of the disease appears favorable
and 1t IS no longer believed that any further deaths will

follow."

. The }>rDnt ~f the investig~ti?n feD on the cabinet of the
luge d'mstrucflo~-the ex~ng magistrate--of the Court
of Appeals of Nunes, M. Pemer. No one couJd face a more

m~lve or complex inquiry. To be coordinated were the

public prosecutor, ie procureur de la Repub/ique and his
deputy, tfie F ourteenth Mob~e Brigade, the gendaT'merie, the
Cal Olice, the local physiCIans, the ministre de l'interieur
lreetron generale de La sQrete national the medicai
speci~s}s and toxi~logists to be called in, ilie Laboratoire
Interr~~ona1 de Police Scientifique de Ma.rseilles, the Jocal
authortties, the officials of the Union Meuniere the ministry
o.f health of both the depaTtemem of Gard and the Repuf>..
lie, the S.N.~.F., which had transported the flour in its freight
cars, the ~ectors and staff of the hospitals some three
hundred ~esses and principals, and wbate~r other elements that might be uncovered. The most urgent priority at
the moment wa~ the lifting of the samples of bread and flour
fr~m the bakerIes and the distribution center at Bagnols-SurCeze, and the shipping of the cadavers of the animals from
the ~ surrounding Pont-Saint-Esprit, which had died after eatin~ ~e bread, to the Laboratoire Interregional de
Police SClentifique. The logistics were not simple. Police
sw~med throug~ the town, interrogating the villagers and
asking them to dig through garbage pails and trash baskets to
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find any bread, suspected or not. Each sample was to be
carefully labeled and numbered. The corpses of the dogs,
cats, and ducks were dumped into sacks to be rushed to
Marseilles. Some had to be dug up from shallow graves.
An autopsy was immediately ordered on the body of M.
Mison. Medical clues were desperately needed; his death
might serve as a sacrifice for the living. The first step was for
the protection of the health of the people. The second was to
find out what negligence, fraud, or even criminal action was
involved in a plague that was growing more mysterious by
the hour. .
Like everyone else involved in the mystery, the examining
magistrate was fighting the same phantom enemy that had
eluded the doctors, the patients, and the baker himself. Theories and rumors were everywhere. Those that occurred to the
authorities had for the most part already been advanced by
the townspeople, whose shrewd native instincts were as sharp
as those of the experts. Whenever a theory was discussed at
the meetings, at the police conferences, in the medical offices,
the news leaked out, and the rumors took on a new fire, a
new sense of urgency, as if the mystery were now solved, and
the definitive answer had been found and backed up by
authority.
And so it was that by the time Monday evening came, the
atmosphere among the villagers was charged with certainty:
It was arsenic. The sacks of flour, said the word passed from
person to person, had been drenched with liquid arsenic en
route to the Village. Where it came from and what kind of
arsenic it was did not matter. The truth, the absolute truth,
was that it was arsenic. Everybody who had even nibbled the
bread would die sooner or later, within weeks, and there was
nothing that medicine could do about it. The rumor spread so
quickly, so forcefully, that people went home, gathered their
families together, and knelt in prayer. Many sobbed and
cried as they came off the streets to bring the news to their
families. Hardly anyone knew or would accept the fact that
the source of the rumor was an offhand remark by a gendarme, thinking out loud to himself as he collected a sample
of bread from a villager. His speculation had been transformed into a pronouncement of unimpeachable authority,
yet there was no foundation whatever to it.
This theory had already been seriously considered by the
doctors at first and by the police and toxicologists later.
Arsenic compounds were used everywhere in the vineyards
and farms for the treatment of vines and as insecticides.
Some of the symptoms of arsenic poisoning had, in fact, been
present : low blood pressure, depressed respiration, convul71

sions. ~ut other symptoms wer e definitely not present, such
as garhc odor of the breath, projectile vomiting with the
presence of blood, rapid weak pulse, and otbers. More importantly, arsenic poisoning is easily traced.
J?uring the first days of the sickness the signs were so
vanable that there could be as many theories as there were
symptoms. By the time the police arrived in the village, the
fifth day after the illness had first appeared, the dominant
8m.ptom was· ~omnia. This was almost universal among the
VICtims, along WIth a marked dehydration.
As the symptoms developed, the doctors slowly realized
that ~e er~ot theory-the p.oisoning f rom a mold forming on
certam grams-was beCOmIng a more logical and distinct
possibility, in spite of the fact that historical ergoti m was
tho.ught to be a thing of the past, a relic of the Middle Ages
whIch had had a few fitful outbursts in the eighteenth century
and the beginning of the nineteenth but rarely in the twentieth. The terror it had provoked in the Middle Ages was of
such magnitude that the plague was called mal des ardents
meaning "sickness of the burning and the corcbed," and I~
feu. de St. A ntoine, "St. Anthony's Fire," because only supplications to St. Anthony were supposed to have had any effect
when !he tragedy struck. Entire villages had been stricken
then WI!h the most horrifying and terrifying madness, and the
scenes In the village streets were of unbelievable chaos as
hundreds became psychotic almost at a single moment.
Psrchi~ distI!rbance, a definitive symptom of ergotism, was
certainly ill eVIdence now, but the doctors knew that these
current disturbances might be ordinary delirium, and besides,
they had not shown any indication of appearing in the form
o~ the characteristic majo~ outbreak. Furthermore, the physiCIans were not at all anxIOUS to announce the possibility of
such a rare and mysterious d isease; there was no effective
method of treatment for it, and they did not want to alarm
the population. All that was really known about historical
ergotism was that it resulted from an unknown poison of the
ergot alkaloid series.
One doctor, speCUlating about the possibility of historical
ergotism, mumbled in ironic humor that it would be extreme!y difficult to treat the disease, if ergotisme hisforique were
mdeed the cause, because the only medical research papers
were illuminated manuscripts of the fifteenth century. He was
exaggerating only slightly. There was a more m odern and
lengthy treatise on the plague, written as late as 1887 in the
Dictionnaire Encyclopedie de Science M edecine whlch describe.d in vivid t r~s the utter s avagery and paroxysms
expen enced by a VIllage strock by ergotism that resulted
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from mold on the grain from which bread had been made.
The picture painted was 110t a comforting one.
Judge Per rier's first ordinance was a set of ins~~ctions to
M. Henri Ollivier, professor of the School of MedICIne .of ~he
UniversHy of Marseilles, and director of the police sCl~ntIfic
laboratory there, to determine the cause of the mass illness
through exhaustive toxicological tests on the bread, flour,
sacks, and viscera specimens supplied by the doctors and the
gendarmes.
.
. .
ProfessQr OIlivier was faced WIth an DverwhelllUng Job. In
its simplest form toxicology is slow, laborious, and exacting;
in the p resent case it w s to involve up to three hundred
samples of bread, scores of flour S3;1Dples, the bod!es of
dozens of domestic animals, and tragIcally, human vIscera.
The heer job of organizing and cataloguing the material was
arduous and time-consuming. The number of tests, both
toxicologically classical and specific, called for '?lore time
than was available if the doctors were to be supplIed urgent
guidelines with which to work. In addition, each test consumed a considerable portion of an individual sample, so that
often there was not enough bulk to the sample to permit all
the classical and specific tests necessary to arrive at a definitive conclusion.
It was not only necessary to analyze the samples chemically; portions of the samples would also have to be ~te cted or
fed to laboratory test animals to observe the tOXICIty on a
living organism. There were no short cuts. Also, some poisons
are unstable and short-livecl Their potency disintegrates rapidly, leaving little or no trace. Bread, especially, dries up
very quickly, and with it, the important evidence.
The pressures on the laboratory team working with ~rofes
sor OlIivier were nerve-wracking. Further tragedy 1ll the
village was hanging in the balance; the doctors were working
without intelligent information. Time was paramount, but a
mistaken or hasty analysis was worse. From the start, the
team was unwittingly caught in a vise, and like the others, was
fighting against the same phantom of obscurity that had
marked the tragedy from the beginning.
M. Ollivier took a great deal of pride in 'his work. Some
even felt the pride was excessive. D ark, lean, and intense, the
young doctor began the work with the uncomfortable knowledge that the lives of an entire town were dependent on him
aud what be was able to discover.
At the same time the Office N ational Interprofessionnel des
cereales, better known as the O.N.I.e ., ordered some
samples to be sent to the Laboratoire Regional des Subsis73

:ances. M.i1itaires in Marseilles, to conduct an independent
I~veStlgatlon an~ to help expedite the process of trying to
~Iscover the elusIve cause. In contrast to the Union Meuniere, the O.N.I.C. was a governmental agency, which regulated the work. of the private corporation. The contract
between the pnvate monopoly (the Union Meuniere) and
the government agency (the O.N.I.C.) was complex' even
lawyers. shudder~d at its legal labyrinths. Both, howeve;, were
deeply mvolved 10 the outcome of the toxicological tests and
both were to be drawn deeper and deeper into the case' as it
progressed.
. Wh~n the me!1 .from the Fourteenth Mobile Brigade1Oclud1Og COmmISS!Oner Georges Sigaud, chief of the unit,
and Inspec!or ~tIen.ne Vacher-arrived at M. Briand's
sh?p, M. Bnand was 10 a state of emotional shock. For over
thIrty years ~e had p.rized his reputation for making good
bread. In a smgle. baking, that reputation seemed to dissolve.
The ~our, la larzne, as they called it, had changed without
wa~n1Og from. doubtful to deadly. The questioning by the
p.olIce was polIte but h~rsh ..The charges of involuntary homicIde. were already officIally Issued against "X," and there was
no time for more than the barest of civilities.
Under their questioning, M. Briand re-created the entire
s ce~e of the night and morning of August 15-16: the borrow1Og ~f the bread from the other bakers, the preparation
and bak10g of the three lournees, the mixing of the various
flours, t~e color and texture of the batter. What other products b~sIde the flour were used? Was anything different used
~hat n.I~ht of August 15 than on other nights? Were there any
10sectIcldes around the shop? Where were the water pipes?
There wo~ld. be more questioning to follow. At the moment the ~aill 10terest was the shop itself, and the investigators exammed every inch of it. Samples of the water yeast
and salt. ~ere labeled and seized. There were no inse~ticide~
or funglc.ldes. M. B~iand. had never used any other chemicals
or matenal~ to fortIfy hIS bread, and nothing at all suspect
was found lD the search.
The investigation fanned out quickly to Bagnols-sur-ceze
and to M. Bousquet. Only on Monday August 20 had th~
sa~ples of t~e originally suspected fl~ur been se~t to the
Uruon !'1eymere.. M. Bousquet had become tired of waiting
for theIr lDstruCtlOns or for a representative to come and
collect th~ samples, as they were required to do by contract.
The prevIOUS cases of mild illness resulting from the bread
sold ?y M. Monier, M. Griotti, and M. Jaussent now came
prommently to the surface as the investigation broadened.
The Seventeenth Brigade Regionale de Police Judicaire in
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Limoges went into action in the north to begin the inquiry
there.
On Tuesday morning, August 21, another meeting was
held at the Hotel de Ville in the office of Mayor Hebrard.
The three local doctors, not having been to bed for over a
hundred hours, were literally on the brink of total exhaustion. Strangely, both Dr. Vieu and Dr. Channac, who bad
eaten the suspected bread, were able to withstand the strain
better than Dr. G abbai. Their illness had now reached the
stage of many of their own patients : almost total insomnia
supported by an accompanying unnatural force and energy.
An official pronouncement was made for the first time: A
collective poisoning. affecting many of the townspeople h as
been determined; M. Mison of Carsan has died; others are
seriously ill; all the best medical facilities are being put to use
to combat the illness. The fears of the villagers were somewhat placated by another rumor that was circulating now
along Grande Rue: M . Mison had died fro m a "collap se of
the beart and blood vessels," and only the very elderly, who
were soon to die anyway, were in any danger. The fact that
severe cardiovascular reactions bad been noted in victims of
all ages was not yet generally known.
By evening Professor Gaston Giraud of the Scbool of
Medicine of the U niversity of Montpellier had arrived, along
with Professor Recordier' of the U niversity of Marseilles. A
second meeting was held, including the examining magistrate
and the assistant to the prefect of the dipartement. It was
immediately decided to bring in several interns from the
hospital at NUnes to assist the sagging and exhausted local.
doctors. Professors Giraud and Recordier would analyze all
the data so far collected, as well as examine a large number
of patients to attempt a clear diagnosis.
The meetings, the analyses of the data, and the laboratory
tests were necessary, but they did nothing to correct the
situation at the immediate moment. Back at the Moulin
farmhouse Mme. Moulin was struggling against the n ow
standard feeling of alternating total wakefulness and total
exhaustion. She had not closed her eyes for four days. At
lunch time on Tuesday, when ber husband and son came in
from the vineyards, each was in continued pain and distress.
It was obvious that neither husband nor son would go back
to work in the vineyards; every worker io the Moulin
vineyards, in fact, was sick, and only four of the total of nine
were able to be on their feet.
"All my joints pain me," said ber husband. "My ankles. M y
knees. Everything. I must go to bed."
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'Xoung .J?,seph ~as almost doubled up in pain. "I can't go
on lIke thIS, he saId. "I can't stand it."
Alarmed, Mme. Moulin helped each of them into his bed
brough~ th~m infusion de thyme, and found that she herself
was ShIVerIng so fiercely that she had to wrap herself in a
blanket even though the midday August sun was broiling.
A:fter a few moments even the blanket was insufficient. She
pded the fireplace high with faggots, lighted them, and huddl~d ~los~ by as the sweat poured from her. Her cold and
sh.lvenng mcreased. She piled more fuel on the fire until it
frIghtened her with its crackling intensity. But it did no good
whatever.
The fir~t of the major convulsions came that evening. Both
M. Moulm an~ young Joseph were writhing on their beds,
forearm.s snappmg toward their shoulders, knees jerking upward WIthout cease. Mme. Moulin, now so weak herself that
she could hard!y get. out of her chair by the fireplace,
struggled to theIr b.edsldes, helpless in her attempt to keep
them covered or gIVe them succor. A neighbor who had
dropped by several hours before had promised to get the
doctor, but he had not yet arrived.
~ow m~ny hours-it seemed days-Mme. Moulin had to
walt, she cti~ not ~now. When the doctor did arrive, he found
Mme. MoulIn cryIng almost hysterically beside her husband's
bed; both husband and son were wracked with convulsions.
H~ ordered. an ambulance through a neighbor, who had to
drIve two kil0l'l?eters to the nearest phone; administered intrav.enous sedatIves to all three, and waited, despairingly, to
see If there would be any effect. There was none.
When Mme. Moulin had recovered some of her comP?sure, the doctor told her, "All of you must go to the hospItal. You are too far away here to be taken care of You
must."
.
"Bu! Docteur," said Mme. Moulin, "there is the vineyard.
There IS no one to take care of the farm. We cannot all go."
The do.ctor thought a moment, then said, "There is no
other chOIce."
. Mme. Moulin, still shaking from cold and heat at the same
tIme, pleaded with rum. "My daughter will arrive here soon.
She WIll take care of the place. Please, can't 1 wait here until
she comes? It will be tomorrow."
The doctor assented, but insisted that both husband and
son be taken immediately. It took two hours for the ambulan~e from the Clinique Cloy, at Villeneuve-Ies-Avignon, to
a.rnve ..The last words Mme. Moulin heard as her son was
lIfted mto the ambulance along with her husband were
"Mother, 1 think 1 am dying. My heart is going to stop."
'
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Any words from her husband were drowned out by the
shrieking of the ambulance as it burst out of the farmyard on
the way to the h spitaL
Alone, Mme. Moulin sat by th e kitcben table, her heart
wrung with sorrow, her body wracked with pain. Again, time
went by uncounted, but she did not close her eyes, she did
not sleep, and there were no more tears to cry.
Sbe was aware, quite suddenly, of the kitchen door opening, then closing. There was a doctor standing in the doorway, but it was not her doctor, nor was he one she had ever
seen before. He was dressed in a black suit and wore black
sboes and a white birt with a black tie. He carried a black
bag in his hand. He was silent, not speaking and not moving.
Her eyes traveled slowly up from his shoes to bis shoulder s,
and at last to his head.
There was no face there, only a slrull-a tete de mort.
The empty eye sockets st ared at her blankly. She screamed.
The figure of the unknown doctor did not move. She reached
for an iron pot lying in front of her on the kitchen table. She
hurled it at the tete de mort with all the force she could
gather. It passed through the head and shoulders of the
motionless doctor and splintered a wooden panel of the door.
The pot clattered to the floor at the feet of the doctor, but
the feet were no longer there. Nor was the rest of the
doctor, nor the skull. She screamed again, but there was no
one around to hear her. She knew that she was hallucinating,
but the hallucination was so vivid it might just as well be
. reality.
It grew slowly, what Mayor Hebrard was t o call "the nightmare that has come to our village!" There were signs of
it gathering each d ay and each hour until it arrived. Not even
the doctors, inured as they were to the unexpected crises that
broke out on every side of them, were preper d for what was
going to happen. The villagers certainly were not in spite of
the apprehension, the panic, the sorrow, aod the hopeless.ness. The signs that gathered pointed unerringly in the same
direction, but they gave no indication of the magnitude the
nightmare was to assume.
T here had been Mml). Moulin and her doctor with the
"head of death." There bad been the tigers and the blood
dripping from the ceiling that little Marie-Joseph Carle had
seen. There bad been the strange compulsion of her father, as
he found himself craving for bead curtains for the ilie to
rest on. and counting the six window panes in his bedroom
endlessly now, for over a day and a night. There had been
the young engineer with a compulsion to walk, and to think
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of potatoes. There had been the strange, indescribable colors
by M. Delacquis, and the expanding and contracting
hOrIzons as he cycled home from his office to La Villette that
day that now seemed centuries ago. There was also his compulsion to write, day and night, without cease now.
Not all of these indications were known in total even to
the doctors. Not all the cases of dogs, cats, and d~cks had
been reported, but in sixteen villages in and around PontSaint-Esprit, the ducks had also strutted like penguins; the
cats had screeched, clawed, and drawn their motionless hindquarters along the floor; the dogs had crushed their teeth on
rocks, or made senseless attacks on trees until their teeth fell
out with the bark they ripped from them. Not all of the
animals had died, but many had. These all were separated
items, however, not joined in anyone tapestry which could
be quickly and easily discerned.
In hindsight, the panoramic view of all the happenings
could be observed in perspective. It is then easy to say: It
was. all so obvio~s. Why did it require such a long time to
realIze the full Impact of what was growing? But working
under pressure, as the doctors and authorities were the
building blocks of the tragic structure, slowly formi~g in
~ront of their eyes! were in fragments. An investigator exammed only one bnck at a time. The architect's plans and
drawings were nowhere in sight. And the bricks or other
i~dividual construction units, were in scattered phes; some
hIdden, some unrecognizable, some uncounted. And further,
there was the element of incredibility. What was shaping up
w~ so hard t<;> conceive that there was a natural tendency to
reject the eVIdence at hand. It was so unbelievable, the
psyche could not accept it.
M. and Mme. Marcel Boudenne, for instance, had no idea
what was happening at the beginning. Together, they were
proprietors of their combined hat-and-sporting-goods store,
enjoying the leisurely chats with their clients, planning some
day to move the shop to the wide vistas of the Boulevard
Gambetta, away from the crowded quarters just off the
Grande Rue by the place de I'Hotel de Ville. M. Boudenne, a
warm and affable townsman, was also the local correspondent for several newspapers. Knowledgeable and more worldly than. the average Spiritpontain, he watched the symptoms
grow WIth awe and uncertainty, but also with a journalistic
sense of detachment. He agreed with the doctors as the
situation became more serious, that extensive ;eportage
would .only contribute to more hysteria and panic, and held
back ~lS releases until it was no longer possible. Neither he
nor hIS plump, congenial wife could understand the time
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when she was overwhelmed with a compUlsion to punch him
as hard as she could, yet without feeling any anger whatever.
One night she woke him up to tell him just that, and !ogether
they laughed about it. At length, when the compuislon persisted, he suggested that she let go with a series of friendly
punches, which she did, feeling better afterward. It be~e
their own private joke; nothing more serious was made of It,
and the strange .and amusing compulsion soon stopped. There
were manv incidents like this, happening throughout Ule village but neither the doctors nor the authorities were aware
of them. They simply remained family jokes in the privacy of
tbe home and were, it turned out, the extremely mild aberrations of those w ho were lucky enough not to be among the
more seriously stricken of the village.
Nearly all the people who were to become princ!p~ in.the
drama were reasonably stable and normal f olk. Thell' lives
had been no more distur ed than those of any coUection of
people living in a village and working, loving, and living
together, along with the common stresses and problems that
all life carries with it.
Joseph Moulin and his son were held in the greatest esteem
in the area. M . Delacquis was loved by all who knew him.
M. Testcvin was a tower of strength and reliability. Emile's
charm and strength was legendary. M. Carle was a m odel
example of the successful proprietor who provided for both
his family lind the w lfare needs of the community. M.
Sauvet's sparkling eyes and personality were known throughout the villae-e with affection. M. Mison was particularly
mourned because of· the love and respect in which he had
been held. Charles Pommier, living in the little village of
Lamotte, just across the ancient bridge, on the other side of
the Rhone, ranked with all these in his standing in the
community, and was a close friend of Mayor Hebrard.
This is why, when be symbolically became the first autbentic harbinger of wb at was to follow, the shock was so great.
A sixty-six-year-old widower, he had been among the fitst to
be stricken, and hard. He lay on his bed for many days,
wakeful but too weak to move. His prostration and insomnia
were total, and he was cared for lovingly, but despairingly,
by his son and neighbors.
On Wednesday; nearly a week after the first cases had
been recorded, he lay on his bed, still prostrate, weak, and
uncommunicative. It happened suddenly, so suddenly that his
SOD, outside the house in the garden, was momentarily paralyzed with confusion.
M . Pommier shot forth from his bedj roaring and screaming. Disheveled and demented, he screamed out the indow
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that his enemies were coming to get him. There was foam on
his mouth; his eyes were wild and unfocused. He disappeared
from the window, as his son ran toward the house. Reaching
the front door, the son pushed it, but it did not budge. He
pounded on it and begged his father to let him in, but the
only answer was more demented shouts and screams. He ran
to the back door, but it too was now locked . Inside, his
father-shouting that he was being attacked by some unseen,
unknown enemy-was piling furniture up against the doors
and windows.
When the gendarmes arrived, he was at his bedroom window, shotgun in hand, brandishing it at the approaching
enemy that only he alone could see. The police deployed
around the house, keeping out of sight, out of range of the
gun. At the window, still foaming and roaring, M. Pommier
screamed at the police to come out from behind their barriers and help fight his enemies. The police called to him,
telling him to put down his gun; that they would help him if
he would do that. Slowly, doubtfully, he lowered the gun,
now becoming calmer. With caution, the police drew toward
the house, then in a sudden surge moved to the door and
broke it in.
Chests, chairs, and tables were piled against it. The inside
of the house was a shambles. Carefully, the police made their
way up the stairs, keeping low and against the wall. The
bedroom door was also barricaded. M. Pommier was still
screaming that his enemies were after him'; that if the police
were not careful, they would also be killed.
Again, the inside door was smashed in, the furniture barricade pushed back. M. Pommier was huddled in the corner,
away from the window, sobbing quietly. The shotgun lay
across his knees. Cautiously, the police approached him.
Then, with a sudden movement he seized a candle, laughing
wildly, and began a strange and macabre dance, with awkward, jerky contortions. The police watched, in cautious
silence. Then he stopped , stared at them, and sunk down on a
chair. Quiet now, he willingly handed them the gun, saying
nothing. They straightened the furniture, tenderly put him
back in the bed. He did not resist. Then, with wild, loud
laughter, shrieking and high-pitched , he screamed:
"Tomorrow, tomorrow I am getting married! Do you
hear? Do you understand? Tomorrow, I marry! If you wish,
you must all come to the wedding!"
This was the prelude, the harbinger.
The second was an eleven-year-old boy. Suddenly, everyone
became his enemy. His mother, approaching him to try to
calm him down, was abruptly faced with a raging child who
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hurled himself on her, scratching and pummelling her face
and arms. Her husband, helpless and prostrate on his bed,
was in the middle of a convulsive fit of hallucinations at the
same time. She freed herself, ran for help from her neighbors. Father and son were rushed to I'Hotel-Dieu in the
same ambulance.
'The third flash of heat lightning, before the storm struck,
was M. Sauvet, the popular garagiste, in his forties, married,
and now sick for ' several days. His wife, administering endless
infusions of dried lime flowers, prayed that some kind of
improvement would rouse him from his co~diti.on ?f total
lethargy and listlessness. The intolerable burrung III hiS stomach and esophagus had diminished somewhat, but the weakness and the lack of sleep were continuing. It was about nine
in the evening when she saw him sit uI? sud~enly in ~e be?,
breathing heavily, muscles and arms fleXing, his eyes With the~r
widened pupils staring directly ahead, tota.IlY unawar.e of hiS
surroundings. Then, with an ab~upt m.otlOn, he seize? the
square pillow case and slowly npped It down the middle.
Quickly, he turned to the sheets, the. blanke~. He firmly
pushed her away as she tried to stop him. Taking the sheet
first, he ripped it into shred after shred, 0en ~~ blank~ts,
then he attacked the bedstead itself, poundIng It mto splinters. All the while, his visage was smiling, plea~a~tly and
confidently, as if this were a d~lightful and gratifYIng pastime. Totally unable to stop him, Mme. Sauvet crouched
behind the shattered bedstead in hopeless desperation.
M. Sauvet was not aware of that. Because clearly in his
own perception he was not in his bedroom anymOl:e. He was
in the circus, performing the act of a strong man In front of
an admiring throng. He was bending iron bars double, ~s ~he
applause in his ears grew louder .and loud~r. He was rIppIng
sheets of thick steel down the mIddle, as If they were made
of cardboard. He was taking huge timbers and breaking them
over his knees. At every stage of the act, the audience, right
in front of his eyes, was growing more appreci.ative. He
bowed in modest acknowledgement again and agaIn. As h.e
- accepted the roaring applause and prepared to return t? hIS
. dressing room, he slowly became aware .that. the audlen~e
was nonexistent that it consisted only of hiS wife, huddled In
the corner of the bedroom, in tears. The bent iron bar was
nothing more than a ripped pillow case; the steel plates were
the shreds that were left of the sheets; the giant timbers, the
splintered remnants of the bedstead. As. his awareness ~e
turned he became conscious that all of thiS had been a Wild
delusidn and he wa~ fiHed with remorse. Yet what he envisaged had been so real it might as well have happened. His
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a~xiety arose when he could not explain it to his frightened
wife. He fell back weakly on the twisted ribbons of the
s~eets, . wo?dering w~at was going to happen next, pleading
WIth his wife to forgIve him for an impulse and an event that
was as inexplicable to him as it was to ber.
~e crise of M. Sauvet overlapped another outbreak by
t~e little daughter of M. Carle. Again the tigers returned, this
time more menacing than ever. While her father lay on his
bed, hope~essly and endlessly counting the window panes, he
was so gnpped by his idee fixe that he could Dot bear her
shrieks and mOans. Mme. Carl e, halfway between the two
~edrooms, could hear both the booming monotonous countmg of her husband and tbe screaming of her daughter. She ran
to the child's bedroom to find her thrashing her arms and legs
wildly, yelling that the tiger was now at her tbroat and going
to rip her to pieces. So violent was her lashing out that she
continually struck her head and her arms on the bedstead
and wan. bruising herself badly in the process.
The doctor, notified by a neighbor, b ad already called for
the lo.cal ambulance before he arrived, phoning the hospital
!it AVl~on to expect the young girl's arrival. What was most
lIDl11edi~te was to save the cbild from seriously injuring
herself 1Jl her hallucinations. With tbe help of Mme. Carle, be
cut strips of sheeting, and it took the strength of the two of
them to lash the child to the bed. There she lay crying out
that ~e blood dropping from the ceiling was drowning her as
the tIgers were biting off her feet.
. It began at La Villette with M. Delacquis. F or days now,
he had lain silent and sleepless on his bed . Mme. Testevin
was preparing f r another sleepless night herself, as she had
for the past week. Things had settled down DOW into a
gr.otesque routine. In the mornings, with the help of the
Xigaud sisters, she would strip the beds of all four of the
nwlades, t he sheets drenched with sweat and the odor of
mice, which stiD persisted. While the sisters made up the new
beds, she would boil the sheets in a huge vat, soak them in
eau de javel, take them out to the stone well, pound them
and drench them in the clear spring water until they were
fresh and clean, then bang them up to dry. Then she would
greet a parade of neighbors bringing gifts and fo od to her to
help her in her trouble. But the food was useless : No one in
any of the four rooms wanted any wbatever. They were able
to take, at uncertain times, Mme. Testevin's favorite infusion
de verveine, an berb tea of her own conroction, or some hot
beef bouillon. But each malade had to be spoon fed like a
baby, unable to belp and more frequently resisting the succor
she tried to bring them.

82

She had already taken all the winter blankets out of their
storage bags, making endless rounds to cover and uncover
the sick, as they alternately shivered and sweated in excruciating extremes. Because of the emergency pressures on the
village physicians it fell on her and the Rigaud sisters to
administer injections of vitamins for holding back the serious
consequences of the malades' lack of nutrition, and shots of
gardenal in a futile attempt to bring calmness and sleep
which had not yet arrived for any of the four stricken
persons.
By afternoon the Rigaud sisters had left; Mme. Testevin
remained alone to try to attend and comfort the others. By
nightfall she would begin her rounds of th~ patients, moving
from one bedroom to the other, and trying to sleep in chairs
in the rooms for brief moments, spending about fifteen minutes in each room in an endless cycle. But she, too, had been
stricken, and she found she could not sleep, even though she
desperately needed to. The sleeplessness had become actually
painful now, a burning pain that made the eyes sting and
ache with every blink of the lids.
This night began as any of the last several nights. She
stopped first at the bedroom of M. Delacquis, at the top of
the stairs. As usual, he was propped up in bed, tablet on his
knees, writing. Usually well-groomed, he was now disheveled. He did not seem to be aware of her entering. She
brought with her a tray with another classic remedy, a cup of
tisane d'orge, or barley-water.
Softly she said to him: "You must try to sleep, M. Delacquis. But before you do, take some of this."
His eyes seemed to come back into focus for a moment,
and he said, "Have you been able to find me the newspaper?"
Every day he asked for the newspaper. And every day
Mme. Testevin tried to ,mumble some excuse, because the
story of the sickness was just now beginning to dominate the
headlines. Only that ' day they were screaming about the emotion in the village growing hour by hour, that all along the
Grande Rue there was panic since the death of M; Mison,
. that medicines were useless, that even the strongest were
being stricken, as young Joseph Moulin and his father had
been rushed to the hospital at Villeneuve-Ies-Avignon.
"Perhaps tomorrow," she told M. Delacquis. "I have not
been able to go down to the village for many days."
"I would be so grateful," M. Delacquis replied, and he
went back to his writing pad. It was filled with tiny, precise
script, and each day Mme. Testevin had someone bring him a
new pad from the village. Without his pad, he became very
disturbed . With it, he seemed to achieve some kind of thera83

peutic sublimation that brought him reasonable calm. She
never asked him what h e was writing, so delicate was the
balance of h is emotional state. But she could see that it was
for the most part in carefully written verse, in spite of the
apparent disarray of his mind.
She smoothed hh pillows, wiped his fo rehead and lips with
a cool, damp washcloth, left the room, and returned in a
moment with a small vase of freshly cut flowers. Sbe kept
flowers in every room, and she now arranged these neatly
and placed them on a small table below the crucifh on the
wall. M. Delacquis had slid back into himself again, writing
with the same obsessional intensity he had been demonstrating all day aod all night for the past several days.
At the doorway she stopped, looked at his strained, thin
face, and came back toward his bed again. "You could not
try to go to sleepT' she asked, knowing from her own
sleeplessness h ow futile the question w s. "What if I turned
the light out for you?"
Lost completely in his thoughts, M. Delacquis did not
reply. His pencil seemed to be moving almost automatically
along the paper. Mme. Testevin, looking down at his fingers,
saw that they were red and sore from the pressure of the
pencil. "Your fingers," she said. 'They are so sore. Perhaps
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He was paying no attention to her and continued to write.
She gave up her effort and went out the door and down the
tile-floored hal1way to the room of Mme. Dezeuzes.
There was a small light on beside the bed. Mme. Dezeuzes
swe~t powing fro m her face, was lying on her side. She wa~
starmg at the wall and sobbing. She h ad been sobbing day
and night. also without sleep, for nearly a week. She would
not talk or communicate. The sobs were low and sof always, but particularly tragic to Mme. Testevin because they
were so pathetic. She placed fresh Dowers beside the bed,
again wiped the face of Mme. Dezeuzes, automatically
straightened the bed clothes, and went on into the TesteviD
bedroom.
M. T estevin was lying in his bed, on his back, wide open
eyes, staring at the ceiling. He had hardly moved from this
position ver the past week. "He lies like a dead man," Mme.
Testevin would mumble to herself.
He would not respond to anything. She smoothed his hair,
wa bed his face gently, kissed him tenderly on th forehead.
He did not move, did not appear to see ber, even though bis
eyes were wi e open. This was most painful to Mme. Testevin, because it seemed like d ath itself, with the eyes staring
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upward, the hands motionless on his chest, the total
muteness.
"Man cher, mon cher, mon cher," she mumbled, then went
down to the dining room to Emile, now rolling back and
forth on his cot, moaning as he always did, day and night,
all through the week.
Emile seemed always in pain, and was completely out of
touch with his surroundings. To give him tea or water was
the most difficult of tasks, because it would invariably spill on
the sheets, already wet with the constant sweat that all four .
of the patients exuded day and night. Emile was the only one
who resisted almost any aid brought to him. It became a
struggle between the will of Mme. Testevin with the wash
cloth or a cup of tea, and that of Emile, who attempted to
avoid them. This night, Mme. Testevin noted, was a little
easier. He sipped his tea, permitted her to wipe down his
face, and dry his sweat. But when she was finished, he went
back to his moaning and tossing without cease.
Alone in the kitchen, Mme. Testevin brewed herself a cup
of tea, and prayed for her four malades in the house. With
the door closed, she could find at least a small semblance of
silence, although from the other rooms of the house came the
same sounds that she had been hearing all during the week, a
strange orchestration from four different directions. From the
rooms of M. Delacquis and her husband, she would hear only
occasional muffled sighs at rare moments. From Mme.
Dezeuzes' room she would hear the steady, relentless sobbing, which never stopped. From Emile, on the cot in the
dining room, she would hear the constant moaning, mostly
soft, but frequently loud and intense. blasting the night
silence in the large, darkened house. And when Emile's
moans would increase, so would the sobbing of Mme.
Dezeuzes. This was a rhythmic and almost predictable pattern, a pattern she was now accepting as part of a macabre
routine which had no end in sight.
It was because of her acceptance of this routine that the
first signal of something different developing startled her so
much. From the room of M. Delacquis came a sharp, piercing, hideous screech. It was shattering beyond her memory
of such a sound. She rushed up the stairs to his room. He was
sitting on the edge of the bed, pointing wildly to the window.
"Regardez!" he shouted. "Regardez la boule de feu! Il se
rapproche! Il nous tuel"
Still screaming, he crumbled to the floor, slid half under
the bed, cowering, hiding his head under his arms. Mme.
Testevin rushed to him, tried to pull him out from under, but ·
he thrashed at her wildly, wedging himself further under,
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screarni.ng that ~ huge ball of fire was coming toward them.
gOUlg to kill them. Mme. Testevin. tugged at his arm,
WIthout success. She felt overwhelmed with helplessness: retreated to the center of the room and begged God ' for
strength and guidance.
It was then that she heard the crash in the dining room
below her. It was followed by a moment of silence then
another ha;r0wing scream, this time from Emile. Then ; houts
and a senes of thuds which seemed to shake the house
Quickly, she grabbed a blanket from the bed, squeezed
between. the bottom of the springs and the cowering M.
Delacquts, and ran downstairs.
The dining room was a shambles. The table upset, the
chell! pushed In the center of the floor. Emile was roari ng
c~awmg at the air, backing into the cOmer. The beasts, th~
lions, t!te claws: he was shouting, were coming at him from
~ery SIde. Tbell . hea~s were enonnous, their eyes staring at
him, ready t? kill ~. He Wag throwing dishes at them,
bre&!dng cham; agamst the wall, attempting to kill them,
fighting a phantom fight for his life. Summoning all her
courage, for Emile was among the strongest of men, she
w.ent toward him, grabbed his .flailing arms, and tried to push
him .back to the bed He threw off her grasp, screaming a
~arnmg that she too would be killed by the beasts surroundmg them. She fought back, grabbed him again. Again he
pushed her back against the overturned table. Upstairs, she
could. hear .Mme. Dezeuzes suddenly breaking into louder
hysteIIC~ crIes, accompanied by the h orrifying shrieks of M.
DelacqUls.
E~e continued raging around the room, thrashing his
.a.rms. m eve~ direction, overturning his bed and beating off
lIDagInary ammaIs. Mme. Testevin, overwhelmed, dropped
her head on the dge of the overturned table and sobbed.
w~

it

As M. Pommier bamcaded himself within his house to
tight off his enemies with his shotgun, as the eleven-year-old
poy attacked his mother, as M. Sauvet ripped his bed c1othmg to shreds, as Mme. Testevin faced · her u nbelievable
nightm~re ~t La Villette. as the little Marie-Joseph Carle was
sc~ammg In th~ ambulance on her way to the hospital at
AVIgnon, the villagers were not aware of these scattered
eve~ts. The police and the doctors knew, and the signs were
ortunous. But to the villagers as a whole the sickness was
simply continUing !ts uncomfortable cour;e without change.
There .was the temble fear among the populace, and it was
mountmg in the face of the m ystery surrounding the disease.
But the strange phenomenon of the enphorie M ate contin8.6

ue? to rise in crescendo. It was not until nearly midnight on
Fnday, August 24, 1951 , that the terrifying and fastmultiplying proportions and ramifications of the plague became clearly evident to the entire village, in spite of all the
doctors and authorities could do to keep the news of what
was happ~ning-an~ worse, what was about to happenfrom creatmg a paOlc so great that the efforts to fight the
enemy would be lost in total hysteria and confusion.
" Ab~ut one hour before midnight, Friday, August 24, 1951 ,
1 ecloslOn brutale-the savage breaking-aut-began. It came
at the peak. of the tide of the euphorie beate, and in
shocking contrast to it. All during the week the scattered
events had foreshadowed it. In spite of this, the doctors and
the authorities had no available means to control it or to
soften its blow.

SIX
TIm NIGHTMARE began spilling out en masse in both the
village itself and the towns and farms surrounding PontSaint-Esprit, as far as ten kilometers away, as if some cosmic
signal had been given to unleash a diabolic tidal wave. Some
say it was far worse in the narrow streets of the village,
where the shrieks and screams were heard echoing and
resounding against the walls of the houses, ripping through
the night air at unpredictable intervals. Mixed with the cries
of anguish was the ominous wee-waw-wee-waw-wee-waa of
the French ambulance sirens, the screech of their tires. Others say that it was worse on the isolated farms, where wives
alone faced husbands and brothers in uncontrollable tantrums, with no help at hand; or where husbands were forced
to use brute strength to keep their wives or sisters or mothers
from tearing themselves to pieces.
In this region, neighbor to the ghostly caves of Les Baux
which had inspired Dante to write his Inferno the Hotel:
Dieu, the ancient hospital of Pont-Saint-Esprit, became a
scene as vivid as any in Dante's story. There was no mass
hysteria inspiring the victims themselves. The widely separated malades were no more conscious of what was happening
to the others in distant villages than if they had been in
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another country. The victims in the crowded streets were
mentally removed fro m the surroundings before the outbreak
could influence them. Afterward, they lived only in their own
worlds.
There was mass hysteria, but it grew among the people
who were not stricken, as they watched their loved ones and
neighbors suddenly be-come violent and implacable strangers.
But the two were clearly separated: Psychosis from physical
disease; hysteria from sheer fright. The suffocating feeling of
being trapped was insufferable. The overwhelmlng fear,
''where and when will it strike next?" dominated everyone. In
turn, came the feeling of distrust--of neighbors, of friends,
of members of the family. A normal person one minute could
be a demented maniac the next They watched this happen in
front of their eyes. Even those who had Dot eaten the bread
were frozen with fear. There was no guarant e that the
bread was the cause, only a speculation. Some walked
through the streets clutching crucifixes and beads. The exodus
from the village increased in volume, as cars and trucks
made their way out of the streets to other tOWDS, other
houses in foreign cities.
One of the first outbreaks in full public view came late
evening on Friday. Charles Vel adaire, a worker on the Mo~
dragon project, broke suddenly away fr m a group of his
sleepless friends, who were talking in hushed tones that night,
and he let out a piercing scream. He ran from the place de
l'Hotet de Ville, down the rue Beauregard toward the
Rhone, his startled friends chasing him, calling to him to
come back. At the Quai de Luynes he stopped on the edge of
the river and warned his friends to stand back.
"Don't touch me! Stand backl Stand back all of you," he
yelled. "I am dead, do you hear? I am dead! My head is
made of copper, and I have snakes in my stomach! They are
burning, burning, burningl"
He turned to face the wirling current of the Rbone,
which was dark, ominous, and turbulent beneath him. Two of
hi.'i friends approached him cautiously.
"Stand back! Don't come near mel" be yelled again. "The
snakes are burning me, don't you understand? They'll burn
you to deathl"
He turned again and prepared to jump. One friend, . moving swiftly, tackled him at the knees. The other, rushing to
their side, pulled both of them back as they grapple.d on the
edge of the stone embankment All three were pOised precariously until the rest of the group could reach them. The
scuffle continued until it moved back on the darkened quay
under the pressure of the mass of men. There were seven
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others and even then they could barely hold Veladaire down.
He b;oke away once and dashed mildly toward the bank
again, but he was trapped and held d.own unal his struggJ.ing
subsided. On his feet, they guided hun along the rue. SamtJacques and the Boulevard Carnot to the h ospital. ~wice he
broke away again, and twice he was recaptured, bruISed and
bleeding.
Sister Negre in the hospital R oteI~Dieu doorway,
watched them a'pproach. Her heart was filled with despair.
Already the hospital was jammed with desperateiy ill people.
Three were already in a dangerously psychotic state. The
hospital was not equipped to handle this type of case. She
was a mass of bruises from trying to hold down the other
cases. A fourth psychotic was too much for their facilities,
but there were also the duty and responsibility which s e
never shirked. She held open the door as the group, still
scutrung with their friend, moved into the echoing tone
hallway, where bis shrieks were amplified by the hollow
somberness of the ancient building.
Dr. Gabbai later w s to call this night "my night of the
Apocalypse." He arrived at the hospital around eleven, after
Sistre Negre had phoned him about the arrival of Joseph
Puche. M. Puche was a former aviator, a strong and intelligent man, who arrived gasping for breath and in obviously
serious condition. He was placed in a bed on the second
fioor. The other floors had long since been filled up by the
increase in .serious victims who could not be cared for at
their homes.
Parking his car outside the hospital on the Boulevard
Carnot, beliind the cars of Dr. Vieu and Dr. Channac, who
were already there, Dr. Gabbai looked up at the windows.
Every light in the building was blazing. Behind the windows
the figures of the sisters moving back and forth across the
wards could be seen. There was no night and day now in the
hospital. The patients could not sleep because of the mass
insomnia, and the sisters could not sleep because of the
demands of their wakeful patients.
Suddenly a form appeared in a second-fioor window. It
was a man, and he was gesticulating wildly. In a moment he
was on the sill. Two sisters were behind him now, begging
him to get back in the room. Each time they reached out, he
slashed their hands away. It was Joseph Puche, the exaviator.
"Watch!" he shouted to the dark streets below. "Look at
me! rm an airplane, do you understand? I'm an airplane, and
I can fly!"
Dr. Gabbai was transfixed in horror. The two sisters were
.
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begging the man in the name of God to come back in the
building.
"I can fly! Don't all of you believe me?" he yelled. "Watch
me!"
All of this had taken less than ten seconds. With no further
warning, he jumped, arms outstretched as if they were the
wings of an airplane.
He soared through the air, landed on the Boulevard Carnot, almost telescoping both his legs. He screamed in agony.
Dr. Gabbai ran to his side. The sisters ran out of the
hospital. As the doctor reached his side, the blood was
already soaking through his hospital gown from the greenstick fractures. Then, incredibly, he rose up on his shattered
legs and ran full speed down the boulevard. Several stunned
villagers, from the houses around, joined the chase. He was
not caught until he had run fifty meters on two broken legs.
It took eight men and the doctor to drag him, still protesting
that he was an airplane, back to the hospital. It took all eight
to hold him down as the doctor set the fractures. The plaster
casts were applied from the hip down to the toes. Immobilized by the casts, he thrashed his arms wildly about the bed
until exhaustion finally conquered him.
Then, the grotesque and macabre parade began.
Mixed with those who were genuinely stricken with wild
and uncontrollable psychoses were those who were victims of
emotional hysteria, so great was the fear throughout the
village. Th~ hysterical would have to wait; the psychotics
would reqUIre all the resources of the hospital and more. Not
that the cases ~f purely emotional hysteria that developed
would not requITe treatment under ordinary conditions. It
was a question of emergency priority. A hasty "admission
test" was arranged. Only those with clear-cut now-classic
physiological symptoms were admitted. First,' if they had
b,:adycardie-the slow pulse, and mydriase-the enlarged pupils, . the chanc~s were they were the hopeless victims, and
reqUI.red contamment. ~econd, if they were sweating and
creatmg the odor of mIce, a further confirmation could be
made: For the problem now was the sheer physical matter of
contalllment, treatment of any kind being ineffectual.
Then:: w~re three strait jackets in the hospital. By shortly
after mldrught they were all in use. Nearly twenty strong
male volunteers were called into service. The fire department
surrounded the hospital. The police were massed in the hallways .. It was a rearguard action of retreat; the conquest of
the dIsease was becoming, more remote than ever.
. They were nearly all screaming and shouting that long
mght, as they were brought into the hospital on stretchers,
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from trucks, cars, wagons, any form of transportation that
could be pr es~ e d into use, There was the man and wife, both
bleeding and disheveled, who had been chasing each other
around the kitchen table with knives. There was the woman
with delusions of grandeur, who insisted that she was a
baroness and screamed that she was being persecuted when
they dragged ber through the hospital doors. There was the
woman who was absolutely certain that her three children bad
'been drawn and quartered and were hanging from the rafters
of the attic to be made into sausages. There was the man who
clutched .hili head because he was sure that red snakes were
eating biB brain. There was tbe m an cringing and twisting
his body in contortions because there were bandits with huge
donkey ears chasing him. There was the seven-year-old child
whose every toy changed suddenly into a fantastic, indescribable beast. There was the woman screaming that her san was
dead, alt~ough ,he stood beside ber and was helping .her up
the hOSPItal staus. There was the woman shout'illg, ''You've
come to kill me, to poison mel" There was the man who saw
the hospital ~ttend.antg as giant fish with gaping mouths,
ready to eat him alIVe. There was the woman surrounded by
the dead everYWhere.
The dell!siOns were not an horrifying. Some beard giant
celestial choruses singina in the heavens above. Others Saw
flaming, gorgeous bouquets of flowers growing suddenly out
of their hands and feet. Still others saw colors of the mDst
breathtaking beauty everywhere, surrounding everything.
So.me saw in the most ordinary things-a thimble, a fingernail; a shoe- the whole essence of the world and the universe,
a re~e!ation they had never had before, a great religious
mysticISm.
, B.ut most were in terror. As one doctor approached a
VIctIm on her bed, she screamed: "No, Doctor. Do not
approach me. Do not come near mel Look at the fire roarin o
from my fingers ! Regardezi It roars out of each of
fingers. I do not want you to born up! Ne me touchez pas!"
The attacks were fluctuating. The victims would come- into
sudden moments of perfe~t lucidity, Te<.:alling what had happened, but not understanding why they had seen such visions.
Often. they ·were aware that the monsters and flames that
they saw in front of them were not real. vet they saw them
just the same. Actually, the moments of ~aim wet~ ~s terrifym~ as the waves of psychosis, because the victinr, in a fully
rational state, would lie in desperate wait for the Dext attack
t? come, anticipating it, dreading it, knowing it was imposSIble to fend it off.
Outside the hospital, the shocked and stunned familieS' and
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friends stood, looking up at the lighted windows, hearing the
screams of those they loved, helpless to do anything for
them, lost in confusion, wondering who among the watchers
might suddenly become the same as those who were inside.
The strength, the violence, of the victims was almost
unbelievable. At times it took up to fourteen men to hold one
man down. With no more strait jackets available, the victims
were lashed to their beds, screaming in horror. But the bonds
would not hold. As the night continued, the load on the
doctors, the sisters, the firemen, the gendarmes became overwhelming.
Victims were now breaking away from their bonds running back out in the streets, and spilling into the h~spital
garden. There they uprooted tomato stakes and used them to
fight each other; the firemen and police were forced to chase
them, tackle them, and hold them down. By two · in the
morning they were holding, or attempting to hold, more than
forty raving maniacs in the hospital, and the number was
growing by the hour; the manpower to handle the impossible
situation was growing proportionately smaller.
Knowing that the night shift on the Mondragon dam
project was breaking, Dr. Gabbai requested the police to
solicit volunteers from the workers there. Some fifty workers
volunteered; they arrived just in time to help clear the hospital garden and help hold down the struggling victims when
the~ broke away from their ineffectual bonds. The doctors,
haVIng gone almost two hundred hours without sleep, were
coping with a situation in which medicine made no impact
whatever. Haggard and drawn, they directed the volunteers
to confine and contain in order to prevent utter selfdestruction by the victims. The . noise, the confusion, the
stench, were indescribable.
Earlier, the doctors of Pont-Saint-Esprit had taken a few
precious moments to call for more interns from Nimes. But
as the night progressed, it became evident that this was not a
problem for doctors alone. The victims would have to be
interned at the psychiatric hospitals in the nearest citiesNimes, Ayignon, ~on~pellier-hospitals equipped for
severely stncken psychiatrIC patients. At one in the morning
the doctors reached the prefect of Gard at Nimes by telephone and told him that the situation had now become so
gr~ve that upward of fifty people would have to be committed to asylums and that special ambulances to handle such
patien~ must be dispatched at once. But the prefect's hands
were tied: No person under law could be committed to an
asylum without the preparation of elaborate commitment
papers. On the average, it required almost three hours to fill
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out one paper for one patient. It would be an endless job of
p aperwork, req uiring a skilled staff working at top speed. He
did not have the authority to waive the- ruling, which was
strict, and clearly spelled out in the law.
In despair Dr. Gabbai realized it would be impossible to
handle the situation under such a Testriction. He ' put a call
through to the minister of health at Paris, and went back to
the turmoil of the wards to wait for the call to go through.
Numb from frustration and lack of sleep, he and the other
doctors tried to improvise new ways for holding down the
demented people-especiallv in view of the fact that a domi·
nating symptom seemed to' be commonplace: The desire t o
jump from the windows. One victim, just arriving at the
hospital, required immediate medical services. Mme. Rieu, an
elderly lady of the village had suddenly left the bedside of
her equally sick husband, and plunged out the window of her
home. Her fall was broken by a trellis, but her leg was
fractured severely, and she joined M. Pucbe as a second
victim of the insane suicidal desire to jump out the window.
Setting the fracture, the doctor's attention was drawn to a
significant new sign : In addition to being severely ill, both of
Mme. Rieu's feet were showing signs of gangrene.
In the middle of such chaos, a single symptom, even if
serious, might go bv without attention. But in addition to
trying to saVe the affected limb, Dr. Gabbai's thoughts dwelt
for the moment on the significance. Gangrene was a clear
and specific symptom of historical ergotism, and a1on" with
the psychical outbreak, pointed toward a deductive co;firmation of the growing feeE g among the doctors that ergotism
was the cause.
But there was no time now for anything but action. He set
the leg, m ade the patient as comfortable as possible, and
went back through the wards to supervise the groups of
~or~erS, police, and firemen as they held down the struggling
VlctllllS by sheer fo rce. A sudden commotion drew his. aUention in the comer of the ward, and be went toward it.
Pushing through the crowd surrounding the bed of Joseph
Puche, the aviator who thought be could fly without a -plane,
the doctor found the firemen holding back his arms as hestrained to push them away with superhuman strength. He
bad been quiet only moments, before, and had been left alone
for a few moments while the firemen had turned their attention to others needing more care and restraint. Suddenly,
s~meone had noticed that he was sitting up, and had literally
npped off half of ODe of his plaster castS with his bare hands.
Before they could reach him. be. had ripped off mest of ~
rest of the cast, and was beginning to tear the other. Sick at
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heart, Dr. Gabbai began to cut off the remaining plaster in
order to reset the fractures.
By three in the morning, now Saturday, the phone call
came through to the minister of health in Paris. He assured
Dr. Gabbai that the ruling would be waived, and that he had
already ordered the prefect of Gard at Nimes to immediately commit, on a temporary basis, all those who had need of
emergency containment. By 4 A.M. the prefect had called the
Hotel-Dieu to say that help was on the way, including more
gendarmes, militia, interns, strait jackets, known as camisoles
de force, and ambulances.
Meanwhile, the holding action at the hospital continued.
The patients, alternating between their moments of lucidity
and hallucination, formed a continuous, undulating pattern
that drew the volunteer workers back and forth across the
wards to hold down those who had slipped their makeshift
bonds and were desperately struggling to get to the windows.
The compulsion to jump continued through the night. Guards
were put at every window. One volunteer worker from the
Mondragon project suddenly became stricken himself and
had to be tied to a bed by his fellow volunteers.
The odor of mice and stale urine in the wards was overwhelming. The volunteers and hospital workers put handkerchiefs over their faces in a vain attempt to stave off the odor.
A common vision among the sick was that of fireballs
coming toward them, then receding and coming back again.
Zoopsie, hallucinatory visions of animals, was rampant
among the victims, as was logorrhea, excessive and incoherent talkativeness. Later, it was learned that the obsession
with fire was what caused so many of the victims to want to
jump out the windows . The sensation of imminent death and
the delusions of persecution were also frequent all through
the night. One fireman, taking a brief rest outside the hospital in the night air, told a bystander: "I hope God will never
allow again what I have lived through this night." He was a
veteran Resistance fighter who had been captured by the
Nazis and had known all the full terror of the Occupation.
In their calmer periods the patients talked of the astonishing, brilliant, vivid, intense, and unbelievable colors-orange,
red, brilliant white, moving in spirals, glowing from objectsthat encompassed all their surroundings. Others described the
conviction that they had been in a vast room, where the
ceiling descended and the walls closed in on them, ready to
crush them to death. Or there were those who described the
feeling that their arms were pulling into their bodies, their
knees telescoping up into their shoulders and chest. Auditory
hallucinations-the noise of a clock, music, voices-were
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r are but were noted by some. Three of the victims were
abs;lutely sure they were witnessing their own funera~s and
actually invited the fatigued volunteers t? t~ke part m the
obsequies. Nearly always the same h alluclDatlon retumed to
each individual, varying little from the ODt: that struck the
victim at the beginning. Some patients were m helpless confusion, knowing neither time nor space. Some were not even
able to perceive heat when they. were so t~sted. Often the
tetanuslike convulsions would seIZe the patients a~d throw
them into uncontrolled paroxysms, usu ally at the times the
hallucinations began again.
.
As the doctors and the workers at the hospital fought therr
losinjl battle, the mayor and other ~ed-eyed officials .were at
the town hall, attempting to coordinate tra~spo~t:on and
essential information for the stricken and therr familIes. The
crisis was no longer a local one; it was now one f or the
departement and for the · national .government. itself. T he
one local ambulance was hopelessly madequate; It would be
considerable time before the reinforcements could arrive
from Nimes. All emergency phone calls were automatically
routed to the mayor's office by the telephone company.
When the voice of an anguished relative or friend pleaded for
immediate assistance, the siren of the one local ambulance
would scream again, with the piercing; und~ating wail that
only a F rench ambulance bas. Ambulance SIrens. WOUld. s!art
up 135 times in the next three days. A makes~ft statIstical
system was organized. Short forms of comnut~el!t papers
were improvised; names and addresses of the VictIms were
recorded on a growini list that seemed to have no end.
As the overburdened and hopelessly inadequate ambulance
reached the source of the latest call, the gendarmes and
interns who had arrived from Nimes a..fter the first request
would leap out, carrying the stret~ber and an ~prov~sed
strait jacket made of canvas. NeIghbors, many m rught
clothes, would gatber in the cram~ed alley~ and hallways to
see who the new victim was. Weepmg relatives would follow
the stretcher down the narrow stairways, vainly trying to
comfort their loved ones. Other relatives would stand aside,
pressed back against the ancient walls of the house, hands
and fingers to their cheeks, in horror and despair. The struggle to hold the patient on the stretcber, even thougb he was
strapped on it, was most often monumental . ~ the ~ortege
passed, looking much like a funeral. proces~lon, neIghbors
. would vainly try to comfort the freDZled relatives.
M . Guigou was taken from the Hotel Redortier this way,
as well as M. Rieu, who was to join his wife at ihe hospital,
now lying prostrate with her leg in a cast, and gangrene in
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both. feet. The condition of all three was most disturbing,
showmg the same signs revealed by M. Mison as he was
taken to the hospital at Nimes some days before.
The holding battle in the streets and the wards of the
hospital went on until dawn. The ravishing beauty of the
Provenc;:al sunrise went unnoticed, though half the town was
awake. It was market day, and the merchants, arriving from
out of town to set up their stands, were greeted with the
news of the tragedy that had struck the village. But life had to
go on, and they began, tentatively, to assemble their wares
and booths with the recognition that trading, if any that day,
would be chaotic.
Their first direct experience of the extraordinary plight of
the town happened shortly after their trucks and wagons had
arrived. At dawn M. Sauvet, the garage-owner whose attack
the day before had led him to believe that he was a strong
man in the circus, stirred from the sleepless lethargy of his
bed. His wife had left her own sickbed to go to the pharmacy, open all hours on emergency duty. Alone, he began to
feel the inevitable signs of a new attack : the convulsive
jerking of his limbs, the clouding of his vision, the stirrings of
vague and ill-defined impulses which now filled him with
dread. As he sank into his state, he sununoned all his energies
to combat it. He was fully conscious of what had happened
before and of the remorse he felt afterward when he had
surveyed the splintered bed and the ripped sheets. But gradually now, although he fought hard against himself, he again
began to be convinced that he was a circus performer. He
pushed the thought from his mind several times but each
time it returned stronger than ever. The combination of the
rational and the irrational seemed to be tearing his consciousness to pieces. He was sinking into his delusion, and soon
became aware · that it was impossible to resist it. His bedroom
on ~e rue B~auregard was assuming the proportions of a
dressmg room m a circus wagon before his resisting eyes. The
walls were a lovely color, a rare and exotic color he had
never seen before. His night clothes seemed to change miraculously into the tight-fitting leotards of a circus acrobat.
~tr~ngth and c?nfidenc~ surged into him. Usually somewhat
timid and afraId of heights because they caused him great
vertigo, he was ~urprised at the feeling when it first began,
but thought nothing more of it as he marched out his door
down to the Quai de Luynes, and along the embankment of
the Rhone, his nightshirt swinging out behind him. For he
was now an acrobat and a high-wire walker. There was no
question in his mind.
When Mme. Sauvet returned from the pharmacy, she
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entered their apartment quietly in the hope that M. Sauvet
had been able to find some sleep, which he needed so badly.
All night long he had lain awake, despondent over his actions
of the day before and pleading with her not to let it happen
again. She came into the bedroom, saw the empty bed, and
went immediately to the bathroom to find her husband. She
rushed down the stairs to his shop, lying in disuse since the
sickness had come to them. When she realized he was not
there, she gasped and ran into the streets, shouting for help.
The neighbors gathered quickly, fanned out in several
directions. M. Sauvet was spotted within minutes, far along
the Quai de Luynes, approaching the bridge with a confident,
swinging gait.
At the Pont-Saint-Esprit end of the bridge the last two
arches had not yet been restored after the Allied bombing of
1944. In their place was a temporary suspension bridge,
totally out of character with the ancient structure, but serving a useful purpose until the restoration could be completed.
It was of conventional suspension-bridge design, with two
temporary towers, from which hung the customary arc of the
heavy cables supporting the smaller cables which held up the
bridge floor.
Moments after he was first seen in the distance M . Sauvet
began climbing up the side of the embankment by the bridge,
near the fifteenth-century Maison du Roy. He moved swiftly
and surely out onto the bridge, waving left and right in a
magnificent and dramatic entrance into the circus tent that
he alone could see. Before the crowd, including several merchants who left their stalls unattended, could reach him, he
had already mounted the cable and begun a magnificent
tightrope-walking act up the curve of the cable toward the
tower. When the incline became too great, he dropped to his
knees, and apelike, made his way halfway up the cable.
In minutes he was playing his high-wire act for a real
audience: gaping villagers who watched him bow and acknowledge his imagined applause. Holding on with one hand,
he would "style" himself in a grotesque arabesque high above
the Rhone, which was directly below him, and the awed
townspeople on the bridge and along the quay. In the crowd,
Mme .. Sauvet pleaded with him to come down, alternately
covenng her eyes and looking up again . Gingerly, two of the
gendarmes made their way up the cable and gently tried to
persuade M. Sauvet to come back down, but without success.
The high-wire act continued for almost fifteen minutes.
Hastily mustered firemen , exhausted from their macabre
night at the hospital, improvised a net extending out over the
boiling Rhone. Gradually the pseudoacrobatics began to
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f~de. into jerky, un oordinated movements. M . Sauvet swayed
d~l1y, the sat down on the. cable, clenching the sides of it

WIth both hands. He began ruching slowly toward the outstretched arms of the gendarmes. The crowd stopped its
murmurin~, and a silence fell over it. Mme. Sauvet caught
her breath, clutched the shoulder of a neighbor. The forms of
the two policemen and the slight body of M. Sauvet grew
cl?~er together, inches at a time. He was now trembling and
WItnered, no longer the brave and glorious acrobat His
shaking band reached ont for that of the first gendar";e At
first they did not meet, and the crowd gasped as M. Sa~vet
!urched sideways. Then h e !egained his balance and lunged
lDto the arms of the first policeman, the second one steadying
the two of them as they inched further down the cable to the
sidewalk of the bridge. Mme. Sauvet burst through the
cr?w d, embraced her husband, and clung to him as he was
gmded to the police car. The crowd, in subdued borror
dispersed and made their way back toward the streets of th~
village.
Br now .it was jus~ after six. At the hospital, the scene
contInued Its undulating violence-and-relapse pattern. The
exhausted staff would feel at times that the moments of calm
were increasing, only to have an outburst explode in the
corner of the ward, more intense than ever.
The convoy appeared on Route N ational 86, the m ain
road ~rom Nimes to Pont-Saint-Esprit, crawling down the
last bIll from Bagnols-sur-Ceze, moments after M. Sauvet
was led away to the police car and the H~tel-bieu. Later it
was ~escribed as "un~ petite comMie de Provence." Right
DOW. It was deadl~ senous. u:ading the convoy was a Peugeot
403 , the automobile of the director of the hospital at Nimes
in charge of the expedi tion ordered by the prefect of Gard.
Several. members of the hospital staff accompanied him.
Immediately behind was a military ambulance, with six atten?ants from the armed services as a crew. Its windows were
omInously barred. Behind this was the psychiatric ambulance
from the Nimes hospital, with six white~suited interns. A
third am bulance followed with six hospital orderlies from
Nimes. also dressed spotlessly in white. Further behind was
a car C<!ntaining six Nimes firemen in full uniform. The
caravan wo~d along the route de Ba~ols, past the home of
D r. Ga~baI, reached the place de Ia Republique. Then it
turned nght at the corner, past the Fontaine de I Navigation, then down along the Boulevard Carnot to the entrance
of the Hatel-Dien. G reeted by th Pont-Saint-Esprit doctors~ the fresh. new staff moved into action immediately.
The worst cases, the most violent, were 1aken first. As the
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crews approached them in the wards, great confusion blossomed again. Untied from their beds, the victims fought with
superhuman strength against the strangers from Ntmes;
strait jackets flew across the wards as the victims tossed aside
both crew and equipment in their struggle to free themselves.
The reinforcement crews again were not enough. Merchants
left their stands unattended to . help. The patients were
brought out the ornate doorway of the Hotel-Dieu to the
Boulevard Carnot, where the three ambulances were waiting.
The uniforms of militia, police, national gendarmes, orderlies, interns, and firemen blended with the street clothes of
the merchants and workers and the hospital gowns and torn
remnants of the victims' clothing. Relatives and friends tryiJ:tg to bring reassurance, struggled to get through the police
hnes, tears streaming down their faces. Pushed behind the
barred windows of the vans, the victims continued their wild
struggles inside, even though their arms were now restrained
by the camisoles de force. Some of the relatives, victims of
the milder and purely psychological hysteria, pressed their
faces against the barred windows and beat on the sides of the
vans in despair and frustration.
Officials made frenzied attempts to fill out commitment
papers, even though the ruling was temporarily waived by the
special dispensation from Paris. Authorities pleaded with
relatives to sign the papers, but many were reluctant, fearing
some vague kind of reprisals and reproaches from the victim
whe~ he was released. Adding to the chaos created by the
genymely psychotic was the collective hysteria in the village,
which h!'ld. mounted now to gargantuan proportions. The
do.cto~s inSisted and checked that the precise physiological
cntena be applied to all who were assigned to the Ntmes
ambulances so that those suffering from the collective panic
would not be confused with the others. No horror film could
have created a more overwhelming scene. Orderlies who had
been used to handling violent mental patients were stunned
by the scene that greeted them. One of them commented that
he would rather try to handle five demented persons trying to
attack him than one who was trying to escape.
By now the core of reporters from Paris, Marseilles, Nice,
Bordeaux, Switzerland, Spain, and Germany had grown to
near~y a dozen. More were on the way. The doctors, the
relabves, the authorities, even the patients, were harassed by
them throughout the morning. They went to any length to
take photographs, following the overworked and exhausted
doctors, eventually throwing up a wall between the press and
the townspeople, who united solidly against them.
Heartbroken through it all was M. Briand. His wife was in
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bed now, unable to move for several days. H e had not been
able to sleep for over two hu ndred hours another victim
himself of the same poisoning that h ad stricken everyone.
He kept endlessly asking the same question in his mind:
"Where did 1 go wrong? Where did I go wrong?" The words,
the p hrase, became an obsession, an idee fixe that matched
the intensity of the compulsions of all the others who were
stricken. He was, in a sense, a double victim: physically sick
from the bread, emotionally shattered by the thought that his
bread had brought mass tragedy to the village. Over and over
again in his mind he retraced the night of August 15-16 and
the processes he and his helper went through. The gray flour
haunted him, yet it had been almost standard among all the
bakers over the preceding weeks, and their protests h ad been
loud. H e was not a cbemist, had no way of even dreaming
that the flour could have been so deadly. And how could his
bread alone have contained such a concentrated amount of
whatever poison it was? What about the other sicknesses, just
coming to public light now, from the bread of M . J aussent,
M. Monier, M . Griotti? His shop was clean; there were no
other ingredients involved except flour. water, yeast, and salt.
Why was the system of distribution so cumbersome that the
bakers had to take what they were given fro m the Union
Meuniere? Why had something so unbelievably tragic h appened to binl after thirty years as a boulanger?
As the major outbreak raged through the town, M.
Briand resolved LlJat he himself would try to track down the
cause, if there were any possible way be could do it He
knew that technically he was responsible for the results
caused by what he delivered to his clients, but he would at
least be able to search for the primary cause, and place the
ultimate respon ibility where it belonged.
His bitterness against the attitude of the U nion Meuniere
was profound. In effect, all the bakers had been told by the
organization: "The flour you are receiving is difficul to
'work,' but work it anyway."
He had ''worked it anyway," as aU the other bakers had
done. The result was that he sat, impotent, and saw himself,
his wife and his helper fall desperately ill, and his frie nds and
neighbors become raving maniacs. His sorrow and confusion
were overwhelming. As a deeply religious man, he prayed,
but even that failed to bring him any comfort.
To punctuate his feeling of hopelessness tbat morning of
the crise, a woman went by th shop, stopped abruptly, and
spat on his window.
It took two round trips by the three emergency ambu100

lances to clear most of the severe cases from the HotelDieu. The scenes, as the victims were forced into the barred
vehicles, were heartbreaking. The doctors had not only been
without sleep for over two hundred hours, but during the
latest crisis, had not stopped to eat. Even with the arrival of
the additional internes from Nlmes, they could not slow
their efforts. There were decisions to be made about the
cases, about who might remain at the Hotel-Dieu, about
where others were to be sent, diagnoses to be reported,
relatives to be informed, temporary commitment papers to
be organized and approved. In addition, new cases were
coming. The local ambulance was continuously wailing out
from in front of the Hotel de Ville all during the morning.
Ambulances were also arriving from Avignon, Orange, and
Montpellier. These were put into local service or sent out to
surrounding villages, or used to carry the victims to the most
propitious hospital. The children were sent to Avignon; the
most violent, to Montpellier and Nlmes. But no real classification could be set up under the chaotic circumstances. The
main objective was to prevent people from destroying themselves until the disease could be pinpointed and some kind of
therapy could be found that worked. The only consolation
for some was that no more victims had died, although many
felt this would have been less horrible than the terrifying,
nightmarish scenes that continued during Saturday morning.
That the victims had to be taken so far away from the village
was most painful to the relatives, as was the appalling sight
of their loved ones behind iron bars as they were driven
away.
By noon Dr. Gabbai was able to turn his attention to an
urgent message from La Villette. The farmhouse was a
shambles, according to the messenger who brought the news.
Mme. Testevin was helpless, and Emile, naked, was running
amok in the yard, threatening to run into town. The other
three patients were hopelessly psychotic in the upstairs
rooms, though apparently under control.
Dr. Gabbai commandeered the military ambulance and its
crew and led them out to La Villette in his own car. News
had spread in the village that everyone at the farmhouse had
died during the night, and when the doctor and ambulance
arrived at La Villette, a crowd had gathered around the iron
entrance gate, in spite of the fact that this was a considerable
distance from the center of the village.
Emile was standing, naked, on the dung pile, shouting at
the top of his lungs. Mme. Testevin was by the well, pleading
with him to come into the house. Emile was yelling that he
had to go to the barber shop, but couldn't because of the
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animals surrounding him. He cried out to Mme. Testevin to
get the tigers out of the way, so he could go into ~own. D r.
Gabbai came in through the gate and walked directly to
Emile. He had great respect for the doctor, and the entrance
ad a major effect on him. B is voice died down from a
hout, and more softly he begged the doctor to get the
animals out of the way.
The doctor played along with his delusion, ~oftly persuading him to com e down off the pile, and move IDto the house.
He did so, reluctantly at M t, more cooperatively later. I n
the house he slumped on a chair in the wrecked confusion of
the dining room. weak, listless, silent.
Calling in two of the military aides from the am bulance to
watch Emile the doctor went upstairs to look at the other
patients with' Mm~. Teste,:,in. He~ husban~ was l'~sting quietly
on the bed, shoutlDg out lDstrUCtiOns to b lS hunting dog. In a
sudden change of scene, he invited the doctor to join him in a
meal which he believed to be in front of his eyes: Giant
pbeasants and thrusbes, crisply roasted and garnished with
rich sauces, a huge vat of potage de legumes, a tub of
salade Niroise, a side of hi/leek drenched in gravy. This
Pantagruelian feast, the doctor surmised, was a reflection of
the frustration M. Testevin faced from the restrictions placed
on his diet over the past years because of his liver condition.
Two other victims bad demonstrated the same delusions the
night b efore; each of them bad been on carefully regulated
diets before the outbreak.
Madame Dezeuzes was still crling, not baving stopped the
enti..re night. M. Deiacquis, conscious of the doctor's entrance
lnto his room, was back in bed, and introduced eight of his
army companions from World War I, who be insisted were
sitting in a circle around his bed.
Coming out into the hall, the doctor said, "Emile must be
taken away. It is urgent."
"But be needs our care," said Mme. Testevio. "The hospital will make him worse."
"He is very sick. All of them are very sick. But he is the
worst. You cannot possibly handle aU this."
Mme. Testevin was adamant. "It will make him worse. He
is quiet DOW, iSll't he?"
"It will not last long," said the doctor. "They will stay
quiet only for moments-, then go off again ."
"I'm sure 1 can make him well again," sh e insisted.
"Would you rather have me send your husband?" The
doctor was firm.
"Win they take good care of him?" she asked.
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"They will do everything they can," he said. "There are so
many like this. You must understand."
There were four strait jackets in the ambulance. They
brought two of them in, for in some cases during the previous night one strait jacket had been ripped by the violence
and extraordinary strength of the victim, a feat difficult to
accomplish even under severe strain. Two orderlies and two
of the military aides approached him gingerly from both
sides, because the doctor had warned them about Emile's
strength. Quietly but ready for any emergency, they took
hold of each of his arms. Emile rose meekly. They wrapped a
blanket around him and led him out through the yard, past
the staring crowd.
Mme. Testevin, watching from the doorway, was crying,
but she was also tense. What would they do if Emile, with his
enormous strength, fought against going? She watched as
they led him out through the gate and up the back steps of
the barred van. Inside, she could see them strap his arms
down to his sides. He was still passive. He did not resist. She
noticed a large pair of, handcuffs dangling from the back
pocket of one of the orderlies and the two strait jackets over
the arm of another. Emile was staring straight ahead, apparently not conscious of anything around him.
"Please, God," she muttered to herself, "don't let them
have to use those things on Emile."
The doors of the van were closed, and it began pulling
away. Emile had gone quietly, and her prayer had seemed to
be answered.
But the wagon had gone only a few feet when she heard
from within it a muffled shriek of the most blood-curdling
intensity. She clutched at the arm of Dr. Gabbai beside her,
and turned her head away.

SEVEN
WHEN THE CARAVAN arrived on its first trip to the Centre
Hopital of Nlmes, the crews led, pulled, tugged, and lifted
the patients from the barred ambulances into the psychiatric
wing, where extra beds had been hastily erected. Directing
the operation was Dr. Georges Pitot, who with his thick
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lenses, cropped hair, and long white jacket, appeared calm
and organized in spite of the chaotic scene in the open
driveway of the hospital. Spectators were gathered here, too,
watching from the driveway entrance in impersonal awe.
There were no friends or relatives now, no tears, no outcries
from the spectators.
Emile did not remain quiet
Seven of the crew tried in vain to drag him from the
ambulance, while the other patients in his ambulance threw
themselves against the walls and seats, trying to climb over
and out of the door to the illusion of freedom.
The shouts all around from the patients continued without
cease.
'~y are you bringing me here? Why? Why? Why?" a
victim who had returned to his senses was crying. ''I am well
again. Please, please, please, don't put me in here. N ot
behind bars, please! I have done nothing wrong!"
Beside him, an older m an was crying, "My belly is full of .
snails. They are burning me to death! I am in the water. I am
sending out r adio messages everywhere. Get me the X ray,
get me the X ray, and you can seel"
A woman in the same ambulance beside him, waited ber
turn quietly, her bead lowered. "M y son is dead, my son is
dead," she kept repeating.
Anotber, a young man, was crying, "Please, Sirs, cut my
skin. Cut my skin! I'll feel better. Get m e a bicycle and cut
my skin!"
But Emile, the last to be removed from the ambulance,
was saying nothing. He was fighting-fighting with a fury
that held off the seven men and the reinforcements sent to
aid them. Sweating, grim, determined, two of the crew at last
slipped a strait jacket over his arms. They shouted with relief
to the other orderlies outside the van. But then they watched
in stunned amazement as Em ile ripped the tough canvas and
split it down the middle with his hands. Another camisole de
force was passed along. Incredibly, be ripped that one also.
The orderlies were replaced by the military aides, with more
strait jackets in reserve. They worked and struggled, as Emile
tore through seven consecutive strait jackets. F inally they
were able to envelop him in two strait jackets at once, and
the battle was over.
Scufiling, kicking, h e was dragged out across the driveway
and up to his cell with its barred windows, its tiny observation window in the iron door, its irrevocable lock. With the
same detachment that all who work with the demented must
assume, the orderlies tied him to his cot with giant leather
straps as he strained against his strait jackets. The crew left,
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Jocked the door, and went back to their gruesome and
unwelcome job of bringing the others to the same fate.
Emile, his arms and Jegs bound with leather, had a moment of lucidity as he lay there on the cot. He desperately
wanted his freedom, b ut an he could do was stare at the
ceiling. Various memories-the giant, grotesque anim als' the
tigers ; the fight against phantasm agoria; the shattered f~rni
ture in the dining room ; the scene on the dung pile where he
stood naked and had the insane desire to go to the barber
shop-passed through his mind. He kept asking himself why
he had done these things. Why did he see those animals at
once so real and so illusory? Why was he suffering so? What
had happened to his mind, his emotions, and his feelings? He
was a kind man, a man who loved people, who loved his
work in the vineyards with the rich soil, the smell of grapes
and the tying of the vines. He cried when he thought of what
he must have done to Mme. Testevin when she tried to help
him during his attack. He loved the Testevins and was almost
a. member of the f amily. T hey treated him with love and
kindness, and he worked on the vineyards as if they were his
own.
Then a veil began descending over his consciousness again.
The strap.s were biting at his arms and legs. He must get back
to .La Villette to make amends for his utterly destructive
actIOns. He must tell Dr. Gabbai how sorry he was to have
caused him so much trouble. He must explain why he acted
the way he did. The tigers had been so rea] he had felt their
breath on him; he had felt the wetness of their giant mouths
and the sharpness of their teeth; that they had been real and
not-real at the same time; that the colors of the walls and of
th~ trees ~nd of the dung pile had been so vivid they made a
ram?ow IDto .a dwarf of dullness; that he must repair the
furnIture, straIghten the room, return to his work with the
harvest time coming so near. H e must do all this' he must
not lie here in this cell any longer. H e must act, ~d act at
once, be~ause though he hated it, he could see now, clearly
and uOlm.stakably, another tiger in the corner of the room.
}.Ie was lIcking his paw, casually, indifferently, taking occaSIOnal glances in Emile's direction. Emile lifted his head to
~ook .at him. Now he was confused. Was the tiger .real--{)f
Imagt.ned? J:Ie could no longer doubt its existence. A nd why
was It. starIng at him now? Why was it rising, stretch ing,
breathing more heavily? And why was it coming toward him
now, slowly, threateningly, directly to him until its eyes were
now enormous, its mouth slobbering right by his throat.
He shrieked. The echoes in the empty room thundered
back at him. Then the tiger pounced toward his throat. No
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one paid attention to his screams, because there were others
doing the same thing in their cells all along the. corridor.
.
Sure that the tiger was now engulfing him, he bent his
head down toward his right arm, found that his teeth could
reach the thick leather strap. Frantically, he began chewing,
sinking his teeth deeper and deeper into the bitter, thick and
sweat-soaked leather. He chewed and ripped away chunks of
the strap as wide as the palm of his hand. Spitting them out,
he attacked the strap again, until his jaws ached and he felt
excruciating pain in his teeth. He began to taste blood. He
spit out another large chunk of leather-and with it, two of
his front teeth. Now he worked with the side of his mouth;
slowly the strap gave way, and one hand was free. He
attacked another strap, and more of his teeth fell out on his
chest. There were more animals coming into the cell now
from every direction: giant spiders, snakes, more tigers.
Desperately, almost sitting upright n9w, he continued eating
his way through the second strap. More of his teeth fell out
au the floor and the bed until all the top and bottom teeth in
the front of his mouth were nothing but stubs or roots. Then
he pulled himself free of his fixed bed and rushed to the
barred windows. Turning, he saw the horrified face of an
orderly in the tiny observation window. The man called down
the corridor for help .
They were all coming to kill him now, Emile felt. H e
gripped two of the iron bars on the window; pulled them in a
frenzy with every ounce of strength he could summon. They
moved, bent nearly an inch under his superhuman pressure.
The blood in his mouth was filling his throat; his teeth were
splitting with pain.
.
He was slumping by the bent bars of the window when the
six orderlies burst into the room. It took all of them to
grapple with him, skid him down the hall, down the stairs to
a subterranean cell.
Dr. Georges Pitot, psychiatric chief of the Centre Hopital
de Nimes, took a great deal of pride in his growing psychiatric section of the hospital. Born in 1904, he had taken his
medical training at the University of Montpellier, and his
psychiatric special~zation at ~arseilles. Now he and. h~s wife,
Dr. Marguerite PltOt, were III the process of rebUildIng the
psychiatric staff and equipment at Nimes after the severe
disruption of the Second World War.
Like Dr. Gabbai, he had been on vacation when the
tragedy first struck Pont-Saint-Esprit. Driving back in two
days from the Alps, he arrived to find M. Mison .at the
hospital in the throes of death, but the extent of the SIckness
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was still not clear. Everybody who could be of possible use
was being mobilized and being a systematic man, he began
the attempt to anal~e the symp~oms, while t\~e toxicologists
were desperately trying to orgaruze the analysIs of the bread
.
'
samples and viscera.
Along with the other doctors, hiS feelIngs leaned toward
the ergot theory as the most possible cause; bu t like the other
medical men. he was working in the dark , and he was
cautious. The most detailed case histories of outbr eaks of
ergot poisoning were from the seventeenth . c~ntury, and in
researchina them he found that the descnpuons w~re far
more literary than scientific. Two days before the mgh t of
the crisis at P ont-Saint-Esprit, "the night of the Apocalypse... •
he had l?ored over the ancient papers and read of the plagues
of ergotlSm that had struck several mid-European villages in
times past. He found that the doctors then bad fought the
outbreaks of St. Anthony's F ire, or mal des ardents, with the
same futility the doctors in and around Pont-Saint-Esprit
were facing now.
''This disease is caused by the usage of bread and of flour
containing ergot of rye." be read in the Dictionnaire Encyclopedie de Science M edecine. It was a musty volume,
with yellowed pages and a cr acked cover, published in 1887
in Paris, and unearthed now in the medical library at M ontpeUier, where Professor Gaston Giraud, dean of the School
of Medicine, and Professor H ughes Latour the chef de CUnique were already at work correlating their own personal
observations with the information coming from the doctors
at Pont-Saint-Esprit. "Linne [a French physician of the
time] gives it the name of Raphania" ; the text continued,
''Wepfner [another doctor of the epoch], that of Convulsio
ab ustilagine; others, th at of Convulsio cerealis. The common
names are St. Anthony's Fire, m alignant fever, and convulsion of Sologne [a region of France]."
The tract went on to say th at this disease had raged in
epidemic form in Silesia, Prussia, Bohemia, Sweden, and in
some of the provinces in the cen ter of F rance, p articularly
in Sologne. Among the most severe epidemics were those in
Wiirttemberg in 17 35, Gatinais in 1674, and Lucerne, Bern,
and Zurich in the same general era.
The epidemics, it was noted in the text, seemed to OCCUI
after years of considerable rainfall and were due mainly to
the negligence of the fa rmers, who permitted ergot-diseased
grain to be mixed in with the ordinar y grain, creating an
inferior, disagreeable flour. The year 1951, t he doctor reflected, had been wet and humid. The dictionary went on to say
that there were many dou bts as to the origins, the etiology,
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of ergotism, and it was thought that perhaps the general low
level of hygiene experienced in past epochs contributed to the
outbreak of the disease. One doctor attributed the mysterious
and elusive cause to the seeds of a plant known as Raphania
raphanistrum, mixed with wheat and rye. There was no
doubt, however, that the Fire of St. Anthony was due to
ergot, regardless of the mysteries concerning its exact properties.
The symptoms, the encyclopedia explained, consisted of
dizziness, stupefaction, and extreme troubles of the sight and
hearing. A sort of drunkenness developed, and in many cases,
severe convulsions. With the convulsions was great delirium,
and the pupils of the eyes dilated widely. There was gangrene
of the extremities in some cases. Furthermore, during the
epidemics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the
victims suffered severe heartburn, a feeling that they were
alternately burning up and freezing, and a loss of the consciousness of time and place, in addition to the convulsions
and the extreme hallucinations. Not all who died suffered
from gangrene, but all the victims generally showed a slowing
of the pulse and circulation.
Also noticed were severe damage to the eyes, severe digestive upsets, and hemorrhages experienced by women, along
with some cases of abortion. But, the paper concluded confidently, all of this is only of historical interest, since "the
epidemics of st. Anthony's Fire are no longer 'seen ...."
Dr. Pitot noted with a grim irony that the seventeenthcentury treatment for the disease, reviewed by the doctors of
1887, included bleeding, emetics, purgatives, and tonics. Opium and ammoniacs had also been used. This was hardly very
helpful advice in the face of all the present-day sick in
Pont-Saint-Esprit. The fact was that even modern medical
research offered little or no hope for constructive treatment
against the diseases of ergotism. The most advanced treatment merely withdrew the source of the poison and alleviated
the symptoms: maintaining adequate circulation to the extremities; using vasodilators such as choline esters, nitrites,
and papaverine; relieving nausea and vomiting with atropine;
and prescribing calcium gluconate for muscle pains unresponsive to massage and exercise. Again, hardly effective ammunition for fighting dozens of raving maniacs and scores of others
unable to sleep for nearly two hundred hours, even if indeed
the ergot theory were correct.
The other historical material available to the doctors was
hardly more comforting or illuminating. There were the
pictures of the flaming indignities provoked by St. Anthony'S
Fire during the Middle Ages. In 1089, an observer wrote:
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"We could see many 'ergotists' in the village, bowels devow-ed by sacred fire, either dying wretchedly or living with
gangrened limbs." When the town of La Motte-au-Bois in the
province of Dauphine, some hundred kilometers from PontSaint-Esprit, Was stricken by ergotism in the Middle Ages,
a nobleman and his son, both afHicted with the disease,
called on St. Anthony and were cured by what they thought
was the presence of St. Anthony's relics in the town. The
relics b ad been captw-ed by the Saracens in 532 and taken to
Constantinople, but they had been brought back to Dauphine by a conscientious pilgrim. The nobleman and his son
then set up a lay society to cure the ill who were smitten by
the disease. E en then the disease was nothing new. Ergot in
rye had been mentioned in the Bible by the prophet Amos;
Pliny bad mentioned it in his Naturol H istory. It was used in
the tenth century in Tburingia for its strange power to hasten
childbirth; it is still used under controlled modem medicine
for the same thing today. "There is a tingling and burning of
the hands and feet," one writer described the symptoms, "and
then a frightful heartburn. Fingers and toes are bent nearly
double and clamped; the mouth is full of foam. Often the
tongue is lacerated by the strength of the convuisions. There
is .a severe secretion of spittle. The sick utter that they 'a re
bemg destroyed by a burning fire. They feel great giddiness,
and some of them become blind; the intellectual capacities
are polluted, a fog comes over and destroys tbe mind."
The more sophisticated observations of the nineteenth centu~ r ecognized that ergot was a par asitic fungus growth on
gratn, called Claviceps purpurea. A dense tissue forms in the
ovaries of rye and gradually repiaces the entire substance of
the grain with a hard, purple, curved body called the sclerotium. This is the commercial source for pharmaceutical ergot,
reco~d in modern m edicine as a very useful but often
puzzling drug. It was only in the nineteen-thirties that many
of the ergot alkaloids were discovered and defined chemically, b.ut even today many facts are elusive. One thing is
ce~trun: All ,the ergot ~ka101ds are derivatives of lysergic
aCId, a cheIDlcal that still has much mystery surrounding it
today. Useful for migraine, epilepsy, hypertension, hastening
childbirth, and other diseases, the ergot alkaloids, improperly
used, are dangerous.
The many signs in the historical and medical material that
pointed t~ ergotism as the cause of the Pont-Saint-Esprit
~gedy still proved nothing. There were £ertainly close historIcal parallels here, but Dr. PilOt knew that modem medicine
could not proceed totally 0 ,b unches and that the most
pressing current necessity was the research of Ihe toxicolo109

gists, who were now working with a formidable mass of
specimens that had to be carefully handled or the tests would
be next to useless. In the meantime, as the ambulances
screeched into Nimes with their flailing, writhing human
cargoes, Dr. Pitot recognized tha.t .he a~d his colleagues faced
a major embarrassment. TranquilIZers ill the p.ost~ar. France
of 1951 were unavailable, and there was no lDdlcatIon .that
they would be effective if they were available. Such barbiturates as gardenal and morphine were useless: as. were !he
hypnotic drugs, which are usually very effec:tlve 10 curbmg
psychotic outbreaks. The lamentable and tragic fact that had
to be faced at the moment was that the doctors had no other
therapy for all these suddenly psychotic people, who were
usually perfectly normal, but strait jac~ets and. leather straps.
The shrill cries of the ambulances lD the village of PontSaint-Esprit did not stop all through the following day ~nd
night. The calls were less frequent now, but the un~ertalDty
about when and where the next blow would fall continued to
hang like a pall over the town. Th~ villa~ers struggled to
carry on their ordinary, everyday affairs, . as If by. sheer force
of will and attention to the concrete details of eXIstence, they
could erase the memories of the previous nights. It was a
hopeless attempt, of course, because th.e crisis was still c<;mtinuing. The Eynards both went to thell office the. follo~mg
morning, and oddly enough, found that none of their patlents
had canceled their dental appointments for the day. M.
Boudenne opened up his hat-and-sporting-goods store as usual and sold several new fishing rods, a large rubber beach
ball a new set of boules, and two pairs of tennis shoes.
M~e. Carle, still weak and utterly despairing about. little
Marie-Joseph, who was now tied to her bed in the hospital at
Avignon, found that she could stop herself from a complete
breakdown only by checking the inventory at the . grocery
store; her husband, in the bedroom upstaIrS, continued to
boom out the numbers of the window panes- one through
six-without stopping.
.
.
Mme. Eynard found that she could keep her mmd In
better peace by helping her husband .and trying to conc~n
trate on examining molars and bicuspids, although h~r mmd
kept slipping back to the scenes of hO.rror they ?ad wltnes..sed
the past two days. Their office was directly b~slde t~e Hotel
de Ville outside of which the ambulances With their barred
window; stood, mutely waiting for their next call . .Each. ti!lle
the sirens wooshed into action, she felt as if their buildmg
trembled and winced at the thought of the scenes that would
be taking place as the back doors of the vehicles wer~ swung
open, and another victim was whisked away from hiS weep110

ing relatives and neighbors. She li~tened to ma~y stories from
the patients that morning; a persistent one bet?g that many
of the victims had now escaped from the hospltals and were
coming back to wreak vengeance on their rel~tives for permitting them to be taken away. One of her patients, who had
seemed perfectly norm al, left the office nd suddenly .started
to scream in the streets beside. the ambulance outside the
town hall. She was swiftly led into the ambulance and taken
away.
Leaving the office at Innchti~e, the Eynards encount~re d
two friends, a husband and wife, and they talked qUIetly
about the urgency of the situation and what could be done
about it. The couple was concerned because they had eaten a
considerable amount of the bread; they had already been ill.,
but were feelin o better that day. By nightfall they bad been
taken away to Montpellier, both demented. The young engineer joined the Eynards for lunch. When he volunteered to
go out to buy matches, which they n eeded, he found himself
carrying several potatoes from tp.eir kitchen. wi~ ~. Word
from Francine was that her stsler was still slttmg at the
kitchen table, n ever sleeping, never speaking to anyone, and
in almost complete catatonic withdrawal. The worst shock to
Mme. Eynard was seeing forme!ly nOf1~a1 men and women
suddenly change and then seeing thel[ contorted facessometimes hopeless, sometimes protesting, sometimes beseeching--staring out the barred windows of the ambulances.
The reporters-now nearly thirty of them-were sweeping
over the towD, continuing in greater force their demands for
information, which even the authorities could not give them.
They congregated at the Cafe de l'Univers, the Cafe des
Voyageurs, the afe d~ la Bo~rse, sipping .pastis ~r. vermouth, trading information, making macabre Jokes, Sliding a
few francs to waitresses and bartenders for fragments of
information. Where information was lacking, creative ingenuity came into play. One reporter bought a mess of fish, took
them to the Rhone, and threw them in, along with some
large chunks of bread. He photographed the dead fish 8wirl~
ing- in the current by the bread, and sent the picture back to
his paper in Paris with the caption that even the fish ha~
been poisoned by Ie pain maudit, "the accuxsed bread," as It
was now labeled by another enterprising reporter. The phrase
caught on and has remained the label for the entire tragedy
over the years.
The Paris headlines screamed with the news: nm popuLATION OF PONT- AINT-ESl'RIT NO LONGER DARES TO EAT BlI.EAD
• •• MONSTERS AND FLAMES HAUNT T HE MINDS OF THE POISONED OF SAINT-ESPlUT • • • TERROR AND M ADNESS BANG OVJ!R
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PONT-SAINT-ESPRIT; THE MYSTERIOUS "ST. ANTHONY'S FIRE"?
In French, the impact was stinging: TERREUR ET LA FOLIE
PLANENT SUR PONT-SAINT-ESPRIT; FEU DE ST. ANTOINE?
"It is neither Shakespeare nor Edgar Poe," wrote one
reporter.
It is, alas, the sad reality all around Pont-Saint-Esprit
and its environs, where terrifying scenes of halluc!nations are taking place. They are scenes taken straIght
out of the Middle Ages, scenes of horror and pathos,
full of sinister shadows. The doctors are beside themselves with work; the rumors are wild and contradictory; fear hangs over the village everywhere. No one
knows when it will end.

A terrifying new rumor was gaining, a rumor that seized
the village with the most excruciating terror. It was pass~d
from mouth to mouth with a most electrifying speed. A wIld
and insane criminal was loose in the town, had poured poison
into the flour, and was now at work poisoning the wat~r
supply and all the food of the merchants he could get hIS
hands on; he was so subtle and diabolic that he masqueraded as a respectable person; no one would know who he was
by observing his actions. He appeared so normal he could be
anybody's friend or relation. When the police took into
custody an unnamed man for questioning, the rumor was
fanned into a blazing bonfire. The more timid of the population boarded themselves in their houses, drank Badoit, Vichy,
or Evian water, and prayed that they would not be stricken
themselves.
At Bagnols-sur-ceze, M. Gillot, an inspector in the antifraud squad, inspecteur au Service de la Repression des
Fraudes, was pawing through and minutely examining three
hundred empty flour sacks that had been placed under seal
by his department. Somewhere in the forest of sa.ckcloth
might be the clue that could unravel the mystery, whIch was
becoming more horrifying every day because ~t lurked so
deeply in the shadows of the unknown. As M. GIllot ~o~nted
away in the thick white dust of the warehouse, CommIssIoner
Georges Sigaud questioned Jean Bousquet, the forty"fiveyear-old distributor for the Union Meuniere, about the flour
that had come into the region under the distribution system.
What wagons had arrived at the station at Bagnols-sur-Ceze
since the first part of August? Where had they come from?
Were they sealed properly? What were the numbers and
dates on their labels? How many kilograms came from what
millers? What deliveries had he made to M. Briand? To M.
H2

Jaussent? When, and under what circumstances? How were
the sacks transported? In what trucks? How many quintals of
flour came from M. Maillet? How many times had M.
Bousquet demanded that the Union Meuniere do something
about the gray flour being delivered? What did he tell the
mayor of Saint-Genies-de-Comolas when he protested so
loudly about the flour? It was a long, tough interview. But it
was not a question of hostility. Each man was as anxious to
find the common enemy as was the other.
Since August 23, the press had been promising that the
results of the laboratory tests would be immediately forthcoming. These predictions, however, failed to take into account the complexities of the job faced by the toxicologists.
The authorities and the police were swamped with demands
for a definitive answer to the cause of the poisoning, and this
led them in turn to place more pressure on the laboratory in
Marseilles. The pressure was useless, since the toxicological
results were controlled by chemical processes and reactions
that simply could not be hurried.
The bread samples that were collected by the Fourteenth
Mobile Brigade and sent to Professor Ollivier at the police
scientific laboratory at Marseilles were tagged and labeled as
to their sources, carefully wrapped, and ready for processing.
Some of them were full loaves from M. Briand's shelves;
others were half-eaten loaves or chunks and crumbs that had
been gathered from the kitchens of the villagers. Samples of
flour scooped from the sacks in M. Briand's bakery and in
other bakeries were also sent. All of these items had to be
submitted to tests that demanded both classic and specific
techniques: the former to obtain a general, over-aU picture
of the constituents of the material, the latter to pinpoint
specific constituents which were suspected. The two techniques differed, required dividing the sample, whether it was
viscera, bread, or flour, and SUbmitting it to prescribed tests
that sometimes required days.
One test for alkaloids of ergot was conducted by a process
known as the reaction de Keller. It sought for and determined the amount of lysergic acid present in the specimen,
since lysergic acid was the base of ergot. To accomplish this,
Professor Ollivier would place the specimen in a tube, and
evaporate a portion of rether aicalin, and then add to this
residue 0.2 cubic centimeters of a dilute solution of a chloride of iron and cooled acetic acid. Then 0.2 cubic centimeters
of pure sulfuric acid would be allowed to trickle along the
wall of the tube, until the two liquids met. The presence of
alkaloids of ergot would then be indicated by a blue ring that
forms, and diffuses in the liquid on agitation. An additional
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test, the technique d'Hofmann w~uld then be applied, in
which the bread would be pulverIZed dry, then ether and
sulfuric acid added to fo rm a liqueur, which afterward would
be submitted t o a centrifuge. Present-day tests, however, are
considered mOre accurate.
In addition to the search for lysergic acid, the tests were
continued for the possibility of traces of arsenic, antimony,
bismuth, barium, copper, zinc, thal1i~m. ~e.re we~e also
other possibilities to search for: mescaline, hasrush, pOIsonous
fungi, opium, even m arihuana. ~ ~urn, t?e~e ~ere the u:sts
to determine the power of the tOXlCIty by InjectIng or feedmg
samples to mice or guinea pigs. With tb~ .eyes of the Fr~nch
public and press on him, Professor OlliVler was determIned
not to reach a hasty or inC()fl ect conclusion that could be
more dangerous that none at all He was harass.ed by the
necessity of interrupting his laboratory work to Journey to
Montpellier for the autopsy of M . Mison.
N ot that the professor was without his critics. Some felt
that he did not have the experience to h andle a complex case
of this sort, in spite of his numerous titles on the faculty of
tbe University of Marseilles. One critic pointed out that he
had never been placed on the list of experts of the Tribunal
at Marseilles even as a toxicologist, chemist, or biologist.
Some felt th~t his pride prevented him from seeking outside
help When he needed it. Regardless of his cri!ics, he was
working around the clock, exhausted and as ~ous to reach
a solution as the polIce, the press, and the public.
Commissioner Sigaud, as much at the mercy of press and
public pressures as Ollivier, continued bulldozing throu ~ .the
endless job of turning up clues, whether they were critninal
or accidental in nature. The criminal theory was alternately
pursued and discounted. To the horror of the villagers, it
coUld not be overlooked. There was always the gnawing
possibility that the poison might not be actually related to the
iloul'. M. Briand was interroiated several times, at extreme
length, as well as his helper, who! thongh more ill than. M.
Briand was able to get up from his bed now. Every detail of
the ni8ht of August 16 Was reviewed several times by Com~
missioner Sigaud. What time did his helper borrow the flour
from M. Janssent? How many kilograms of his own flour did
he have on hand before he mixed it with the flour he
borrowed? Did both he and his helper prepare the pouliche,
the preliminary mixture, before the .definitiye pat€? ~o
did the weighing of the dough, the balllDg of It, the shapmg? .
What was the appearance of the sack of flour borrowed from
M. F alJavet? Was that flour gray in color too? When did
Mme. Briand begin to feel sick? Himself? What kind of seal
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or label were on each different sack involved? It was a slow
process, an overwhelming one in the face of the mass of
details that had to be collated and analyzed. And as M.
Sigaud investigated, interrogated, and unwound a mass of
clues and evidence in the Midi, the Mobile Brigade in the
north, in Poitiers, in Saint-Martin-Ia-Riviere, where the flour
had originated, pushed its inquiry under the same pressures.
The public and the journals wanted more than a knowledge
of the cause; they wanted blood. A report from the north
was expected momentarily. Commissioner Sigaud hoped that
a dear break would come from that direction to take some
of the load off his overworked shoulders.

With the shipment of new flour into the village, the bakeries reopened. Once again the townspeople could be seen
with the long, unwrapped loaves under their arms, strapped
to bicycles, or poking out of shopping bags. M . Briand began
again, with sorrow, but with the resolve that he must go on
in the face of the tragedy while he conducted his own bitter
inquiry into its cause. Many townspeople rallied to him and
demonstrated their faith and confidence by buying bread as
they always had. Others were sullen and vindictive. One
woman, seeing him across Grande Rue, dropped her shopping bag in the street, went into hysterics, and hurled a
steady stream of abuse at him. Sadly, he turned away, slipped
behind the door of his shop, and tried to continue his routine
as well as he could. In spite of the loyal clients, his trade fell
off markedly. He counted the leftover loaves at the end of the
first day after the reopening : More than half had not been
sold.
In a statement to the press M. Briand tried to clarify the
tragic circumstances of the baking of the bread on the night
Ie pain maudit was made. "I am convinced," he said, "that
the poisonous bread came from the second lot of bread
baked that night. There is proof of it in a particularly tragic
fact : I forgot to make my usual delivery to one of my clients
in Carsan, M. Mison. He came into my shop to reproach me.
I gave him then two loaves from this baking. A few days later
he was dead."
Later, he told another reporter: "I've been a baker here
for thirty years. You don't suddenly poison your clients after
all that time. A bakery isn't a laboratory; all we have is salt,
yeast, and flour-and maybe some margarine for pastries.
There is nothing foreign in the shop that. can get into bread
and poison people. I use no drugs or flavoring. But every
man has to accept the tragedy that comes his way. This was
not something I sought. It was fate that struck me after
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-thirty years. Being a baker is hard work, most of it at
night-long, hot, and difficult. I always use the same salt, the
same yeast, the same water. Only the flour changes, and 1
must accept what the Union Mew;rlere giv~s D?e. My bread
was poisoned, but why? Why espeClally has It killed only one
man, whereas others are still living?"
M ayor Hebrard. without sleep for nearly seven days, also
made a statement to the press. H is slight f rame was slumped;
his eyes, Ted-rimmed. "r have seen sane bein?s .suddenl'y
become seized with terror, horror and fury, r lppmg their
sheets or their curtains, cowering and cringing to escape the
hallucinations. Charles Pommier, a dear friend of mine, barricaded his door and armed himseJi with his shotgun to save
himseJi from the m onsters that were pursuing him. Joseph
Poche jumped fr om a high window. F our of the townspeople
have attempted suicide. Many have tried to jump from the
windows. It is truly a nigh tmare that has come to our
village."
T he nightmare was unrelenting. As he talked, the ambulance sirens wailing, was streaking to some remote corner of
the village, and another victim was added to the grow~ng ljst.
It totaled now just a few less than three hu ndred, not lDcreasing as m uch in quantity as in the seriousness of the cases that
had once seemed to be improving. One villager, for instance,
had been doing splendidly. His digestive troubles had cleared
up, and his alternate sweating and shivering had stoppe~;
only his insomnia remained, but that was so common that It
had become accepted by both the stricken and the unaffected. It was cases like this that gave people comfort; there
seemed to be an end in sight That was why it was all the
m ore tragic when this same m an, crossing the Boulevard
Gambetta and nodding happily to a friend, suddenly ran
screaming past the office of the E ynards and into the police
station, where he demanded to be arrested or put out of his
misery, since, he screeched, both his arms and legs were on
fire.
More unrest came to the townspeople when they hear d
that a hunter just outside of Pont-Saint-Esprit h~d to shoot
his dog; it h ad suddenly gone mad, its fur standing on end,
and attacked him. The stories filtering back from Avignon
were particularly horrifying: Lovely small children shrieking
for their mothers, tied day and night to their beds as they
pitifully tried to rip their bonds away. The r umor that a
cdmioally insane maniac was responsible for an the tragedy
persisted. Only the absence of further fatalities prevented the
panic in the streets from becoming overwhelming. Without
further deaths, there was greater hope.
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This faint hope did not last for long. As his wife was taken
from the Hotel-Dieu to the hospital in Montpellier, her leg
encased in its bulky plaster cast, Paul Rieu was removed
from his home to the same place, his convulsions and hallucinations now combined with a cardiovascular collapse. The
two lay in the same room at Montpellier, but neither was
conscious or rational enough to know . that the other was
there. The condition of both was most disturbing; they
showed the same symptoms as had M. Mison when he had
been taken to the hospital at Nimes some days before. M.
Rieu, seventy-two years old, died first, in convulsions. Within
two hours his wife, with severe gangrene of the extremities,
joined him in death.
There are stages of exhaustion in times of utter chaos and
duress when the human mind cannot absorb all the shock
forced on it. The news of the death of the Rieus was received
in stunned silence, as if the people were saying, "What else
do you want of us? You have taken our loved ones away in
strait jackets ; we have watched them try to tear themselves
apart-and now, this. Who of us is to be next?"
The headlines caught the atmosphere of the town, as only
a F rench newspaper could: THE POISONED BREAD: A SECOND
AND A TIDRD DIE AT PONT-SAINT-ESPRIT WHERE 50 MALADES
BECOME SUDDENLY AND FURIOUSLY LNSANE . . . ARE THEY
VICTIMS OF A SORCERER'S HERB OR OF AN ODIOUS CRIMINAL?
The Ne w York Times, less vivid, but measurably more
outgoing than usual, headlined the story: THREE DIE, MANY
STRICKEN BY MADNESS FROM POISON IN BREAD IN FRANCE.
Meetings were almost continuous at the Hotel de Ville.
Professor Giraud, along with Professor Latour from Montpellier, and Professor Recordier from Marseilles, conferred in
secret with the . local doctors, then went out on personal
rounds of the patients in the village. They overlapped the
visits of the Bishop of Nimes, Msgr. Girbeau, and the
Canon, M. Ie Chanoine Jullian, as they tried to bring comfort
and renewed faith to the sick. They saw, both doctors and
religious men, the scenes that had been going on ever since
the full fury of the epidemic had struck. They heard the
spasmodic wails of the ambulances, still continuing. They saw
M. Carle, who ignored their presence, lying in bed, monotonously counting the window panes, droning the numbers one
through six, then beginning again and again without cease.
They saw Mme. Charpail sitting at her kitchen table, eyes on
the fioor, responding to neither her surroundings nor her
guests. They saw Mme. Briand, bed-ridden and weeping from
her illness and her sorrow for what their bread had caused.
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They saw M. Sauvet, quiet now, and rational, filled with
apprehension that he might be overcome by his strange compUlsion again.
At L a Villette they saw M. Testevin, lying still in the
semidarkness, still talking of the hunt, the chase, and the
Pantagruelian feasts. They Saw Madame Dezeuzes sobbing
without let up, thin and drawn. They saw M. Delacqu is, his
fingers almost raw from writing, knees propped up, barely
acknowledging their visits.
M . Delacquis had another visitor that day, Mlle. Wullschleger. She had closed the office early for the lunch hour,
w lked out to the mas in the hot noontime sun, hoping that
she would find some improvement in her patron. He was in a
period of lucidity when she came into the room, although he
could not stop his compulsion to write. He had great pain in
one eye, he told her. He still saw the huge balls of fire Come
toward him at night-and also the visits of his World War I
companions. He summoned the energy to ask about the office
work, but his worry about it grew, and MI.le. Wullscbleger
changed the subject. She was shocked at his appearance,
"thin as a skeleton," she put it. She knew by now that
nothing could make him stop writing. He grew wild and
frenzied when he could not write. She brought him, as usual,
some new pads and sharpened pencilB, and she tidied up the
old heets as she gave him the new writing equipment.
What M. DeJacquis did not tell her was that whenever, in
his lucid moments, he found himself without a pad and
paper, he would stare at the window, then feel inevitably
dra rn toward it. He would feel almost a gravitational force
pulling him with such strength that he gripped the side of the
bed to stop himself. He knew that if he reached the window,
he would jump. There was no question in his mind. It came
mostly at night. He would seize the pad and pencil, \'Ilrite
furiously of his thoughts, his phantasies, his dreams, anything
to get his mind off the window and the window sill
But the verses, the songs, the prose that he wrote brought
him freedom from the compulsion. And that is why he f elt he
could n ot stop. He did not write senselessly. Even in the
moments when he was not related to his environment, his
writing was precise, his verse disciplined. Mlle. Wullschleger
picked up a sheet one time to read, although afraid that she
was invading his privacy.
It was a poem, simple, direct, poignant:
Dark bours- ashes
That fall and cover up
All the things, and the sout
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Dark hours--opaque vapor
That comes up from the bottom of everything
And fatally like an ebb
Invades the voids of life.
Dark hours-monotonous song
I n a minor key, sad and full of torture;
Rhythmic sting of the dagger
Into the mass of brain.
Dark hours-acid taste
That makes the mouth grin
The whole tragedy of life,
The dark bours.
There were others, too, and she was touched by their
poignancy:
Man the unknown who is just beside me,
You have a face so full of goodness.
And your eyes are so clear
Before you sink into somber nothingness.
I would like to read one page of your life.
Where do you come from? Where do your steps go?
What thoughts trouble your mind?
What fervent desires remain unspoken,
Shake so strongly under the edge of your skin?
Do you suffer the vile lashes of anxiety?
Are you the lover of an insatiable chimera?
Do you, like me, cry on the beautiful summer days,
Raising your eyes toward the unfathomable skies?
Has the pack haunted you unkindly?
Are you a prisoner of a circle of impatient,
Sinister dowsers of anguish?
Is your heart filled with triumphant love?
Man the unknown who is just beside me,
I would like to read a page from your life
Because I feel you are my brother.
There were tears in the eyes of MIle .. Wullschleger when
she left La Villette that day. Why should such a sensitive,
creative and considerate man lie in a bed alternating between
sanity and psychosis, living in an obscurity that showed no
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promise of lifting? And when would it stop? At La Villette
and all through the town? As she walked down the hill,
toward the red roofs of the village, the wail of another siren
split the quiet midday silence.
Although the news about young Joseph from the hospital
was good, Mme. Moulin was still too ill to go and see either
her husband or son. Her daughter, a young pharm acien7le
living in Lyon, had arrived. But she was most often away
from the bouse visiting her father and her brother , supervising the transfer of them from Villeneu ve-Ies-Avignon to
Nimes, when a serious crisis arose. Young Joseph, alternating between apparen t recover y and relapse, had gone into
coma after a fit of hallucinations and convulsions., alarming
the staff at Villeneuve-Ies-Avignon, who were not equippe d to
handle such serious cases. After they were moved to Nimes,
both father and son seemed to be making extraordinarily
good headway. H eartsick with both husband and son in the
hospital, Mme. Moulin continued her battle against the constantly reappearing doctor in the dark suit and the "head of
death." Each time be suddenly appeared in the kitchen doorway, with the black staring eye sockets, the noseless face, the
jawbone banging loosely on its hinges, she would scream at it
and tell it to go away. She would throw anything she could
find at it. knowin g the futility of such an act, knowing that
the figure was nonexistent. One afternoo n her brother -in-law
arrived just after she had been yelling at the apparition.
"What is wrong, my sister?" he said. "Has the sickness
returned stronger to you?"
Aware of her own folly, she quickly recovered her composure. "No, no, there is nothing the matter, " she said_ "It is
only the dog. I was yelling at him. He has been naughty ."
She constantly found herself doing this, covering up her
sickness when visitors came. She tried desperately to reason
with herself, to rid herself of the grotesque vision, but could
not prevent it. "I must pull myself together," she would
mutter to herself, but in the stillness of the house, the tete
de mort would reappear, and the cycle would begin again.
In Nimes young Joseph was in good spirits.
For one of the few times since be had been brough t to the
hospital at Nimes, he was able to sit. Even the moans· be
heard from the neighbo ring rooms, the m acabre shouts of his
fellow patients in their undulat ing periods of hallucinations,
could be borne better, now that he felt some of his strength
returning.
Up to tbis moment, the prognosis had been gloomy, For
days, tied to his hospital bed, he had been crying monot120

onously : "There is a stone on my heart! Please lift it off
pleasel" ~e news of his worsening condition had leaked
back to hIS mother, s!tUggling wi~ her own phantoms at
home. S~e had often lied to her neIghbors, saying that she
had rec~1Ved a letter from her son teIling ber how we!! he
v.:as getting. At one time young Joseph had risen weakly from
hl~ bed, moved to the door, and looked out the observation
wIDdow. A:ro.ss the hall, he had watched, horror-stricken, as
a ..woman VIC~ of Ie .pain mo~it ~ad flung herself around
h~r ceD, .tumblIng, r?lling, and,Jumpmg, singing wildly as she
dId so. literally teanng ~er ball' from its roots. Tbis, he was
s~e, . was what he was like when the convuls ions and hallucmatlons sf:ruck him, so unpredictably, so frequently. But this
~ay w~ different. T here was even news that his father was
~proVlD~. Mayor Hebrard , Visiting an the sick of his village
lDtern~ l.D the Montpellier and Nimes hospitals, stopped by
to see bim, chatted aimlably with him.
"Your m~~her is improvin~ greatly, at home~ Joseph," said
the mayor. And the work Jll tbe vmeyards IS going along
well, even. though they miss you." Mayor Hebrard knew he
was stretchi ng the truth, but felt justified.
"I am so glad to bear that," said Joseph. "And to hear the
good news about my mother. I hope she'll be able to come
an~ see me soon. It bas been a terri ble struggle. F or all of

us.

. They talked for a few more moments; the mayor excused
hunself ~d .1t;ft. A ~i~tle ~ater, young Joseph' s sister arrived
and ~as aelignu:d wltn his pr0?I'ess. Perhaps the wide, aark
curtain of desp~ was nOW gomg to lift after such a long
entr'act e. Convtn ced that the crisis was over, she left to
return to belp her mother back at the domain e.
It, was not long after she teft that young Joseph felt again
t~e ICY, physi<;al heaviness in his heart. He fought against it,
tned to hold It back. Tben the convuls ions came and with
'
them, the hallucinations.
By. midnight young Joseph was in a coma. At four in the
mornmg, Wednesday, August 29, he died.
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EIGHT
A SMALL EDITORIAL item in Ie Midi-Libre ("Grand quotidien ·
d'information du Midi") had been read, reread, and quoted
by many Spiritponlains as a source of comfort during the
days of chaos. It said: "The poison, whatever it is, acts
seriously only on those who are aged, rather than on young
people, probably because the young are able to eliminate the
poison better."
Young Joseph Moulin was twenty-five, strong and hearty.
The news of his death, compounded by the double death of
the Rieus, brought a new surge of panic through the town.
Moreover, people were still running amok in the streets,
several days after the terrifying night of mass madness. The
feeling of distrust of friends and neighbors still prevailed
everywhere. Some actually avoided chance encounters in the
street, feeling that perhaps the acquaintance to whom they
were talking might insanely rush at them without warning.
The double funeral of M. and Mme. Rieu punctuated the
grimness of the atmosphere. The shops in the village closed
their doors as the two caskets moved through the narrow
streets, out to the walled cemetery on the road to Carsan. A
large, somber, and silent group gathered by the graveside, the
hot afternoon sun broiling the black-clothed mourners. Mayor Hebrard read a solemn tribute to the couple, revered and
loved in both the town and the surrounding countryside. He
demanded that justice be sought and gained, whatever the
circumstances turned out to be. At the ceremonies were
General de Philip, conseiller general of the canton of
Pont-Saint-Esprit, sweltering in his uniform and Sam Brown
belt, and the mayor of the neighboring town of Bagnols-surCeze. It was not a funeral in the ordinary sense, because all
who stood beside the two coffins, as they were lowered into
the double grave, felt deeply the distinct possibility that the
next services could be for their loved ones-or even themselves.
A new meeting that night at the Hotel de Ville brought
together the prefect of Gard, M. Batailion, directeur du
Service Departemental de Sante, General de Philip, and
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the three exhausted doctors of the village. At the conclusion
the prefect made an official announcement that was unable
to satisfy the craving of the popuJace for firm and uncloudy
information.
"While waiting for the conclusions of the expertise," the
announcement read, "which cannot be known for at least two
or three days from now, the tentative conclusion of the
doctors who have treated and studied the cases is that the
poison is a questiOD of a vegetable alkaloid, creating a con vulsive reaction on the vascular system.
"The juclicial inquiry in the northern provinces- in the
departements of Indre and Vienne--w ill reveal if there has
been negligence or shortcoming at the source of the flOUT
delivered for the bread made in Pont-Saint-Esprit."
The statement, necessarily vague and indecisive, infuriated
the victims and their families, and brought forth vociferous
demands for clarification. Among the doctors, both from the
village and from the universities, there was a division of
opinion. L acking laboratory confirmation, Dr. Vieu, Dr.
Gabbai, Professor Giraud, Professor Latour, and Dr. Pitot
were inclined toward the ergot theory. The symptoms were
now beginning to coincide more and more with the classic
ones for the disease, but all the doctors were intelligent
enough to withhold final opinion until all the results were t n.
Dr. Channac, on his part, was inclined to disagree. "It is,
in effect," he said, "strange that the poisoned flour has been
delivered only to a single bakery in Pont-Saint-Esprit."
Overlooking, or not being aware of, the sicknesses in the
area that had presaged the major outbreak at Pont-SaintEsprit, he went on to say: "Because of the modern methods
that the millers employ in preparing the .flOUT, the entire
region and all the bakeries would have been affected. But the
cases of Pont-Saint-Esprit seem to have come from a single
sack of flour, in which the poison seems to have been concentrated. Is it not possible that this sack had been placed in
contact with an insecticide or some other toxic chemical?"
His question was apt and bore serious consideration, as did
many other postulates that were developing, aside from the
accusations of poison gas, the English, the Pope, Stalin, and
bacteriological warfare. · The criminal-maniac theory persisted, but no basis for it could be found. M. Briand delved
deeply into background material in his own research. He read
of sicknesses in ancient Palestine and E gypt from a grain
called l'ivraie, which had been mixed with good grain and
had caused convulsions, hallucinations, and nervous crises
similar to those caused by ergot. He studied the reactions of
those who had taken peyote or the sacred .mushrooms of the
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Mexican Indians, many of which were the same as the
reactions of the victims of Pont-Saint-Esprit. Professor Euzieres, a member of the faculty of the School of Medicine at
the University of Montpellier and a psychiatric specialist,
found similarities of symptoms with persons poisoned by an
herb called Lathyrus sativus, otherwise known as gesse commune. The ingestion of this herb had created paralysis and
mental derangement.
Professor Ollivier, again interrupted in his laboratory work
to go to Montpellier for the autopsies of M. and Mme. Rieu,
conferred with his staff before he left and surveyed the
inconclusive results to date. Many preliminary tests had been
concluded. The pressures to release some kind of official
information had now grown to the point where the safety
valve seemed ready to let go. He felt it would be wrong to
release the incomplete information he had on hand. At
Montpellier reporters badgered him for some kind of statement, and attempting to hold them off, he said:
"The analyses are extremely long and delicate, especially in
view of the fact that all the samples sent to the laboratory
are not toxic . It is necessary to submit them to some processes that require observation for four or five days. The tests
on the guinea pigs often demonstrate that some samples are
not poisonops. If the samples do turn out to have adverse
effects, it is then necessary to examine the animals' tissues
and their viscera-another time-consuming process."
Over the protests of the reporters he left them to join the
other doctors in their autopsy of the second and third victims
to succumb to the mysterious malady.
They went about their work in the somber gloom of the
Montpellier Hospital with the detachment from tragedy that
only medical men can have. Somewhere in the muscles, the
brain, the duodenum, the intestines, the heart, the glands, or
the blood were clues that could lead to the solution of the
mystery.
In the blood it was necessary to look for carbon dioxide
and to study the hemoglobin by utilizing spectroscopic techniques. They looked for evidence of hypnotic drugs, chloral
hydrates, or ethyl and methyl alcohols. In the viscera, they
sought evidence of chloroform derivatives, bromides, or
phenols and other volatile poisons. They searched for the
mineral poisons-phosphorous, arsenic, antimony, mercury,
barium, bismuth, zinc, copper-as well as the nitrites, oxalates, fluorines, chlorates, and sulfonamides. The poisons of
vegetable origin-glucosides, digitalis, and organic poisons-demanded special attention in view of the nature of the
suspected origin of the yet unknown poison. The search for
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each toxic- alkaloid demanded specific attention: tropine,
heroin. nicor e, codeine, quinine, cocaine, strychnine, morph ine. ergot, and ergot alkaloids, as well as hashish, peyote,
and others. The job was gargantuan ; it Was a m aze of delicate
analytical complex ities.
The results could not possibly be known in a day, nor in
severa) days. Yet the pressures continued to build, and ten
sion b gan to replace the methodical calm so necessary in the
laboratory.
Pending more definite results of the autopsy, Professor
Olivier r eturned to Marseilles, a gruelling three-hour drive.
Here, the tests were continuing on the flour and the bre d
samples- piles of white dust, crumbs, chunks, crusty 10avessome of which still looked as tempting as the day they were
baked. Still plaguing the r esearch was the insufficient bulk in
some critical specimens- insufficient for both the classic and
special tests required for full clarification. In the laboratory
at Marseilles, the mice, the guinea pigs, the rabbits, and the
frogs sat mutely in their cages, awaiting either the fate of the
victims of Pont-8aint-Esprit. or escape from it, depending n
the specimen they received intravenously or by m outh. With
the inanimate specimens, the tests were continuing in the
same manner. This search for volatile, mineral, vegetable, or
synthetic poisons was a race against time which was important not only because of the demand by th e doctors, tIl
police, and the public to know; but because the poisons could
be chemically deteriorating under the eyes of the technician,
under the lens of the microscope, or in the test tubes.
RelUctantly, D r. Ollivier agreed that a progress repert
should be made public at this time, and he sat down to
prepare it. The ordinances from the examining magistrate
had been battering h is office at a machlne~gun rate. In one
official order, M. Perrier had ordered the doctor "to proceed
to research and determine if there are poisons or toxins or
lesions provoked by any such toxic agents in the viscera of
Felix Mison, and to determine the nature of his sickness and
the cause of death." He furth er requested that Olivier "analyze the flour or yeast seized." The judge noted that the
dogs, cats, and ducks b ad been killed or poisoned by the
bread, and added : n •• • to orient your research, you will be
able to be in touch with the doctors who were called to take
care of the . ick who were poisoned. It is possible that any
toxic substance could be of an organic nature; certain doctors
have mentioned ergot of rye or wheat from parasitic rye.• . .
I permit myself to give you tills information only as an
indication, and I ask you another time to ha ten the completion of these tests, which are of vital interest not only for
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justice, but equally to the administrative authorities and the
health department."
Later, Judge Perrier wrote again, instructing Ollivier to
proceed with the autopsy of M. and Mme. Rieu to find out
the cause of death, and he added: "... if you see fit, you
should seek assistance from any and all competent specialists."
Dr. Ollivier did not see fit to bring in other specialists at
this time, which later was to become an abrasive point with
his critics.
On August 29, .still another ordinance arrived, accompanying the samples of the bread of the Moulin family that had
been baked on the morning of August 16. In addition, a
sample from the bread baked by M. Jaussent was included as
a control comparison that might have far-reaching effect on
the case. "I am sending you ," wrote the judge, "some bread
bought at the Jaussent bakery.... If the Jaussent bread is
toxic, we will be able to renounce with certitude the incrimination of M. Briand and orient our further research toward
the distributor and the miller of the flour."
Dr. Ollivier was aware of the risks that a temporary
statement might bring with it. But it seemed to him to be the
lesser of two evils. The evidence, though incomplete, was
there: Traces of ergot had clearly been found. On August 30,
1951, while the victims were still sporadically and suddenly
going beserk in the streets of Pont-Saint-Esprit, while the
ambulances stood silently in wait on the Boulevard Gambetta
in front of the town hall, and while three other victims lay in
unpredictable comas, Dr. Ollivier completed his summary in
the form of a telegram to M. Perrier in Nlmes . If he had
known the consequences that were to follow, he might never
have sent it. It read :

Transmission
Mention
de service

MINISTERE DE · L'INTERIEUR
TELEGRAMME
ARRIVEE

Date et
Num ero houre de
depot ·
Origine N ° Expedition de Mots
12 :55
30/ 8/ 51
Marseilles
8337
89

EN EXECUTION VOTRE ORDONNANCE DU 21-8-51 J'AI
L'HONNEUR PORTER A VOTRE CONNAISSANCE LES PREMIER
RESULTATS POSITIFS DE NOS RECHERCHES STOP LES
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ECHANTILLONS DE PAINS MISON ET PAIN MOULIN DU 16/ 8
ET DANS LES VISCERES DU CADAVRE MISON FELIX D'UNE
SUBSTANCE PRESENTANT L~S CARACTEREs D'IDENTIFICATION TOXICOLOGIQUE ET BIOLOGIQUE DES ALCALOlDES DE
L 'ERGOT PARASITE DES CEREALES STOP RESULTATS QUI
SONT EN PARFAITE COR.'U!SP ONDANCE AVEC LES MANIFESn ON S CLINrQUES AT LES L ESIONS AUTOPSIQUES PRESENT EES PAR LES MALADES INTOXIQUES ET LES ANIMAUX
TEST STOP FIN SIGNE OLLIVIER
EXPEDITEUR- LAllORATOIRE INTERREGIONAL DE P OLICE
SCIENTIFIQUE DE MARSEILLES A MONSIEUR PERRiER-JUGE
D'lNSTRUCTJON-AU TRIBUNAL DE PREMIERE INSTANCEPALAIS DE JUSTICE-N!MES-<JARD

In fulfilling your ordinance of August 21 , the telegram
said, I have the honor to bring to your attention the fi rst
positive results of our r esearch. The bread of the Mison and
Moulin (samples) of August 16, and that in the viscera of
Felix Mison presenting the characteristic toxicological and
biological identification of the alkaloids of ergot, parasite of
cereals. The results are in perfect correspondence with the
cl~jca1 manifestations and au~psy lesions presented by the
I!0~oned malades and the animal tests. End. (signed ) 0 1-

livrer.

The telegram, like a giant rudder, was to swing t e police
investigation harder to the north, to the departement of
Vie!IDe . Commissioner Sigaud, moving from Nimes, M ontpellier, and Pont-Saint-Esprit was in daily touch with the
..northern province, where the Seventeenth Mobile Brigade
was at work tracking down every possible source of the grain
and flour. M. Sigaud's police report-incomplete and pro tern
also-had been filed immediately on the completion of the
preliminary investigation before Professor Ollivier's telegram
had been sent. The commis ioner's report read:
''In the a bsence of the results ~ of the analyses of the
specimens of flour and bread which were seized, we are able
to envisage three hypotheses:
" ~a) The toxic agent was an alkaloid of veg table origin
commg from ergot de seigle; in this case it is necessary to
trace the origin of the wheat.
" (b) The toxic agent was of mineral rigin. It is then
necessary to discover if the wheat or the flour had been
placed in <:<lntaet accidentally, whether in a silo a mill
whether in the course of transportation, with toxie ' product~
utilized in agrjculture.
"(c) The toxic agent was also able to contaminate the flour
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in the course of transport while traveling on the chemin de
fer."
When Professeur Ollivier's telegram arrived at Nimes, its
effect was electrical. In Pont-Saint-Esprit the news struck like
a giant comber. Every dictionary available was opened to the
word ergot, although the information was slight-hardly
more than an indication that th.e substance was a parasite of
certain grains and cereals, especially rye; a fungus growth,
purplish in color. Some of the less abridged dictionaries
indicated that it had been responsible for the', plagues of St.
Anthony's Fire, Holy Fire, or mal des ardents, and even
indicated that its base was lysergic acid. Whatever deficiencies existed in the dictionaries were compensated for by the
press, which burst out of its orgy of speculation, and flooded
its pages with information on ergot. C'EST L 'ERGOT DE
SEIGLE! the headlines screamed, elaborating them with grotesque and sinister histories of the towns stricken en plein
moyen age. While the news stories did nothing to ease the
raw and serrated nerves of the populace, there was almost a
feeling of relief throughout the town. The enemy was at least
recognized and spotted, even if the victims, who were being
rushed to Nimes, Avignon, or Montpellier more sporadically
now by the ubiquitous, toad-faced Citroen ambulances, were
still increasing.
Writing in France-Soir, Professeur Claude Moreau, phytopathologist of the Museum of Natura,! History in Paris,
expounded on the mysteries of ergot for the puzzled minds of
the laymen. He explained, somewhat patronizingly, that this
fungus destroyed the ovaries of the grain, substituting a hard,
black or purplish "scierite," replacing the normal grain. It
comes as a result of improper drying of the wheat, after a
wet, damp growing season (which 1951 adequately displayed). The claviceps purpurea-the technical name of the
parasite-attacks numerous wild and cultivated grasses, although rye is especially vulnerable. In very small quantities,
the substance was not dangerous, but certain climactic conditions could produce many different kinds of ergot, and could
create the rare affliction of historical ergotism. In addition to
the Middle Ages plagues, parts of Finland were stricken in
1862. In 1926 an epidemic had hit Russia, in some regions
striking 50 percent of the popUlation.
A major problem with ergot is that it is unpredictable in
potency and biological action. and presents mammoth analytical difficulties as well. There still remain many mysteries
about it. Identified by modem science at the time-1951were fourteen different kinds of alkaloids and thirteen amines.
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Treatment was practically futile. Its ravages created the
brusque contractions, the inhibition of the terminals of the
sympathetic nervous systems. The extremities tingled and
~eemed to .catch fire, the body trembled, there were spasmodIC contractions, cramps, and sometimes gangrene. Skin rashes
and severe ?e~orrhages in women often appeared. Heartburn, hallucmatIOns, and the delusion of being on fire were
often noted.
Th~ intensity of the affliction depended on the quantity of
alkalOIds present, but these were illusive and frequently
short-lived.
Articles in the press like this were small comfort to the
villagers. Banal treatment-that of attempting to treat the
symptoms alone, to replace inadequate nutrition by vitamins,
to protect the patients from their own furies-was all the
doctors had to work with, if indeed, ergotism turned out to
be confirmed by further tests; there was no cure. Meanwhile
the insomnia of the victims was total absolutely total and
cre~ted its o.wn problems even among those who were ~ot so
se:IOusly strIcken. For those who suffered from an idee fixe,
thIS was most torturing. They could not stop their compUlsive
absurdities, even though they were perfectly aware of how
ridiculous these were. M. Carle finally found that he could
check his interminable and loud counting of the six window
panes, but only by substituting another idee fixe. He invented
a word, "saxophile," and kept repeating it in a loud voice, ad
r;auseam, day and night, without stop. Another victim went
lI~to tantrums unless his children marched kettle tops on the
kItchen table like soldiers. The family was forced to take
shifts to satisfy this insatiable demand.
In all the chaos there were no sexual manifestations evi~ent, no attempts at rape, no sexual phantasies or hallucinatIons. There were mystical revelations of a sort, vivid colors,
an~. the s~range euphoria, but specific sexual impulses were
nel.ther stImulated nor experienced. There were the badly
strIcken, who fought their hallucinations and convulsions in
the hospitals and Some' of whom hung in a coma between life
and death. There were those who were struggling at home to
st.op waves of psychotic feelings that swept over them unpredIctably. There were the compUlsives. And there were those
who simply could not sleep, who ached for the day when
they would be. ~ble to close their eyes and sink back in
repose, a condItion that by now had lost all meaning for
them.
C?mmissioner Sigaud, the active arm of the examining
magIstrate, wrote in his notes on receiving the news of Dr.
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Ollivier's telegram: "~ .. we have been advised that the first
results of the toxicological tests have attributed the poisonings to alkaloids of a plant origin and derivatives of grain
ergot. Our inquiry is now concerned more than ever with the
first hypothesis we envisaged."
At Poitiers, some three hundred miles to the north of
Pont-Saint-Esprit, Commissioner Sigaud went to join M. Gillot, fraud investigator at Nimes,and M. Gagnier, who
performed the same function for the region of Poitiers. It was
from this region that the French National "Railroad had
brought the shipments of flour from the mill of Maurice
Maillet to Bagnols-sur-ceze, resulting in the protests of the
bakers all around Pont-Saint-Esprit.
As the inquiry was closing in on him, M. Maillet told the
press: "They cannot reproach me for anything. Never at any
mill has there been the least negligence in making the flour.
The flour I processed in June came from old grain, but if the
flour coming from my mill has been delivered in a spoiled
condition, I know nothing of it. The people responsible would
be the transporters and the distribution organization in the
departement du Gard."
At three thirty in the afternoon of August 30, a police car
arrived at M. Maillet's mill to take him and his assistant, M.
Bertrand, to the Commissariat Central de Poitiers for further
questioning. Commissioner Sigaud had already visited the
mill and found it wanting. Maillet, a diminutive and sadfaced man in his forties , wearing a beret, was nervous and
afraid. A taciturn man, he was the father of three children
and lived quietly in Saint-Martin-la-Riviere, where he was
well liked by his 1,200 fellow townsmen. M. Bertrand, his
helper, was older by five years and struggled to keep his
family of nine children in proper and respectable care. In
contrast to the broad-shouldered, smooth-haired Commissioner Sigaud, intent and determined to solve the case with all
haste, they presented a limp and pathetic picture.
M. Maillet's mill in Saint-Martin-la-Riviere presented an
equally unimpressive appearance. It was old, having been run
for years by his father before him, but the machinery for the
milling was in reasonably good order, although it had not
been replaced since 1932. The process of transforming the
grain into flour here, as elsewhere, was completely automatic. The coarse wheat was blown into the mill, forty-five
quintals at a time, falling automatically into a cleaning process that included a magnetic device to lift out the particles
aDd slivers of metal accumulated in the threshing process.
Then it was cleaned again by an apparatus combining ventilators, aspirators, and agitators. The milling, sifting, and
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~inding processe~ continued without interruption for forty-

eight. hours, until the flour was jettisoned into the sacks
provided by the Union Meuniere.
The exact shipments of flour from Maillet's moulin were
quickly ~et~rm~ed as the questioning began. Speaking with
<:haractenstic reticence and apathy, M. Maillet told the investigat?rs that all the flour he had exported to the Pont-SaintEsprIt area by way of the distribution center of Bagnols-surCeze w~s made exclusively of grain from bis neighboring
cooperative at Saint-Julien-l'Ars. He had he added made a
simple addition of 1 to 2 percent of 'flour deri~ed from
~e~ns, which is a customary, and perfectly legal practice. He
IllsIst~d, however, that he did not add any secondary cereals,
espeCIally rye. This was a critical point, for ergot in quantity
wo~ld be .more likely to come from rye than wheat. Not
~absfi~d WIth this answer alone, Sigaud immediately sent his
IllvestIgato~s to check the co.operative and determine just how
much gram they ha.d delIvered to Maillet. The register
showed that 360 qumtals had been sent to Maillet but
M~illet's own register indicated that he had received only 210
qumtals, 150 less than the records of the cooperative indicated.
. There was ~Iso a record of his having delivered approxImately ten qum~als of flour to a local baker by the name of
Guy Bruere. ~hIS, Maillet told the investigators, was also a
common practice. A baker would bring in his own grain to
be milled so he would not have to purchase flour on the open
mark~t. The grain brought in by M. Bruere, M. Maillet
explame~, had J?ot been mixed in with the grain from the
cooperative. Maillet had processed it exclusively for the local
baker.
.
. "Why," asked Sigaud, ''was this flour not put in the general
IDIXture from the cooperative?"
"Because," Maillet answered quietly, "M. Bruere wanted
to have flour from only his own grain. He preferred it."
.Only a fraction of the flour from Maillet's mill had been
shipped to ~ocal bakers. Maillet's helper, M. Bertrand,
c?nfirmed thiS when his tum for questioning came. But
Sigaud was stopped short when Bertrand said that M.
Bruere had delivered grain to the mill that he wanted to
exchange for flour made from other grain.
"It was very bad quality,"said Bertrand. "All of us noticed
it. Bruere ~~self admitted it. The wheat was full of rye.
But Bruere mSlsted that we take it and give him some of the
good flour in return for it. He wanted the flour made from
the grain of .th~ ~ooperative. M. Maillet protested, but M.
Bruere kept mSlstmg. Then M. Maillet said, 'How do you
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expect me to give you good flour with the slops y~u are
giving meT Because there was not only a lot of rye III the
grain there were also moths and dust. M. Maillet finally told
me that we had to work it anyway and mix it in with the
grain from the. cooper~tive . .So M. ?lrue~e t<,>ok the fl~~r
already in the mill, and .hls gram w~s mixed III with the rest ..
Sigaud, finding now a major discrepancy, began pressl,ng
harder. He brought in M. Bruere immediately and. contmued the questioning, while Maillet and Bertrand waIted outside.
. h
M. Bruere, dark, lean, and artistic looking, was m t e
process of taking over the management of a shop from
another baker at Saint-Martin-Ia-Riviere. Like Maillet, he
was a quiet and unassuming man, well liked in the community, and of sound -reputation..He had arrived at the mil~ of M.
Maillet with his load of graIn on July 8, and he adlllltted to
Sigaud that Bertrand had remarked on its bad quality-th~t
it not only contained a noticeable amount of rye, b~t that It
also included a considerable smattering · of moths and dust.
He also admitted that far from wanting flour made from his
own grain, he had asked Maillet to give him some of tI:e
good flour in exchange. But he hastened to elaborate on thiS
for the commissioner. "It is a current practice in our region
to accept at the end of the season some grain of bad quality,
mixed with secondary grain, coming from the bottoms of the
silos." He also indicated that his accounting practices in
skirting around the special legislation controlling the quality
wheats and flours were kept in an "absolutely fantastic"
manner. He pointed out, for instance, that the three farmers
from whom he was supposed to have received the grain were
nonexistent and he had collected the grain in small quantities
from farmers who had traded him these scraps of grain for
loaves of bread. He never actually verified the contents of the
sacks. He was aware that all such transactions required legal
permits, but he had never bothered to conform with the
regulations.
.
In a brief respite during the questioning, the commissioner
took the time to make a statement to the press, "By tomorrow morning," he said confidently, ''we will truly know all
the facts. I will make known all the results of my inquiry
after the examining magistrate has reviewed all the depositions."
When M. Maillet was called back before the commissioner, his nervousness had increased. H e had no idea whatever
what information either Bertrand or Bruere had given
Sigaud, but this did not remain a mystery to him for long.
"You have told ns," said Sigaud bluntly, "that M. Bruere
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insisted on getting back flour from his own grain-that none
of his grain was mixed in with that of the cooperative.
Are you still convinced of the truth of that statement?"
Maillet hesitated, then spoke. "I have lied to you up to
now. Actually, I gave Bruere the flour made from the grain
from the cooperative. It was already in the process of being
milled at the time. The grain he gave me was mixed in with
the grain that was shipped down as flour to Bagnols. When
M. Bruere brought me the sacks of grain on July 8, I
noticed that many of the sacks contained a large amount of
rye; others just contained wheat alone. It was then the end of
the season, and the farmers were scraping the bottoms of the
silos, When they were short of wheat, they filled in the rest
with rye. I commented to Bruere about the condition of the
grain he was bringing me. He told me that certain of his
clients had owed him money and that he had accepted the
rye in place of the wheat. He kept insisting that I work the
grain for him. 'Give me less,' he said, 'if you wish, but give
me something a little more palatable.' I accepted, and I
replaced his sacks with the good flour from the cooperative. I
honestly thought that the rye mixed in with a large quantity
of wheat would be imperceptible and wouldn't cause the flour
to be bad. My worker Bertrand knows everything that took
place."
He paused a moment, then continued. "I know that at the
end of the season the rye collected in the bottoms of the silos
is of bad quality. I did not believe, however, that it would be
toxic and dangerous, since I had seen flour of both wheat and
rye mixed together during the war. I had accepted the
mixture of wheat and rye because I knew that the farmers'
quotas would be difficult to make this year. I knew nothing
about ergot of rye and did not know how to tell the difference between that and normal rye. Neither did my worker
Bertrand."
M. Maillet was relieved to get everything off his chest, and
he continued. "All the bakers near me in our region are very
particular about the quality of the flour they receive. They
will accept only the pure white flour, and they refuse it when
it is anything less. That is why I sent the flour containing the
rye to the Gard, to Bagnols, for I feared the bakers in my
region would cause me great difficulty in accepting it."
(Later, Commissioner Sigaud wrote in his notes: "Evidently
the bakers of the Bagnols and Pont-8aint-Esprit regions had
less luck than those living neO'.r Maillet in Vie nne : In spite of
all their multiple complaints-which never resulted in any
action-they were never allowed to refuse this flour in the
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manner that Maillet himself had done for the bakers of
Saint-Martin-Ia-Riviere!!")
For the first time since the back-breaking investigation had
begun, Sigaud began to feel that he was making progress.
Here was a classic case of concealment. Maillet had denied
mixing the more-than-questionable grain of Bruere. Bruere
and Bertrand had revealed the facts. The bad grain had been
dumped into the batch from the cooperative; Bruere had
happily gone off with a few less kilos of good flour, but good
flour nonetheless. For it, he had traded bad grain that would
be part of the melange shipped off to Bagnols-sur-Ceze and
would later end up somewhere in the ovens of the bakers in
Pont-Saint-Esprit.
In a preliminary telegram to tbe examining magistrate in
Nimes, Commissioner Sigaud wired the information that he
and his investigators bad definitely confirmed that the flour
delivered to Pont-Saint-Esprit had come from Maillet's mill
that the mill appeared badly managed, that a sack containing
waste and scraps from the flour made over several months
before had been seized, and that he had found considerable
rye in the scraps.
The questioning of Maillet and Bertrand continued througb
the night. Each shipment of grain and wheat was traced with
infinite care. The stories were checked and rechecked with
~ruere. By two-thirty the following afternoon the commisSIOner was able to sum up the entire results of his inquiry in
another wire to the examining magistrate: Maillet and Bert~and had admitted accepting grain containing a high proportion of rye of bad quality as well as mites and dust; Bruere
not only admitted this, but had declared that he had falsified
his accounts in order to mask the fraudulent exchange.
C?n September I, 1951, the formal charges were prepared
agalDst both M. Maillet and M. Bruere. They were indicted
on four counts: (1) Fraude alimentaire, for supplying food
that was uneatable and dangerous to public bealth; (2)
infractions of the special legislation regardioi flour, such as
transporting and holding bread flour in containers other than
sealed sacks, lack of special registration of the flour, and sale
and purchase of flour containing a high proportion of secondary cereals; (3) infraction of the special legislation regarding
wheat and grains, including the lack of proper records of the
shipment and receipt of the stocks' (4) involuntary homicide .
and injuries.
'
In the early evening Bruere and Maillet were arrested.
Commissioner Sigimd, now reaching the climax of the
investigation, issued a crisp bulletin: "It is true that the miller
Maillet has received and delivered good flour and that he
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delivered it in his own vicinity. But to compensate for this, he
delivered to Pont-Saint-Esprit flour mixed witb ergot of rye,
after baving denied that this was so. There appears to be no
doubt about his responsibility."
The reaction to the news of tbe arreSts was, of course,
immediate. In Pont-Saint-Esprit there was fury. In the press
there were vivid headlines announcing tbe apprehension of
the miller and the baker, who had pawned off their unsavory wares at- the expense of the unwary bakers of PontSaint-Esprit. LE MYSTERE DU PAIN QUI TUB EST ENFIN ELUeIDEI-THE MYSTERY OF THE MURDEROUS BREAD THAT KILLS
IS AT LAST ENDED! cried one journal in flamboyant relief.
Other papers, pressing in for the kill, con~ucted th.eir own
trials witbout jury and condemned and practIcally hOlsted tbe
two frigbtened men high up on the hangman's scaffold.
The moulin of M. Maillet is built of old material that
does not permit the proper working of the grain, and
above all, treating the grain as it ought to be. Here t~er~
are no facilities for washing or cleaning. At most, it is
able to grind only three hundred quintals a month. I! is
for this reason it is often noted that the flour comlDg
from this mill fails to present the same quality of
fineness and whiteness that is found in that coming from
more modern installations.
It is equally for this reason, without doubt, that M.
Maillet furnished very little of the flour for the bakers in
this vicinity.
Escorted by several impersonal gendarmes, the haggard
and distraught men were whisked by automobile to Nimes.
M. Perrier the regular examining magistrate, was on vacation. Substituting for him was M. Braure; the similarity of his
name to that of the baker who had just been placed under
arrest caused some difficulty in the public's mind as it tried to
unravel the complicated threads of the story. Brought to the
cbambers of the substitute examining magistrate in Nimes,
in the sbadow of the ruins of the Roman temples of justice
and the arena where ghidiators had fought to death, the men
were presented with the formal charges.
"I do not contest the offenses I have committed in tbe
departement of Vienne," said M. Maillet, "but I don't want
to make any other declarations concerning tbe other charges
at this time."
M. Bruere confined himself to saying that he did not
want to make any further declarations without the benefit of
counsel.
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The French system of law, knocked askew in 1789, has
stumbled along for five Republics with rather shaky provision
for constitutional rights. A man can be arrested without a
warrant and with no knowledge of what the charges are
against him. He can be held for as long as forty-eight hours
without the benefit of a lawyer or anyone else being informed. The examining magistrate is a state-paid professional
who designs the architecture of the case to be prosecuted
without any preliminary public hearing to determine the
merits of the case.
The accused can spend as much as six to nine months in
prison before he is brought to formal trial. During this time
the prisoner is assumed to be guilty, and the newspapers can
print what they like about him, give complete details about
his alleged crime, and report whatever they can find out
about the police evidence.
Maillet and Bruere faced this system with bewildered
acceptance. They were neither criminals nor professional con
men, but frightened provincials who tried to skirt the law and
found themselves facing a monstrous chain of events that
culminated in what was now becoming known as the
strangest case in the history of toxicology.
While they sought legal help from their jail cells, support
came from other sources. The president of the distribution
monopoly, the Union Meuniere, in Meuse, M. Pierre Jacob,
offe.red to stake both his sanity and his life to prove that the
polIce and experts were wrong in finding ergot to be the
cause of the tragedy. He announced that ergot is nearly
always found in any flour, that it is constantly eaten in bread
and that it simply cannot be avoided. He made a flat offer t~
bake his own bread from rye containing the maximum possible amount of ergot, and in the presence of _experts, to eat
the entire loaf. "Collective madness would rage," he said, "if
the experts were right and ergot were the poison."
The presidents of the Union Meuniere in the departements of Vienne and Gard joined M. Jacob in categorically
refusing to accept the theory that ergot was the cause. .
One grain farmer said: ''There is still a great deal of
mystery to be cleared up. Through what wicked genii has Ie
mal des ardents, which for two centuries has been forgottenthrough what wicked genii has it reappeared? The irregularities of M . Maillet and his old and battered mill with its defective equipment are not sufficient to explain this. In every time
and country there are millers without great scruples, and
there are many primitive mills. How does it happen, therefore, that suddenly, in this day and age, an accident of
ergotism can take place?"
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Most of the victims and the villagers of Pont-Saint-Esprit
felt that this was sophistry, and they were not interested.
They were interested in bringing whatever culprits were involved to justice. And at last the police and the experts were
coming up with something concrete. They were not permitted
to forget the sword of Damocles still hanging over their
heads.
The Abbe Jurand continued to pray, in silence, imploring
Saint Saturnin, the patron of the village, to lift the "accursed
bread" and its ravages from the town. Insomnia was still
almost total among the victims, even those struck lightly.
Some who felt they were improving lapsed · back into hallucinations or convulsions, or both. There was still dread everywhere that death might strike 'again, and no one knew where
it would be.
Many began to question just how much poison could be
compressed into the bread, so that people who had eaten
even small amounts had been stricken, sometimes as hard as
if they had eaten generous chunks or slices. Some experts
claimed that it would require twenty to fifty grams of ergot
to kill a steer, fifteen to thirty to kill a horse, and five to ten
grams to kill a calf. Any of these concentrations would have
made the bread literally inedible.
But Commissioner Sigaud was firm in his belief that he had
reached a major- milestone in the case, that the responsibility
could be pinned where it belonged, and that the police
portion of the case, at least, could be closed. Confident also
was Professor Ollivier, whose further tests were revealing
more presence of ergot alkaloids. In a long telephone conversation with the juge d'instruction he confirmed this, and felt
sure that the definitive report would be ready within a few
weeks.
Hardly had the call been completed, when two new events
were added to the picture. First, Colonel Deniel, director of
the Laboratoire Regional des Subsistance Militaires, who
had been asked by the O.N.I.C .. to analyze some samples of
the bread, was not able to find a single trace of ergot in his
analysis of the bread.
Second, Mme. Manilla Bonzi was seized with illness, convulsions, and hallucinations in the town of Saint-Julien-dePeyrolas, close to Pont-Saint-Esprit. She was rushed in serious condition to the hospital at Nimes. Most interesting was
that she had not eaten the bread of M. Briand, but that of
M. Jaussent.
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NINE
THE CONSTERNATION created by the conflicting reports of the
experts, disturbing as it was, did not prevent the substitute
examining magistrate and Commissioner Sigaud from pressing their inquiry. For his defense M. Bruere was able to
obtain the services of Maitre Tessier, one of the ablest
lawyers of Nimes, whose intelligence, fairness, and wit were
highly regarded by the . courts in the city. He was noted for
his defense of the underdog and his passion for defending the
legal rights of the accused without interfering with the proper
dispensation of justice. From Poiti~rs came. Maitre 0a;;seau, a former president of the bar 10 that City, to assIst 10
the defense.
Both attorneys accompanied M. Bruere for his interrogation by the examining magistrate on September 4, 1951,
when Bruere confirmed his previous statements about the
mauvaise qualite of the grain and the general practice in the
area of accepting deliveries of this sort at the end of the
season. He also confirmed his rather fantastic and ephemeral
method of keeping records of his grain deliveries and receipts.
Maillet, however, balked at the questioning by the examining magistrate. Although he admitted that he had signed a
statement saying he had originally lied to Sigaud, he now
claimed that he was forced to sign because he was physically
threatened by the police, who were standing by when he was
questioned at Poitiers.
The substitute examining magistrate reminded Maillet that
his behavior was rather strange in contrast to his first appearance before the magistrate, when Maillet had admitted his
misdemeanors and challenged ooly the competency of the
Nimes jurisdiction. The- judge also noted that M. Maillet
had made no complaint about the police tactics the day he
arrived in Nimes, whether they were those of the police
judiciaire who helped conduct the investigation at Poitiers or
those of the gendarmes who transported him to Nimes.
Maillet stuck fast to his revised story, saying now that he was
ignorant of the fact that the local bakers in his region would
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not accept imperfect flour. Later, when the judge arranged a
confrontation between Maillet and Bruere, Maillet insisted
that he gave Bruere his own grain back in the form of flour
and that he had not mixed it in with the grain of the
cooperative. In several other questionings Maillet contradicted himself a considerable number of times, explaining the
inconsistencies as the result of his fear of the police who
questioned him. Bruere, on the other hand, admitted that he
had been treated quite properly by the police. The court
became convinced that the reason for Maillet's contradictions
lay in the fact that it was not until he arrived in Nimes that
he became fully aware of the horror and terror of the
Pont-Saint-Esprit drama and that he was desperately trying
to eliminate any admissions he thought would be dangerous
to him.
If Maillet panicked in this situation, it is not hard to
understand why. Every headline in the French press, national
and local, was after his throat; the citizenry of Pont-SaintEsprit were in a lynching mood. Passions were running wild;
indignation was boiling everywhere, from the Hotel-Dieu to
the hospitals of Nimes, Avignon, Orange, and Montpellier.
where the patients were still alternating between long hours
of total rational lucidity and maniacal, violent hallucinations,
and where distraught relatives sat in barren waiting rooms to
hear in the distance the anguished cries of their own loved
ones mixed in with the cacophony and bedlam of strangers'
cries. Most painful were the visits of the parents to the
children. They faced the futile and abortive task of comforting children who often did not recognize them, and who lay
or thrashed about mutely on their beds, tied under the
armpits with heavy canvas bands, their ankles lashed to the
iron bedsteads. Others, screaming that their hands and fingers
were burning up, pitifully moved their hands as if they wore
trying to take off pairs of gloves. One man, paying a weekly
visit to his wife, found that he had to stop outside the
hospital and pray for courage before he was able to enter the
psychiatric ward and face the screams that greeted him.
In the hospitals, at the bedsides of the malades, the immensity of incertitude continued" Behind the grilled windows
and iron doors in the psychiatric pavilions, the doctors continued what they themselves called banal treatment, simply
because it was the only thing that modern medicine, anywhere in the world, could do. The fact remained that there
was no specific antidote to poisoning by the ergot alkaloids,
which are unstable, short-lived, difficult to identify, and in
some cases still unknown in their properties. With the ergot
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theory now peing challenged, the therapeutic possibilities were
even more confused.
Dr. Pitot, always calm in the face of the inordinate confusion, tried to bring order out of chaos, fought a holding
battle in the hope that some diagnostic miracle might point
the way toward more specific therapy. He had been rebuilding the psychiatric section on the second floor of the hospital
since 1933, until it was now a forty-bed unit in the process of
recovering from World War II. During that time the Germans had removed much of his equipment which he was in .
the process of replacing. Even the medical supplies were still
prewar. The electroencephalograph of the hospital had been
appropriated by the Germans, but he was able to take some
of the patients to his home, where his own EEG equipment
was available. "Our feeling at the time was one of embarrassment and frustration," Dr. Pitot said some time later. "We
were dealing with a situation for which we had no remedy.
We had only vague references from the Middle Ages and the
seventeenth century to guide us, and as we had no library at
the hospital, I had to seek these out where I could."
Addini to his consternation was a new case arriving at the
hospital, Mme. Bonzi, of Saint-Julien-de-Peyrolas. She
reflected the classic symptoms of the pain maudit, but had
eaten only the bread baked by M. J aussent. She was the first
patient with clearly identifiable symptoms who had not eaten
the bread of M. Briand.
The laconic hospital records of the patients at Nlmes
offered little guidance. They were reviewed by the doctors
with a despairing sense of futility:
E. S. 45 years. Quantity ingested: 2 kilograms of
bread in 2 days. Beginning of acute condition: 18:00
hours, Aug. 26. Hallucinations visuelles of short duration, but repeated often. Sees a horse that comes upon
him swiftly, then disappears.
.
G. J. 40 years. Quantity ingested: 750 grams, morning and evening, August 17. Noted digestive troubles on
August 19. Hallucinations visuelles structurees: Reports
that he sees his neighbor lying in bed, being chloroformed and suffocating, that someone is in the corridor
waiting to chloroform him. In addition, sees domestic
animals and corpses in his room, which bring him extreme anguish. Also sees brilliant colors of great intensity.
F. L. 48 years. Poisoned August 17. Quantity
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ingested: 300 grams. Hallucinations vis~elles sfructurees: Sees many flowers, and beautiful women
crowned by flowers of most vivid colors, which pass
before his bed, but never respond when he speaks to
them. At times, hears singing, a bi!: choir.
Predominant were the vivid colors, flames, and huge bouquets of flowers, except when the major crises s~ck. and the
scenes from Dante's Inferno took over the mmds of the
patients. Then they lay sweating and shivering, with the
rancid odor of their sweat permeating the barren rooms and
the hollow corridors without cease.
For Emile, the scenes were always atrocious. In his moments of calm, he knew that he was in the hOpital des
fous, and as his undulating attacks came on him, he battered
himself mercilessly in his attempts to escape. The staff would
come on occasion to give him shock treatment, never sending
less than six orderlies to hold him down. The bars on his
windows still remained bent, mute testimony to the agonizini
strength he had put forth in order to break away.
One day Mme. Testevin freed herself from her overwhelming task of taking care of the remaining three malades at
La Villette, still confined to their beds, and went to the
hospital at Nlmes to see Emile. She was admitted at the
door of the psychiatric pavilion, locked into the waiting room
with the other visitors, then ushered down the narrow corridors, past the cells where shouts, curses, and derision
greeted her from both sides. Trembling, she reached the
"Judas window" in Emile's room, which was totally bare
except for the bed fixed securely against the wall. He was
quiet, lying on his back and staring at the ceiling, giving no
notice whatever of her presence. She waited patiently for
some sign of recognition, but it never came. Across the hall a
woman with disheveled hair was screaming. She stared at
Mme. Testevin, then burst into a macabre and tuneless song.
Mme. Testevin, sad and burdened, made her way back out
along the corridor to return to her endless routine of scrubbing bed sheets on the hard stones of the washing well,
serving tea and bouillon. and praying that somehow M.
Testevin, Mme. Dezeuzes, and M. Delacquis would join
Emile in some kind of miraculous recovery.
She entered through the iJon gates of La Villette, now
posted with a sign by Dr. Gabbai that firmly requested
visitors to stay away. Even from the outside courtyard she
could hear Mme. Dezeuzes still crying, and a few short cries
from M. Delacquis's window as he grappled with an imaginary animal. From her husband's window she heard only
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silence. Twelve pairs of sheets were drying in the sun near
the washing well, a sign that the Rigaud sisters were keeping
up with the constant demands of the patients in her absence.
With Emile in the hospital, she had been able to improve the
routine somewhat, and the crises were becoming further
apart now. She was even able to sleep for a few hours at a
time on a cot placed at the foot of her husband's bed.
Weak as he was, M. Delacquis was experiencing long
moments of rationality that were still marred, however, by
the consistent compulsion to move toward the window and
occasional hallucinations. But he was able to control the urge
to jump out of the window, even when he was able to stop
his incessant writing. His mind was turning more and more to
the tragedy, since his few visitors had indicated in the briefest
terms the wide extent of the event. In his mind was growing
the desire to seek justice for those who had been so mercilessly stricken without warning and in such a cruel and
grotesque way. When he got better, he told himself-if he
got better-he would carry on a battle to see that all those
who suffered as he did would be compensated through the
leveling of responsibility where it belonged and regardless of
upon whose shoulders it fell. He would commence his plan- ·
ning as he lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, only to find
it interrupted when his comrades from the First World War
joined him at his bedside, and his mind was again filled with
confusion.
.
Down in the village M. Carle was also having more frequent moments of clarity. His compUlsion to count window
panes and to repeat senseless words of his own invention
would die down now, sometimes for several minutes at a
. time. When he got better, he would think of what he could
do to see that justice and compensation were brought to the
victims. Neither he nor M. Delacquis knew yet the full extent
of the damage throughout the town. They were assuming, on
the basis of fragmentary information, that the victims numbered over a dozen; the two men were yet to learn that they
could be counted by the score. Nor was M. Carle yet conscious of the frightful agony his small daughter was experiencing in Avignon. He would learn that later, when his
strength grew enough for him to read the newspapers, which
were kept carefully out of his reach during this time.
Mme. Charpail, mute and dissociated, remained at the
table in her mother's kitchen on the rue des Quatre Coins,
showing neither improvement nor decline. M. Sauvet, now
fully lucid, was recalling with horror his escapade on the
bridge; his wife was feeling much better, and they toasted
each other with a glass of pastis on their deliverance.
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M. Briand, in the face of a mixture of rumors, hostility,
and generous support, continued his aionized appraisal of the
event while his wife, who was among the more severely
stricken, still lay in bed. His insomnia, along with the others,
was still total and still continuing two weeks after the start of
the disaster.
The base of the problem, M. Briand felt, lay in the method
of control exercised by the D.N.I.C. "The controllers," he
told a reporter who questioned him, "who are not always
technicians, are provided by the D.N .I.C. to verify the quality
of the wheat before it is threshed. This control has for its
purpose to learn if the grain that is going to be put in sacks is
wholesome, sound, and therefore marketable. Unfortunately,
this control is so rapid, what with the utiIization of combined
reapini-binding machines, that there is great difficulty in
seeing if there is ergot in the grain. The ergot, of course, is
more often found in rye. But the flour that the bakers utilize
after months of bad weather, such as we have been receiving, often contains some 2 percent bean flour and 6 to 8
percent rye flour per a one-hundred-kilo sack. We have to
make the bread. We make it. There ought to exist two other
inspections, one made at the storage places where the grain is
placed in silos by the agricultural cooperatives, and the second at the flour mill. At this last stage the grains are
anonymous, since all the different supplies are mixed together. But the miller, with the aid of testing equipment, would
be able to verify the quality of the grain that he grinds.
Always, it is a matter of taking a sample."
Actually, the D.N.I.C. was not as much in control of the
quality of the wheat and flour as of the distribution of it,
seeing that those departements that were deficient in grain
received both flour and grain from those that had a surplus.
In the cumbersome distribution system the D.N .I.C., as a
government agency, and the Union Meuniere, as a private
monopoly, stumbled over each other in a maze of complicated legal contracts that confused more than they clarified.
The result of the contract was that the Union Meuniere, for
profit, took over the obligation to deliver to the bakers a
flour that was "saine, loyale et marchand," which is the
French way of saying wholesome, unadulterated, and marketable. The Union was also responsible for seeing that the
grain and flour conformed to legal norms. The private monopoly's duties included the general obligation of prudence and
the specific obligations of seeing that the flour and the sacks
in which it was transported were in good order.
A statement made by M. Arthur Geay, director of the
Union Meuniere of the Vienne departement, did nothing to
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increase his popularity in Pont-Saint-Esprit. He told the police investigators, "1 am officially ignorant if there has been
any fraud concerning the quality of the merchandise delivered by M. Maillet. ... " If the president of the monopoly in
the area where the grain came from was "officially ignorant," it was asked, why was he ignorant, and what were his
job and his responsibilities?
There was a vague feeling along Grande Rue and the
Boulevard Gambetta that the investigation was not proceeding as it should, that someone or something was being
protected or covered up, and that political excuses were replacing honest and vigorous inquiry. If strings were being
pulled, there was no real evidence of it. The toxicologists were
working with all the energy at their command. The juge
d'instruction, the commissaire, the police judiciaire, the mobile brigades, and the gendarmerie were spading up every
possible clue they could uncover. The doctors in the hospitals
were using every weapon, feeble as it might be, at their
disposal, and the local doctors in the village were still mainly
sleepless and on the verge of breakdowns themselves. The
fact was that everybody concerned, including M. Briand and
the victims themselves, was still fighting one of the most
elusive phantoms in medical history, the battle inevitably
leading to frustrations, recriminations, and the directing of
gunfire against their own troops.
Dr. Gabbai, his dossier of notes growing bigger by the
day, took time off to drive to Nimes to meet his wife and
family on their return from the Pyrenees by train. Although
the sporadic outbreaks were still occurring days after the
nightmarish night of l' eclosion brutale, the interns from
Nimes, Montpellier, and Avignon were making it possible
for him, Dr. Vieu, and Dr. Channac to get some relief from
the pressures, even in the face of the continuing chaos. The
maximum each doctor could handle was an average of four
patients an hour, and all the local doctors had been handling
approximately eighty patients a day. For the drive to Nimes,
about an hour away, Dr. Gabbai took some amphetamine for the first time since the disaster began. Driving this
distance, he was afraid of falling asleep at the wheel, after
nine days without going to bed. It was the first and only time
he took medication himself, until on the twelfth day without
sleep, the burden of the massive job he and the other doctors
were faced with struck him with an unexpectedly vicious
impact. Suddenly and without warning he was felled by a
cerebral spasm and a condition of the blood vessels known as
hemiplegia, which is a paralysis of one side of the body. He
was flattened for two days, during which time he continued
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his efforts to solve the mystery, collating his notes and charts
c.onferring with Dr. Giraud and Dr. Latour from Montpel~
her, who were relentlessly studying the cases in the hope of
clarifying the enigma.
.Both ~en from Montpellier were urbane, distinguished,
a:lstocratlc. They stood out in sharp contrast in the provinCIal town, as they .m ade their way through the crooked
streets, and up and down the dark, twisted, stone stairs of the
villagers' homes. They would return at times to their studies
in Montpellier to assess and evaluate the data they had
collected; Dr. Latour would shut himself in his elegant
tasteful apartment on the Boulevard du Jeu de Paume Dr:
Giraud in his inviting house on the Endos Tissie ~ the
academic cloister of the ancient and venerable University of
Montpellier. Late in the night the men would study the notes
they had collected. Dr. Latour worked at a handsome antique desk, a di~ light refle~ing in the impeccable parquet
floors. Around hIm were anCIent Roman curios, and after his
long h~urs he would sip a glass of port and try to bring sense
to ~n Imponder~ble mystery. Dr. Giraud, several years his
seDlor, w~rked 10 a more cluttered study, surrounded by
books of lIterature, theater, and medicine. He was a precise
and thorough man, with a passion for detail and accuracy
augmenting his broad literary and scientific interests.
Both doctors worked in an atmosphere of distinguished
medical and .academic tradition. Not only had spice merchants of ancient days brought back to Montpellier medicines
and herbs from the Orient, but the works of Hippocrates had
been translated, and a center for medical learning had been
created there even before the University of Montpellier had
begun. The center became one of the first medical schools in
the world. At the university, Rabelais had concluded his
medical studies in 1538. But all the tradition, the knowledge,
and the intelligence concentrated there could do little for the
victims of Pont-Saint-Esprit-nor could any other medical
center do anything further under the conditions existing at
the time. Both men would, however, with the assistance of
the doctors and interns working in the field, continue their
efforts to define the plague in all its complexities and subtleties for the French Academy of Medicine.
The most distressing fact for everybody concerned was the
inefficacy of medicines. Whenever sleep would come to a
patient, there would be some improve1p.ent, but sleep itself
was the one impossibility in the face of the almost total
insomnia. All sedation continued to be ineffective. At the
hospitals the more severe therapy of electro-shock treatments
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and ACTH (adrenocorticotrophic hormone) brought absolutely no relief.
The two doctors dug more deeply into the mysteries of
ergot, scraping up every piece of information on modern
research of the drug as well as on historical ergotism. Ergot,
under control, had many llseful purposes. Ergot running wild
was disaster. In examining the fast-growing data, they found
the absence of many signs that would indicate other drugs as
the source of the poisoning. Mercury fungicides had been
suggested, but there was no kidney djlmage or ashen color to
the mouth so typical of mercury poisoning; nor were there
the sore gums, the loosening of teeth, and the strong metallic
taste that accompanied it. In mercury-poisoning victims death
was inevitably caused by the toxic action on the kidney, the
site of the highest concentration of the mineral. These renal
lesions were consistently obvious and manifold. Here, there
was no such evidence.
In narcotic poisoning there was frequently evidence of
paralysis, and many narcotics brought about strong erotic
syndromes which were totally absent in the Pont-Saint-Esprit
cases.
New pharmaceutical studies of ergot had revealed the
multiplicity, the diversity, and the variety of the chemical
composition of the substance. The natural form of the drug
had shown a surprisingly active capacity to engender new and
undiscovered properties; its instability made it so elusive that
toxicologists were never sure with what they were working.
The alkaloids of ergot were capable of disappearing with
alarming rapidity. They were numerous, and not all their
properties were known. The natural forms were more powerful than the synthetic. Laboratory tests had shown that not
more than 5 percent of an intravenous dose could be accounted for in the body, even five minutes after an injection.
The clinical aspects of historical ergotism were diverse,
and the Pont-Saint-Esprit syndromes continued to match
strikingly with the forms noted in previous centuries, whether
convulsive or gangrenous, paresthetic or hallucinatory, simple
or mixed.
Reading a description of the ergot epidemic of Marbourg
in 1595, both Giraud and Latour noticed the striking similarities.
The sickness habitualIy begins with a tingling and
prickling of the skin, then the fingers and toes contract
or expand with a strong rigidity.... During the crises,
there are sensations of intense burning and freezing
cold .•••
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The intelIectual troubles are very varied .•. hallucinations which render the sick very dangerous and make it
necessary to close them in or tie them up ••• there is
profuse sweating.
One medical analyst, writing in 1874, slllIl1l?-ed l;lP the
perplexities facing Dr. Giraud and Dr. Latour WIth his own
puzzlement:
We are obliged to declare that we do not yet have
sufficient knowledge of the nature of this toxic agent,
and to admit that, following the conditions of time and
place, the poison is able to vary not only in its ~orce and
energy, but in its pathogenic modes, under the mfluence,
without doubt, of its association of diverse other causes
of alternation among the grains and flour, whether
parasitic in nature or not

1
I

I,

Thus in 1951 the doctors continued to face the same
enigma' as in "1874-0r in the Middle Ages, or in the beginning of history.
.
. .
Chafing under his enforced rest m bed, and expenencmg
difficulty in speaking because of his attack-a conditio~
which was to stay with him for many years-Dr. Gabb~
broke down his notes in careful, documented order. In addition to the charts for each patient, classified according to the
intensity of the case, Dr. Gabbai chronicled his observations
over the long sleepless hours on the streets and in the houses
of the malades. He wrote: "
Absorption took place during a single day. The bread
certainly contained a high proportion of poison, for the
aJDounts eaten were often very small. In this first phase,
the symptoms were generalized . •. after some hours the
symptoms become more clearly defined, and most o.f the
patients presented digestive disturbances, along WIth a
depressive state, with anguish and slight agit~tion .. Particularly noted was the state of nausea, With dlffuse
abdominal pain; less often noted w~re vomi?n g lI:"d
diarrhea. There was often a sensatwn of d1Stres~lOg
pharyngeal constriction.
Disturbance of the autonomic nervous system accompanied the digestive disorders-hot flashes, followed by
the impression of "cold waves," with periods of intense
sweating ... the patients were pale and often showed a
regular bradycardia (40 to 50 beats a minute). Temper147

ature of most patients low, both in morning and evening
(97.8-98.2) . Arterial tension in general rather low ....
Sometimes disquieting fall in blood pressure during
fainting attacks .... Mydriasis very frequent •.. diminution of the light reflex.
Several complaints of pain at nape of the neck, more
rarely true headaches. Insomnia-constant. Diffuse,
subhepatic abdominal pain, burning sensations throughout the whole of the digestive tract. Patients pale, limp,
inconspicuous trembling of the extremities. Many recover with only these symptoms. Others, worse after a
48-hour lull. Sharp tingling, pallor, and cold in the
extremities ... painful paresthesia and cramps in the
calves. Some had severe fainting attacks with imperceptible pulse ... low and feeble arterial tension. Logorrhea, psychomotor agitation, and absolute insomnia
nearly always presaged the appearance of mental disorders. Themes of hallucinations included visions of animals and flames .,. many cases followed by dreamy
delirium. Delirium seemed to be systematized, with animal hallucinations and self-accusation, sometimes mystical and macabre.
Every attempt at restraint increased the agitation.
Some muscular spasms, recalling those of tetanus ...•
During this stage, abundant sweating. Duration of periods of delirium, varied ... those who died did so of
cardiovascular collapse and muscular spasm. Gangrene
noted ... some women with hemorrhages .•. some with
premature menstruation ...
The hemorrhages were a new symptom, but they fell into
place among the symptoms of historical ergotism as surely as
pieces in a picture puzzle. At Pont-Saint-Esprit three-quarters
of the women victims encountered this trouble.
On the heels of this new development came a flood of skin
eruptions, and again the symptoms continued to affirm the
close similarity of the disease to historical ergotism. The skin
eruptions, appearing late in the progress of the disease, were
bothersome but not serious. Their duration, however, was to
be extended over a long period of time.
The eruptions experienced by the patients who had eaten
the bread had their roots in a series of circumstances which
began to come to the forefront as the new symptom appeared.
When M. Briand had begun to sort out the samples of le
pain maudit to prepare to send them to the police laboratory
for analysis, he noticed that he felt a burning sensation on
148

the tips of his fingers. Later, when he touched his hands to
his face, the burning sensation happened again, more severely. He noticed Dr. Channac's car in front of his shop, and
immediately called him in and told him about it. Dr. Channac made a note of the incident and returned to his office.
Later that evening, Dr. Channac returned to M. Briand's
bakery and told him that he felt the same kind of sensation
on his own fingers and face after handling the bread. The
bread was labeled and sent on to the' laboratory in Marseilles. The eczema created by the contact continued over
many weeks.
Beyond that, several persons taking care of the sick reported that they suffered from a burning sensation and eczema
after touching the patients. Mayor Hebrard, after his long
series of visits to the sick both in Pont-Saint-Esprit and in the
hospitals, noted a strong sensation of burning on his hands
after shaking hands with many of the patients.
Georges Gillot, the investigator for the Department of
Health, noticed that he broke out in a rash during his
confiscation of the samples of flour from the supplies of M.
Bousquet in Bagnols-sur-Ceze. Corroborating this, another
inspector from the Department of Health encountered the
same symptoms after he had handled the samples of flour
coming from M. Griotti, the baker whose bread had been the
forerunner to the Pont-Saint-Esprit disaster.
M. Gillot then used his own arms as a testing laboratory,
trying out the different samples ·of M. Griotti's flour on his
skin. Over a period of several weeks he rubbed the labeled
and coded samples on his skin, charting whether the sample
created an eczema condition or not. He concluded from the
results that at least two sacks under seal with M. Griotti were
still toxic many weeks after the original flurry of illnesses
connected with his bread.
But none of this helped to solve the new question mark
brought on by the conflicting reports from Dr. Ollivier's
laboratory and the military laboratory under Colonel Deniel.
Ollivier took a firm stand against the statement issued by the
colonel, insisting that traces of ergot had been found both in
the viscera and in the bread samples he had examined. He
also commented wryly on the brash offer by M. Jacob, the
Union Meuniere executive who had offered to eat bread
especially baked with ergot. "I'm afraid I'd have another
autopsy on my hands," was Ollivier's remark when he learned
of M. Jacob's statement.
.
Just when it appeared that a giant battle was looming up
between the two laboratories, the colonel and the professor
quickly settled their differences. They issued a joint statement
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that did nothing to advance the unraveling of the mystery,
but which at least removed another roadblock in the way of
keeping momentum going in the investigatioIi.
Only the Laboratoire Interregional de Police Scientifique de Marseilles has been authorized by the judiciary
police to make an analysis concerning the affair of
Pont-8aint-Esprit. It is the only laboratory to have received all the elements necessary to continue the investigation, the only one to receive the samples placed
officially under seal: bread, flour, viscera, reports from
the clinic, and autopsies.
On the request of the O.N.I.C. the military laboratory
at Marseilles has analyzed only one portion of one
sample of bread, which has not been held under . official
judiciary seal, and this single analysis does not provide
enough information to reach a general conclusion concerning this affair.
The directors of both laboratories concerned, whose
signatures appear below, after a complete exchange of
points of view, and in perfect accord, submit this joint
communique to dispel the confusion that could arise
from certain unfounded interpretations which are insufficiently clarified.
Thus ended one of the first battles among the experts, but
others were already being formed. As each new controversy
was made public, another merciless wave of confusion would
spread among the townspeople, already staggering from a
burden they or anyone else would hardly be equipped to
bear.
In the village the only topic of conversation continued to
be Ie pain maudit. Fantastic accusations flooded the cafes.
Dozens of hypotheses were advanced; few had any relation
to reality. Yet what was real in a disaster which was as
mysterious to the experts as it was to the layman? -The
villagers had read so many news reports, heard so many
rumors, listened to so many tales that they were dismally
despairing of finding an - answer. The reality they knew was
reflected in the huge pennant strung across the ancient portals of the Hotel-Dieu, which in large black letters named
the doctors and the pharmacy assigned each day to les
services de nuit, or through the reprises of the cries, the
tears, the maledictions, the trembling, the delirium, and the
clamor that continued to show itself sporadically in the
streets.
They were beginning to be released from the hospitals
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now, a few at a time. They were welcomed back with l?ve
and affection, but not unalloyed. Underneath the affection
was a layer of fear, the inescapable thought that a relapse
might come at any minute; that the awful scenes of the rught
of the Apocalypse might return again.
The fear was not unjustified. Mme. Isabelle Payan, returning to her husband and small children on t~e Gr.ande Ru.e
was filled with joy after the long days and mghts m a straIt
jacket in the hospital at NUnes .. Her pro~ess was. good.
Sleep was returning to her. Her mmd was still filled WIth the
unbearable sounds of the psychiatric wing, but the memory
was fading in the warmth and security of her home.
Their apartment in the old village was modest. M. Payan
had just recently moved ,his family from th~ Vaucluse, having
found a job on the Donzere-Mondragon proJect.
The first recurrence was short-lived. Mme. Payan ran to
the window without warning, fiung it open, and came to her
. senses just at the moment she started to jump. She could not
explain where the impulse came from and shuddered at the
thought of what would have happened if she had followed it.
A few moments later she found herself suddenly going to the
wardrobe, opening the door, and trying to enter it.
"Isabelle what are you doing?" said her husband.
"Excuse' me," she said. "I thought it was time to take the
train!"
By Saturday she felt better. The incredible azure-blue of
the Midi sky, the crisp, fresh October air, and the release
from the anguish of the hospital all combined to revivify her
spirits and bring her refreshed hope. The market sprawled
along the center strip of the Boulevard Gambetta was the
same as she had remembered it: the trinkets, the mountains
of greens, the shoes, the clothes, the hardware, the pots and
pans, the pottery, the crowded paths between the stalls, the
noise, the confusion. All that was lacking was the usual
gaiety. No one in the village could forget so soon; no one
could be expected to do so.
She gained courage and confidence among the familiar
sights and sounds. She approached a fruit and vegetable stall,
where mounds of local grapes· were displayed. She bought a
kilo and placed them in her shopping bag.
It happened so suddenly that no one, including Mme.
Payan was aware of how it happened. With a scream, she
threw her shopping sack to tlle ground, tore off her hat, and
flung her arms wildly about her.
"Stand back! Don't touch me! Let me alone!" she yelled.
"You want to kill me, to poison me! I know it! Assassins!"
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Then, as suddenly as it had come on, the attack subsided.
It was not the last time that she would relapse into the

darkness she thought she had left forever. "I feel that I
would like to die!" she later said.
Rene Argellier, too, exchanged the cruel, tight bindings of
the strait jacket for the warmth of his home when it was
thought that he was cured. A smallish man of thirty-six
years, with a pale, drawn visage, he returned hopefully from
the echoing hallways of the hospital at Nlmes to his family
farm on the road to the Ardeche. Speaking to a sympathetic
reporter, he told the story in his own words:
Monsieur, je suis un hamme fini.
I remained a month at the maisan des faus at Nimes.
They felt I was cured. Last Thursday, after having
eaten my dinner, I realized I had no more cigarettes. I
got on my bicycle to go to the tabae to get some. But at
the doorway of the shop the sickness overcame me
again. I saw the house tumble down on top of me. The
stones and the timbers were crushing my body. The
people standing by ran over to me and held me down.
My hallucinations continued. Bombs were exploding all
around me, and little goblins were attacking me with
blood-red needles like pikes, stabbing me all over. The
men rushed me to the Hotel-Dieu, where I spent the
night tied to the bed. But in the morning I had become
very calm again.
The only difference between this crisis and the preceding one is that I recognized the people who surrounded
me and sought to take care of me.
He recalled his first attack, when he felt as if he had been
placed on a pyre and saw train after train approaching him,
then receding, and then a truck which pursued him on the
bridge at Pont-Saint-Esprit, flinging him into the river.
There is no doubt that these hours of senseless nightmares profoundly disturbed me. But I believe I suffered
more when morning came, with my mind clear, my
body calm, and I found myself in a narrow white cell
with the thick bars in front of me, tied by leather straps
to an iron bed. I would cry out that I was better, -that I
was well, but they would pass by my door without
looking or coming back for me.
The doctors have told me that I must be patient152

that it will perhaps be five years before I recover my
equilibrium. I will never be able to wait that long.
The toast that M. Sauvet and his wife made to each other

in pastis was ill-timed. A few days afterward, the genial an.d

well-liked garagiste rose in the night and pedale~ off on ~1S
bicycle as Mme. Sauvet roused her neighbors to give chase .m
a car. They found him hours later, confused and apologetic,
deeply mournful about the worry he had caused.
There were other incidents, too, enough to fray the nerves
of everyone in the village, who had been now for more than
three weeks without respite from continued shock. There was
the man at the market who suddenly greeted an old friend by
stopping him next to the Fontaine de la Navigati~n to s~y:
"Look at my feet-do you hear the pretty ~USIC commg
from them? Isn't it strange? And see the beautiful antennae
there?"
There was the thirteen-yeM"-old who without warning began breaking up the furniture in his home. Or the mother
and son whose cases had been extremely light, and who were
suddenly rushed to the hospital at Nimes.
.
There were the scores of villagers who were not Sick, had
no hallucinations, experienced no idee fixe, felt no pain, but
lay on their beds each night for over twenty nights, their eyes
wide open, their thoughts churning, their dread and apprehension rising-and no sleep whatever. The sheer ago~y of the
total insomnia was almost unbearable; the smartmg eyes,
the aching muscles, the agonizing void of total wakefulness
was as tortuous as for those who remained in or were returned to the cells in the psychiatric pavilions. Conscious all
the time of the voluminous news of the affair of "the accursed bread" the half-sick rnalades tossed and twisted in
their beds with the unblockable fear and apprehension of
what was going to happen next.
The brief battle of the experts and the truce that followed
was simply another stinging rebuff to impose further uncertainty on their exhausted minds. Professor Ollivier's. follow-up
letter to the juge d'instruelion was of no comfort either, even
though it did bring an air of finality to the entire mystery:
Ministere de Le Directeur du Laboratoire
1'Interieur
Interregional de Police Scientifique
Laboratoire
de Marseilles a M. PERRIER juge d'instruction
Interregional Tribunal de 1 0 instance; Palais de
de Police
Justice NiMES
Scientifique de
MARSEILLES
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Objet : a/ s Aff. de P ont-St-Esprit
Ref erence: Ar. Chron N ° Chro 2445
Monsieur Ie Juge,
Following our telegram of the Thirtieth of August,
1951, and in execution of your ordinances concerning the
affair of Pont-St-Esprit, we have the honor to bring to
your attention the new results, actually bringing together
the deductions fro m the series of chemical. biological
and microscopic examinations relative to the analysis of
22 different specimens (bread, viscera, etc.) and representing an actual total of some 100 groups of tests.
These new examinations bring confirmation of the
presence of a substance possessing the toxicological
characteristics of the active principles of ergot, parasite
of cereals in the following samples:

2°

VISCERA
MISON-RlEU Dog
BREAD SAMPLES

Jaussent-August 12
Mison-August 16
Moulin-August 16
Moulin-August 18
Briand-August 20
The report went on to disclose, howe~er, that the other
specimens among the twenty-two samples were negative as
far. as the presence of ergot was concerned. Was the elusive
chemical disintegration, for which ergot was known, so volatile that it had already escaped from the samples by the time
the laboratory was able to test them? This was a major point
that would have to be examined in great detail For the
moment, however, the letter conclUded:
These results are still awaiting further tests, and do
not permit fully satisfactory conclusions by themselves,
notably needing the confrontation of the interpretations
reveaJed by the application of different methods and
techniques, thus making a series of complementary experiments necessary.
. ~e definitive report will be sent to you with th.e
mtmmuffi of delay at the completion of our new experiments.
Marseilles, October 15. 1951
(Signed) Dr. Ollivier
Regardless of the tentative tone of the letter, regardless of
the mysterious qualities of ergot, and re£ ardless of its capaci154

ty to resist medical therapy, the threat had been smok;ed out
and recognized, and the enemy was engaged--even If only
with toy guns and tin armor as protection. There was no real
satisfaction when the news of this letter was released, but a
bizarre form of stability was established for the first time
since the day of disaster had arrived. This pseudostability,
however, could not possibly protect the Spiritpontains from
the formidable shoals surrounding them. Two violent gusts of
wind set their unseaworthy craft reeling out to sea again.
The first gust came with the news that Joseph Portal, a
fellow-townsman of long standing, had died in the H6pital
Psychiatrique de Mondevergues, the fifth fatality of Ie pain
maudit, and so certified by his attending physician.
The second gust was accompanied by front-page headlines
in practically every newspaper in France. A hydraulic engineer, who was technical counsel to nearly four hundred
French 'villages on the problems of water supply, engineercounsel of the Ministry of Justice, and consultant to the
French and American military services on the establishment
of water supply, released a blunt and shocking report that
said without evasion or equivocation: The water supply of
Pont-Saint-Esprit, and the water supply alone, is the cause of
the five deaths, the victims rendered insane, and the other
sickness raging through the little village on the Rhone.

TEN
THE HYDRAULIC engineer's name was M. Louis-Claude
Vincent. His report was written with passionate indignation,
oddly out of tune with what might be expected from an
engineering mind. He took great pains to see that his theory
was outlined and sent to an impressive list of authorities,
including public officials, judges, politicians, and newspapers.
He underlined with almost frantic emphasis that the water
was the exclusive cause of the poisonings; beyond any doubt.
He went further than that. He indicated that the water would
continue to ravage the popUlations because of its toxicity. It
contained, he claimed, important quantities of arsenic and
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nitrites. He did not explain just how the arsenic m ight So
m ysterious1y appear. He stated that the source of the supply
was a public scandal. and that h.e hoped "in the interest of
the martyred population that the truth will finally triumph."
BUrsting into a peak of elegance, he said that "as in the
time of the Bas Empire, and in the image of the doctors of
the Byzance wnolhilosophized on the sexes of the angels as
the Turks climbe their ramparts, our modem doctors prefer
to offer dissertations on an imponderable ergotism, ignoring
at present the poisonous ammoniacs which continue their
work of creating de folie and de mort."
H there were anything designed to pulverize the last remaining semblance of calm, this statement was it. Sales of
wine skyrocketed throughout the region; housewives cooked
in nothing but wine, or even pastis. In the cafes, this
favorite beverage of the Proven~ was served straight and
syrupy. clinging to the roof of the mouth, but infinitely safer
than in its customary state, mixed with water. Even the
journalists, collected daily at the Cafe de la Bourse, shuddered at the thou ght of eating anything that was mixed with
water.
Up until now they had their jokes and deceits that continued to senate the nerves of the popul ace. One reporter
brought a girl in from Avignon, dressed her as a nurse,
placed her sister in a bed in his hotel room to simulate a
scene of bedside agony for his press photographer. Another
cr eated a fake funeral to get a picture to return to his paper.
Still another returning on a furlough to Paris, as he phrased
it, painted the words PONT ST. ESpRIT 00 a sweat shirt, and
staggered into his office with a loaf of bread under his arm.
On the release of the information from M. Vincent, the
press corps became muffled and subdued. The assignment to
Pont-Saint-Esprit lost its glamor.
M. Vincent built his case with extreme attention to unimportant detail and irrelevant fact. Even the national minister
of health was impressed. The engineer had been charged by a
group of industrial planners to study the possibilities for a
new pharmaceutical plant to be established in the region,
and testing the water of Pont-Saint-Esprit was part of his
assignment.
"On the Twenty-fourth of September, I presented myself
at the town hall of the village to obtain the preliminary
information on the water of Pont-Saint-Esprit," M. Vincent
said. "There I iearned that the bacteriological analysis of the
water was satisfactory, but that no chemical analysis had
been made since 1946. But the analysis at that time showed
evidence that the water was already charged with chlorine
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and sulphuric acid. These preliminary confirmations made, I
went to visit the water installation and perceived with astonishment that it was next to the gas works."
He went on to explain that a subterranean gallery of the
gas works was some twenty meters below the ground, passing
within a few meters of the water supply. Through a faulty
mechanism, which M. Vincent went to great lengths to explain, the debris from the gas manufacturing unit could have
brought arsenic and nitrites to the water supply. "This is
what has provoked the catastrophe," he said firmly, with still
no explanation of why arsenic should be present.
After the immediate and violently apprehensive reaction to
his theory had subsided, the questions began to come. Aside
from Mme. Bonzi and one other family, all sickness seemed
to be established as coming from the bread of M. Briand.
Why, then, was not the entire town poisoned? Further, why
did the symptoms, overall, reflect only the symptoms of
classic historical ergotism? Beyond that, no trace whatever
of arsenic or nitrites had been found, to say nothing of the
lack of correspondence between the symptoms demonstrated
by the sick and those resulting from arsenic or nitrite poisoning. Arsenic, especially, was easy and clear to trace in the
system. Why, also, was the mass outbreak sudden and traumatic, rather than a long sickness of attrition, if the water
were at fault? There was no evidence whatever of a slow and
insidious poisoning.
Further, a report from M. BataiJIon, medecin-directeur
de fa Sante du Gard proved conclusively that the water
supply had been regularly surveyed from the chemical as
weI! as the bacteriological point of view. The results were
clearly acceptable:
Sample of July 25, 1951: A la borne fontaine de
La Marie: EAU POTABLE
Sample of October 1, 1951: A la borne fontaine
de la Place: EAU POTABLE
Other analyses indicated that the color, odor, deposits, and
mineral and vegetable content were fully compatible with
normal standards, and there was no reason to have concern
over the water supply. After the authorities confirmed and
reconfirmed these conclusions, M. Vincent's intense but brief
limelight was dimmed as quickly as it had flooded the atmosphere, and no more was heard of the theory.
Although the possibility of an entirely different source of
the poisoning from the bread bolstered M. Maillet's and M.
Bruere's cases, it did nothing but stiffen Commissioner
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Sigaud's resolve to suppOrt the ergot theory, and to prosecute
Maillet and lJruere to the full extent of the law. By now the
lawyers of the miller and the- baker from the no~ ~ere
pleading eloquently, ~d no~ ,,:ithout reason, fOT ~rr ciIents
to be m is en liberte prOV1SOlre, the French eqUlvalent of
being released on bail. There was not sufficient evidence, they
argued cogently. The two men were being held in jail on
extremely thin pretenses. Thin as it was, the shadow of doubt
cast by the hydraulic engineer spurred hopes of the me!!
gaining their freedom, further supported by a long commuruque issued by L'Association de 1a Meuni~re Fr an9ais .
In it, the millers' organization insisted that the presence of
ergot was not formally proven by the experts, and that the
properties of the drug when it w s employed pharmaceutically made it evident that DO one could have eaten the bread
under any circumstances.
Ergot would only be toxic, the communique w~~t on to
say in doses of fo ur to ten grams. Bread contaIDmg that
mu~h of a dosage of ergot, according to the millers, would
have presented such characteristics as an extremely nauseous
odor, a repellent taste, and a dark gray color which would
have been immediately obvious. But the bread had been,
without any doubt whatever, highly savory, and no per on
who ate it bad shown any real indication of ot wanting to
do so.
.
"The responsibility of the miller," th 'communique continued, "is therefore not established in any formal way. In the
absence of such proof, there remain only two hypotheses:
(1) an accident after the flour was placed in the sack, when
it was poisoned in transp rt, a bypothesis difficult to maintain
because the flour was sealed at the mill; and (2) an act of a
criminal- the theory that remains the mosf plausible."
Since the villagers bad barely recovered from the shocklng
accusation of the water supply, they were left reeling and
shocked 8eam by this energetic resurrection of the criminal
theory. Aily theory that allowed for the strong possibility of
the rampage to continue, painfully increased the tensions on
the nerves of the townspeople, which were now stretched
tighter than a fine piano wire.
.
Meanwhile, further investigation of the mill of M. Maillet
failed to uncover any great irregularities, either fraudulent
bookkeeping or incompetent milling of the grain. In fact, one
investig tor in his official report commented:
"M_ Maillet L a well-regarded miller without any great
dynamism in his character, who never draw pru:ticul~ attention to himself. One would not generally classify him as a
f raudeur. A sample of flour taken from him in January,
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1950, did not lead to any particular observation in the
laboratory.
"M. Bruere also is considered as a boulanger serieux, and
he has no record of previous infractions."
The investigator added that Maillet's mill was considered
one of the better in the departement, in the opinion of
other professionals, who indicated that there was always the
presence of ergot in feeble quantities in any grain, but that it
was harmless.
In contrast to this benign report, the official appraisal of
the cooperative of Saint-lulien-I' Ars, with which neither of
the men held in jail had any connection, was rather startling:
"We have confirmed in this establishment on a shelf in the
hall of the first floor three packets of arsenic, sealed, and
twelve packets of the toxic hexachlorocyclohexane. The
wrapping of these packets was in a bad state, and would
permit the toxic powder to pour out on the sacks destined to
carry the grain. In another part of the same hallway, the
sacks destined to carry the grain were sitting on bags of
chemical fertilizer and bottles of Gesarol [dichlorodiphenyl-trichloro-ethane, the technical name for DDT]."
With this report, were graphic photographs of the conditions in the cooperative.
Seizing on this and other evidence, the barristers represeniing Maillet and Bruere pressed their appeal for the release,
at least on a provisional basis, for the two men. M. Tessier,
always -eloquent and persuasive, presented his plea in the
form of a letter:
In the name of Monsieur Ie Batonnier Grasseau, and
in mine, I have the honor of asking you to place en
liberte provisoire M. BRUERE . . . .
The dolorous affair of the poisonings of Pont-SaintEsprit has provoked all the region and even the entire
country ....
But if the incriminated ought to be actively investigated-if they are truly culpable-they should not be
permitted to remain in detention when the responsibility
is not actually determined, and when they have been
seized too quickly and without proof. ...
In effect : (1) Contrary to the writings of the Commissaire de Police J udiciaire, nothing has established
that the cause of the poisoning is ergot de seigle. Professor Ollivier, in his communication of August 30, 1951,
has not said that. The report of Colonel Deniel, chief of
the Laboratoire Regional des Subsistances Militaires
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has clearly said that ergot wa not able to be placed in
evidence....
Le us say again that in their minds, the experts, their
conviction not fum, do not hesitate to envisage a long
series of dive se hypotheses, requiring further research
of extremely loog duration. . • . At length, it is necessary
to demonstrate, and this has not been done, that the
ergot, if it is present, is in sufficient quantity to be toxic.
( 2 ) Further, even if the ergot is able to be incriminated
- and the dossier proves nothing, absoLutely nothing to
establish this-it would be necessary to prove not oo1y
that the toxic bread originated in Maillet's flour, but
that this flour came from the grain delivered by
Bruere.
Nothing permits us to think this.
The dossier in this regard is empty of proof.
It carries with it a collection of imprecise declarations, and discordant contradictions which fail to establish
in any certain fashion the origin of the flour employed.
The letter contioued, pointing out that the evidence was
not only incomplete, but conflicting, and that the men would
certainly remain at tbeir homes and be available at any time
when the judge needed them for further inquiry.
But the juge d'instruction remained firm. in spite of the
fact that the arguments were not only persuasive but in some
cases incontrovertible. F urther, the public pressure to pin
down the I esponsibility packed far more steam than the
sympathy for the two men who had admitted some indiscretions, even if without intent to damage. Intent or not., the
results were so sweeping and tragic that the effect dwarfed
any cause that might be uucovered. The decision of the
judge, hanging on the balance of fragmentary expertise, was
agonizing in either direction. It demanded the wisdom of
Solomon, the compassion of a saint, the firmness of a field
commander.
Professor OUivier, in the meanwhile, had added two new
experts to bolster his research, to the relief of the police, who
were champing with further impatience in the face of pressures from all sides. Professor Dumazert, professor of
cbemistry at the University of Marseilles, and Professor Pelissier, ~rofes~or ~f botany at the same institution, joined him
as the tnvestigati.0n co?tinued. They were to be jOined later
by the noted tOXIcolOgISt M. Kohn-Abrest, a former director
of the toxicological labOTatory of the PnSfecture de Police
de la Seine and an expert in the service of the Tribunal in
Paris. It was an impressive group, and their first statement as
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a team was that "the affair of the poisonings of Pont-SaintEsprit was without pIecooent in the annals of toxicology."
Most experts around the world agreed with that. From other
countries came other advice and suggestions. An Italian docto: ~sisted it . 'Yas hashish, plant~ in gre~ quantity by a
cnmmal. A BrItish doctor was sure It was pOison arising from
chemicals added to the flour for the purpose of bleaching it.
Both these suggestions were able to be definitively ruled out
later.
Another expert, of an entirely different genre was the
Marquis de Saint-Genies, whose name was well 'known in
the nearby ~ mysterious plains of the Camargue, where legends, GypSies, and F rench cowboys blend in with the atmosphere of m~gic that surr~w;tds the countryside. As 8upreme
d.el,egate ~o 10rdre Kabbalistique de la Rose-CrOix, this mystI~ s advlc.e waS sought on every m~tter from weddings to
remcarnaUon, and be was generous With his advice. He was a
great admirer of George Sand, who liked to dress as a man.
He, in turn, complemented the habits of the famous author
by dressing like a woman. His position was that no for ces of
malediction were responsible· for the tragedy of Pont-SaintEsprit, even if the plague did appear to be resurrected from
the Middle Ages. He sharply rapped the knuckles of one
Spiritpontain who tried to blame the entire matter on witchcraft and sorcery.
"Pont-Saint-Esprit is not an area predisposed to magic " he
said, "even though the village has been plunged en ~lein
moyen age, and h as been struck by the wind of the devil. It
is a tragic accident." The marquis' words carried much
weight. He was one of the few members of the occult
profession who refused to accept a fee or a contribution.
A~ throu~h the ~e ~at the battle lines among the
theOrISts, police and SCIentists, were being formed most of
the victims who had survived were showing a slow' improvement. At first it was almost imperceptible since· the promising signs were pushed into the backgr~und by the more
dramatic and violent setbacks that punctuated the scenes. But
hope slowly began to rise along Grande Rue, in the church,
the cafes. and the market place.
The day came-whi!e Profess?r .Ollivier: was preparing bi'l
temp.orary rep0r:ts, wbil~ Co1ll11llSsloner Slgaud was pressing
the mqUiry agamst Maillet and Broere, while the theorists
from o~tside the region were advancing their long-distance
suggestions- the day came when Mme. Ifestevin could sleep
for hours at a time, when Mme. Dezeuzes could stop crying
an~ close .her eyes, when M. Testevin could forget the f anles of hiS feasts and the sounds of the imaginary chase and
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hunt, to nourish himself with long draughts of sleep. The
necessity for steeping the dried lime flowers for tea became
less frequent, and La Villette even had brief moments of
cheer as the convalescence began. M. Delacquis was able to
straighten his fingers, stiff from incessant writing, and look at
the window without the agony of trying to resist the impulse
to jump. The hallucinations wen~ gone now, and sheer exhaustion and weakness replaced them. Ali the members of La
Villette were ashen and drawn, but their appetites began to
increase, the anguish of their minds began to diminish, and
above all, the capacity to sleep returned, which created an
almost excruciating bliss. Even Emile, though pale and thin
as a ghost, toothless all along the forefront of his mouth, and
ravaged by the convulsions that had accompanied his terrifying hallucinations, was able to sleep in a hospital room
without bars, and to begin to eat.
Tiny Marie-Joseph Carle returned to her home; she was
now scrawny and pathetic. But she rebounded quickly, with
the resilience of children. M. Carle, after twenty-one days of
sleeplessness, had at long last conquered his compulsion to
count and to mutter senseless words. He read the newspapers
his wife had kept for him, and his indignation rose faster
than his physical strength returned.
At the Moulin farm, Mme. Moulin no longer saw the
frightening tete du mort, and M. Moulin, weak from his
days in the hospital, was able to sit up now as well as sleep.
The father and mother of young Joseph, crushed by the
death of their son and hopeless in their anguish, bitterly
resolved that they would try to find the origin of the tragedy
so that others would not suffer as they had.
The vines at both the Moulin and Testevin vineyards were
bursting with grapes at harvest time, and neighbors rushed
in to help, while the convalescent proprietors weakly gave
directions from their beds.
No one knows exactly who first conceived of the idea, but
several different plans for organizing an association of the
victims seemed to be spontaneously amalgamated. The association would try to bring about justice in the case and
attempt to indemnify the legitimate victims, whose loss of
time, of money, of crops, of services, of life, and of limb was
so staggering that it would be impossible to assess it accurately; the conscious pain and suffering could never be measured
in terms of money. The founders of the association wanted
justice first, and only then would they attempt to obtain
some sort of indemnification for the bulk of the poor among
them who had become hopelessly in debt, the farmers who
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had lost their crops, the proprietors Whose vineyards had
suffered damage, the laborers who haa been unable to work,
the widows who would Dave to struggle on alone, and the
shopkeepers who had been forced to close their stores.
F or the most part, the illnesses began to subside after the
twenty-first day, except for the most seriously ill and those
who suffered severe relapses. With convalescence came the
outbreaks of eczema, the hemorrhages of the women, and
the cyclical return of dizziness and hallucinations. Not aU
were so lucky; many remaining barely functional in the face
of their physical or psychological damage, would retain their
scars the rest of their lives.
Mayor Hebrard seized on the idea for an association of
victims and fostered it. Emerging as the two most motivated
lUld energetic men in the articnlation of the idea were M.
CarIe and M. DeIacquis. They were intelligent, strong-wiI1ed,
and tenacious men. who could organize. direct, and still work
tirelessly in their own occupations, who had the respect of
the community, and wbose background and experience were
broad and nonprovincial. They were physically weak, almost
hopelessly so. But each was convinced that only in unity was
there a chance for indemnification and a chance to discover
the source of the scourge that had ravaged the town, so that
it could not happen again, anywhere.
In addition to being a man of resolve, M. DeJacquis was a
man of intense and compassionate sensitivity to the tragedy of
the event. The poems and songs that he had written expressed quite eloquently some of these qualities:
Sadness of a too pure, beautiful morning.
Sadness still of a sweet summer evening,
F ull of listlessness and murmurs.
Sadness of being and of having been.
Sadness, light and gray ash
Which comes down on the ill-understood soul.
Thou which gives the appearance of death
To everything that lives, to everytbing that sleeps.
Sadneils, sadness, thou, my friend,

Sadness of yesterday, sadness of tomorrow,
My unique treasure, infinite pain.
Be charitable, extend your hand to me.
With YOll, my fate will be sweet.
I want to follow you, anywhere.
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But M. Delacquis's own form of sadness did not hinder his
resolve. It was he who left his sickbed the moment he could
shakily walk, who organized the first meeting of the new
association, who brought together the townspeople, the doctors, the authorities of the town, the farmers, the vine tenders, the laborers and their families, to begin the fight for
justice and compensation.
Writing to the mayor when he first learned of the interest
in forming the association, M. Delacquis said:
Permit me before anything else to add my congratulations and my thanks to that of the others for the
exemplary composure and the total devotion with which
you have carried on in the face of recent events.
I join without reservation in your idea to unite in an
organization those who in greater or lesser degree have
suffered mentally and physically from the acts of negligence of which we have become victims.
Besides the arrests that have already been made, it is
essential to continue searching for, and to punish, the
perpetrators for whom the lives of men count less than
those of cattle and also the public officials whose incompetence and heedlessness are revealed this time as not
only ridiculous, but criminal.
It is essential to put an end to an absurd organization
[the Union Meunierel which, while it takes the full
harvests of grain out of the Midi to supply (so they say)
the rest of France, sends to us the scraps of grain from
the North and the Center. Is the health of the French
there more important than the French here in Gard or
in Bouches-du-Rhone?
It is essential that compensation be made for the
damages already caused and that we be protected from
a recurrence of this event.
No one is able to state positively that recovery will be
total. In a few months or a few years organic lesions
having their origin in this poisoning can arise and threaten the health, if not the very life, of the victims. With
the families who have faced misfortune, I have confidence that you will bring the truth to light in both word
and deed.
I put myself at your disposal for any assistance you
may demand of me, and which you judge in any way
useiul.
They met, late in September of 1951, in the upstairs hall
of the Cafe du Luxembourg, on the place de la Republique,
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at six in the evening. It wa~ a sad and p athetic group, tbe
halt leading the blind, burning with indignation, steeped in
sorrow, crippled by ho~ memories, lost in the confusion. about what to do and how to do it. The authorities were
there, and Mayor Hebrard accepted the post of honorary
president; Dr. Vieu, still drawn and haggard himself, assumed.
the post of president. Dr. Gabbai was there, barely recovered
from his severe setback. Dr. Channac, still far from well, and
stilt bearing the burden of the nights and days without sleep
which all the doctors had shared with the victims, joined the
others.
M. Deiacquis, shaky and barely able to stand for more
than a few minutes at a time, was elected secretary~genera1
of the association.
Unanimously, the group voted to extend their thanks for the
tireless work of the mayor and the doctor~ who had sacrificed sO much for them. They formally expressed equal
gratitude to Dr. Recordier, from Marseilles, and Dr. Giraud
and Dr. Latour from Montpellier, as well as the interns from
Nimes. from Avignon. from Montpellier.
Ideas and sugges .ODS were encouraged. M. Delacquis was
assigned the job of finding the best possible lawyer in P aris,
and M. Moulin, the job of delivering the letter of request
personally in Paris. The officers were duly elected, with M.
Moulin, the Widow Mison. and the mayor of Carsan all
becoming vice presidents. M. Carle, still confined to his bed,
was named treasurer. M. Ie General de Philip, conseiller
gen~ral of the region. accepted the post of co-honor ary
president along with Mayor Hebr ard. His first act waS to
suggest that a list be made of the victims of the disaster,
especiany those who might have need of imm diate relief.
There was pathos in the name the victims chose for their
organization, as the battle for elusive justice was prepared to
launch: The Association for the Defense of the Victims of
the Poisoning by the Bread of Pont-Saint-Esprit [Gard]. It
was an awbvard title, but a valid one. They promptly dubbed
themselves informally the Societe des Fadas, the "Society
of the not all there"-the one note of humor tbat came out
that evening. There was hope that at least some part of their
10 g days of suffering and lost income would be compensated, and there was action stirring in the wind. Asman
rubber stamp, the sole asset of the association, was oTdered.
It required three Jines of type face and would be used with
firmnesS and resolve each time M. DelacqUis sent forth what
was to become a massive and unrelenting flood of 1etters over.
the years. It represented the only tangible, material symbol of
the group, in the morass of obscurity and mystery "that
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surrounded the case. But to the tired, the drawn, the bent,
and the weary it became a blazing escutcheon that would
bring them redress from an unthinkable tragedy.
The statutes of the organization were simple; the objectives
were to prevent such a disaster from happening again, to
determine the responsibility, to see that reparations for
damages were justly made, and to provide a reserve pension
for those who were thought to be cured, but who might
suffer serious relapses. Only those who were medically certified could be admitted, and the annual dues were set at one
hundred old francs, or about twenty-five cents. No political
or religious discussion would be permitted at any meeting,
and anyone who made any fraudulent claims would have his
membership immediately terminated. The duration of the
association was to be unlimited.
Weak as he was, M. Delacquis lost no time beginning the
battle. The burden of the job would fall on his shoulders, and
he accepted it without flinching.
The first order of business was to obtain the services of a
capable and distinguished lawyer. Mayor Hebrard had already been in touch with a leading attorney in Nimes, M.
Edgar Tailhades, who was both mayor of the city and a
senator of the departement du Gard. He was willing to
collaborate with any Paris expert the association obtained.
M. V. de Moro-Giafferri, whose legal activites on behalf of
the underdog were known throughout the country, was highly
recommended. M. Delacquis, in his first official act as secretary-general of the new organization, wrote him in the name
of the president:
The tragedy of the ."bread that kills" has been so
thoroughly made known to the public that it is unnecessary for us to recall the manner in which this sad affair
has unfolded.
Nearly three hundred sick, five dead, dozens hospitalized in grave condition, many so hopelessly demented
that it is not certain whether they will ever regain their
reason, families in mourning-such is the balance sheet.
The survivors remain under the menace of a recurrence that might at any time be fatal. We think that
your great talents will be of inestimable help to our
association. In the name of all the victims we ask you to
accept the task of pleading our cause before the court.
Never has the role of an advocate "to defend the
widow and the orphan" been so consecrated. We ask
that those at fault or the criminals, if there are any, be
discovered and punished. We ask that the damages
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caused by this accident be repaired and that this misery
be prevented from happening again in the future, so that
others may be spared from suffering as we have suffered
and as we are still suffering.
Is there any need to point out that the poisonings
have strock. for the most part, the laborers and the
small farmers who can least afford it?
Convinced that you wHi accept the charge that we
pray you to accept, we also ask you to be assured of our
deepest

respe~t.

As he dictated the letter to Mlle. Wullschleger, she nodded
in agreement. She typed the letter carefully, marking weU the
punctuation and spelling, and carefully pressed the rubber
stamp at the top of the sheet of paper when it was finished.
No lawyer, she was thinking-however great, however well
known in Paris-could fail to respond favorably to such an
eloquent appeal. He would carry the hopes of hundreds of
people with him as he pleaded at the bar. She personally took
the letter to the P.T.T. and posted it in the siot. Wjth the
hopes of so many people depending on it, it was worth all her
attention.
Meanwhile, there was a great deal of work to do. The
names addresses, ailments, disability, and lost time and
wages of all those who sought to jOin the association had to
be registered. Every sickness or disability had to be
confirmed as having been actually caused by Ie pain l1Uludii
and not by some previous and lingering illness that was
unreiated to the ClllTent tragedy. It was necessary to register
the name of the association officially. to try to obtain fonds,
and to coordinate medica! examinations and medical certi:fi~
cations by the still-exhausted doctors of the village. There
were pJeas for aid to be made to persons in and outside of
Pont-Saint--Esprit, and anangements for the most needy to
try to obtain immediate relief from the proper agenci p had
to be completed.
M. Delacquis weak, still trembling from his affiiction,
with the sight of one eye rapidly deteriorating, and with his
voice badly hampered as a result of his sufferinghardly presented an impressive physical appearance. His visage
still showed, in spite of its paleness, the lines and well-chiseled
planes of a handsome and determined face. F rom an inner
source he summoned the strength to carry out his duties,
which Were overwhelming enough for a man in the best of
physical condition. He conferred at the bedside of M. Carle,
who was still unable to walk with any kind of stability. and
the two of them agreed to payout of their own pockets what~
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ever expenses were necessary to launch the attack. Within
two .days M. Delacquis was able to forward medically certified
dossIers to the .s?cial. secur!ty office in ~Imes and to provide
General d~ PhilIP With a list of those vIctims whose poverty
put them In the status of premier urgence.
There was also a necessity to make their cause known to
the rest o.f the country an? anywhere else where aid might be
forthconung. M. DelacqUis wrote on October 3 to the director of the Reuters news agency:
. ~ have been. inforn;ed that one of your journalists
vIsited Pont-Samt-Espnt at the time of the most tragic
?utbre~ of poisonings and offered to aid us in publicizmg this unfortunate catastrophe. Since that date, we
have .fo~med a~ association, with the essential objectives
of bnngIng to light the real causes of this mass poisoning
and of discovering those responsible, so that the victims
who have suffered so much might be indemnified. The
families in mourning, the demented still in cells the sick
in danger of a relapse at any time-this is wh~t we are
faced with.
~either the .sile~ce that seems to have enveloped the
affair nor the mertla of some of the public officials will
prevent us from pursuing the objectives that we have
undertaken to achieve.
In a few days, our association will be official and
legally recognized.
'
Our tas~ then ~ll be to aid the press by supplying
accurate mformatlOn, and perhaps to find a means
through the press to make a public plea for help ....
Although he was a proud man, M. Delacquis knew that in
this situation the association would have to beg, and he would
not hesitate to do so if it would advance the cause. As he had
slowly returned to his senses after the long days and nights of
suffering .and hallucinations, Mme. Testevin had finally
brought him the newspapers he had so persistently demanded. Up until this time, all through his illness, he had had no
knowledge of the wide extent of the damage, or of the fact
that so many had died or been · taken to the psychiatric
hospitals.
He had read the papers at a single sitting, shocked and
stu~ned at th~ su~cession of events that had been unfolding
while he lay m hIS room. He had read every line, saddened
and angered by what had been happening to the villagers,
many of whom he knew and loved. Already, it had been
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growing on him that indemnification was the only form of
justice that would count. But he had had no idea of the
appalling amount of damage that had been wreaked by the
tragedy. His sense of justice, always strong in normal times,
was inflamed by the time he had finished reading the papers.
The reports instilled in him a quiet and determined form of
fury. From it, he gained the strength that now enabled him
to summon his energies in the face of his physical weakness.
He was convinced, along with most of the other members
of the association, that their case would be infinitely strengthened if a man of de Moro-Giafferri's stature accepted it. He
also knew that the famous Paris barrister was in great demand, and that he might not be interested in coming south to
the Midi in the face of his heavy work load. What is more, it
was necessary to press the civil cases for indemnification with
the utmost possible speed. Delays in the acceptance of the
case by a lawyer would be added to the endless delays of the
court. Meanwhile, people would be facing severe financial
problems through their long disabilities and sufferings both
from medical expense and lack of wages. Although M: Tailhad~s, the Nlmes attorney, had already accepted, would the
Pans lawyer be willing to work with him?
It was therefore with the greatest of joy and relief that M.
Delacquis opened a letter from M. de Moro-Giafferri that
arrive? in the firs~ week in October. "I accept willingly with
my fflend M. Tallhades, the defense of the interests of the
victims of Pont-Saint-Esprit, in whose name you have written
me. I will put myself immediately in touch with M. Tailhades."
Meanwhile, the most urgent cases could not wait for the
ponderous machinery of litigation. The officers of the associ~tion jointly appealed. to the prefect of Gard to supply
ImmedIate emergency aid to over one hundred families who
had lost approximately fifty days of work each a loss that as
ordinary laborers, they could not afford. Th'e officers ~sti
mated that a total sum of three million old francs was needed
for mere sustenance. This equaled some six thousand dollars
or approximately twenty dollars per victim. The associatio~
further warned the prefect that any of those who had been
seriously ill could not by any means be considered cured.
There were many who wondered why the prefect bad not
taken any emergency action on his own initiative.
Mom~ntum was gaining, the. work ~o ward the objectives
proceedIng on schedule. In thelI lack of experience in this
kind of process, the victims were unaware of the shoals that
l~y ~ead of them, which would require endless attention to
pllotmg. The first appeared when it was discovered that an
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a~s~ciat.ion of their classification was not permitted to bring a
Clvil smt before the courts, and that the victims would have
t~ present their cases individually. M. Delacquis quickly
dispatched a letter to M . de Moro-Giafferri for advice on this
question, and tumed his attention to the emergency relief
ork that G eneral de Philip was conducting through the
prefect's .office ~ Nimes. The progress was both encouragmg and dlscouragmg. Social security would cover much of the
hospital and medical expenses for those who were eligible
and the majority of the families were. The case.~ of extrem~
emergency were allowed three thousand old francs for each
family- the sum of six a ollars each. The assembly of the
departement of Oard. lacking specific budget and funds to
provide more relief, voted to request that the prefect invite
all the communes of the departement to solicit funds for the
ai~ of the .victims of Pont-Saint-Esprit. The progress was
slight and meffectual, but there was the promise of more
assistance if it could be organized and mustered.
The common resolve bound together a widely divergent
group of personalities. Their purpose was firm. but they had
little else in co~on bu ~ th~ sorrow and the agony they had
been through. Smce nothing IS more adhesive than a common
enemy, their concerted action was without discord at the
beginning. But as is true with most groups, minor irritations
and abrasions began coming to the forefront soon after the
group ~as organized. One member planned a party at which
admiSSIOn would be charged for the benefit of the victims.
Although this was an independent gesture, it f eD on the
over:worked shoulders of M. Delacquis to explain to the other
offictals, who found this in bad taste, that he bad nothing to
do with the idea. He reminded them sharply that he had
accepted the burdensome job as secretary-general without
soliciting it. He was further irritated b y the fact that he had
heard nothing from M. de Mor~iafIerri since their last
request fo r adVice, and M . Delacquis was constantly being
pre~ed by the victims and their families for specific news of
the legal progress the association was making. Writing again
to the lawyer in Paris, he said:

Since I have Dot received any response from my letter
of ten days ago, please permit me to point out that we
are unable to provide any inform ation to the victims and
their families, who question os each day.
As you can well imagine, they are disturbed by the
rumors that ar e circulating, and they fear that the case
is being suppressed; a single word from you, howe . er,
will suffice to dissipate all these misunderstandings.
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A number of victims have the conviction that, for
reasons unknown, the official inquiry is not being conducted in the way that it should. They imagine the
worst: the samples of the bread and the flour were
confiscated too late, the warehouses and bakeries should
have been closed sooner than they were, the official
orders to do so were slow in being executed.
You must understand, Sir, our state of mind, and
hoping that you will bring us the assistance and the light
we need, we pray that you will accept the expression of
our respectful sentiments.
While M. Delacquis impatiently awaited a reply, the lawyers for M . Maillet and M. Bruere continued to work for
their freedom . Although their first plea had been turned
down by the examining magistrate, the second bore fruit.
They were released on provisional liberty at the end of
October, 1951 , after nearly two months in the gloomy prison
at Nimes. In his cell Maillet had cried and suffered atrocious nightmares, in which the people who had died or were
rendered insane rose up to speak to him. Timid, frightened,
and, a pathetic sigh~ in his beret and vest, he left the jail with
Bruere. Judge Perner, now back on the case was averse to
the. idea of putting the men on provisional hberty, but the
cham of proof and circumstance was thin and tenuous and a
dir~ct link between the disaster at Pont-Saint-Esprit ~nd the
aC~lOns of the men had not been established. There was only
eVIdence that both of the men had engaged in fraude alimentaire. This alone, without being proved that it was connected
causally with Pont-Saint-Esprit, took the case out of the
hands of Nimes, and returned it to Vienne where the men
lived and worked.
'
"We are innocent, that I know for certain," said Bruere
~~ the .rep~rters who gre~ted them on the steps of the prison.
Nothmg IS proved agamst us. We are going to return to
Vienne, where we will be judged as the men we are. The one
thing I know for sure is that all during the time we have been
imprisoned, my bakery has not known any loss of sales
whatever. People have signed petitions for us, and have
attested to our honor."
Confronted by a reporter with a question about his admittin~ he had. lied}o Co:nn:issaire Sigaud in his questioning,
MaIllet repIJed: That IS Just not true. They made me say
what did not actually happen. I have never made any flour
that kills, or that drives people mad!"
At the station they took the train for Bordeaux and Poitiers. Stepping down from their wagon they were greeted by
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their wives and the presidents of both the bakers' and millers'
syndicates and embraced affectionately by both. It was a
warm and comforting welcome, but pale beside the scene
that greeted them when they arrived in their Ji~t~e vi1lag~ of
Saint-Martin-la-Riviere. Nearly two thousand CltJzens WaIted
for them in the public square, opposite the village church.
Here, a huge feu de jole fed by bundles of faggots and straw
burned brightly with enormous flames. There were tears,
there were cries, there was applause.
.. .
"In all the villages across the face of France, cned ~ne
supporter, "the boulanger is the 'first to risel Long live
Brnerel Long live Maillet!"
.
In the reflections of the flames, the anCIent houses and the
faces of -the townspeople formed a scene that could h ave
been painted by Bruegel. The street market was there too,
along with the cure and the mayor, to greet the newly freed
men. To them, the mise en liberte of the two men was
ample proof of their innocence.
.
"The accusation of the men for the happerungs at PontSaint-Esprit is an effrontery," said a friend of the men.
"There is perhaps fraud concerning the quality of the flour
sent to G ard. But that is another affair."
"There is ergot in our region," said the mayor of the town,
who wa~ also a seedsman "but in the course of my career, I
have never seen an accident of this sort, even benign, at
Saint-Martin-la-Riviere. We have been asked to search for
ergot. All the cultivateurs bave paused in their work, and
after several days, one h as come to find only a .lit!1 e handf~
of this parasite. Then why and how, suddenly, IS It found m
deadly quantity in only a few sacks?".
.
.
.
RiB was Dot the only mind on which ~IS qu~~tJOn W~lghed.
I t weighed on those of the doctors, the luge d !nstrZfct,on~ or
examining magistrate, the police judiciaire, the tOKlcologlS ts ,
the doct ors, and the Jayman. It was to become the biggest
question of the entire search for reality.
,
But this and other questions were p~t astde for the m?st
impressive portion of the wel~ming n~al. On the tn?rnmg
of Novem ber 6 1951 the Dwon Meumere of the departem ent of Vienn~ held 'a regular meeting in Poitiers, wi!~ a
special climax planned immediately afterward. At one !hirtr
in the afternoon, the banquet began at the Brassene de
l'Europe. Seated at the table of honor was M. P~ul Cleme~t,
prlsident departemental de La Cizambre Syn~~cale de .a
M euniere. and he was flanked by M . Malliet and M.
Bruere anrl their wives.
"This DOor Maillet " said M. Clement later, "had at last
returned to our wall~. With my colleagues, we decided to
L
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create a thunderous welcoming, a sort of solemn and public
rehabilitation. I sent out invitations to authorities and members of the Union Meuniere, praying them to give us the
honor of their attendance at a banquet given on the return of
the Innocents. A grand banqu.et, no less. The innocence of a
man, is that not an occasion for a festival?
"But I had prepared my bombshell, holding back the
explosion until the chosen hour. The assemblage arrived at
the hotel. A remarkable menu, I should add. We have good
palates in our organization. I had previously given my instructions to the waiters: Serve no one until I give the
signal!"
M. Clement had instinctive qualities as a showman. As the
members flIed into the room, seated themselves at the tables,
and prepared to eat, he rose and spoke:
"Messieurs, mesdames, you do us great honor. Two men
who have just come out of prison, who are, in our eyes and
yours, innocent, have come here to gain new comfort. Great
thanks for that.
"I know, I know that tradition calls for the orations to
intervene only at th e moment when the champagne sparkles
in the goblets. But I have permitted myself to deviate from
custom before anything else, to give you this information."
M. Clement paused for effect, and he got it. The audience
shifted uneasily in their chairs, vaguely disturbed. M . Clement dramatically looked from face to face theil continued
in carefully measured tone.
'
"Messieurs, the bread that you are about to be served has
been made with the flour from Pont-Saint·Esprit. You knowthe flour that drives men insane. For my part, I am going to
eat all of my share, but you are not obliged to join me. It is
then up to your conscience, and I understand it."
He paused again, and after a moment:
"However, I have personally taken all precautions. In a
neighboring room, hospital attendants are ready to intervene
with strait jackets and stretchers. , ..
"I would like to say to you that the faces of many of our
guests seem to have turned a little pale. They are asking
thems~lves if ~ am i?king-or? No, I am not joking, but the
hour IS not WIthout Irony, for I want to make it understood
publicly with what extraordinary casualness an innocent man
has been thrown in prison,"
After. a brief comment about justice and the outrages of
the magIstrate he paused with great solemnity then said:
"And now-we pass among you at the t~bles, and eat of
the bread made from the flour Maillet supplied to PontSaint-Esprit!"
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The room was hushed. The garr;ons filed out of the
serving pantry with platters of bread. The millers, somewhat
shaky and distraught, ate it. And they continued with the rest
of the meal, garnished with the foIl traditions of a French
banquet.
.
•
When it was over, there were more sp eecnes. M. Plchault,
regional president of the Union M uniere, rose and told the
gathering what he would have done if he were the police:
closed the bakeries earlier, seized the flour, yeast, and salt,
searched tbe premises from top to bottom, nearly all of
which the police had done. He continu e d : .
.
"In spite of all the pressure, the confrontatlODs, the interrogations our two men, strong in their innocence , refused to
acknowl;dge that they were culpable. During this time. the
eeks have been passing, and the toxicologis have scarcely
uncovered anything in their research. But it appears more
and more improbable that the ergot is at the root of this
somber drama.
"I n any case, for the eight thousand millers of France, and
the fifty thousand boulangers, the impossibility of ergot as the
cause was clearly untenable from the start, for those who
know the commercial milling process."
He wound up his discourse by addressing the juge d'/nstruction Qf Nimes, in absentia, directly :
''You are taking a false road, the miHers and bakers of
Vienne assu re you."
.
There were other talks, mainly from Union Meuniere
officials or the bakers' associations of the locality. Some said
they welcomed the enlightenmen~ of the public a~out their
functions. Nearly all of them s81d they were convmced the
flour from Vienne was not responsible fo r the tragedy, but
they did not articulate just how they were able to k~ow this.
Nor rod they make any references to the flurry of sIcknesses
at Connaux and Saint-Genies-de-Comolas· prior to the PontSaint-Esprit outbTeaks.
After the talks were finished, the dishes cleared, the caf~
{iltre served, the cognac sipped, Maillet rose shyly to thank
the gathering, in his na!ne and Bruere's:
"Thank you all in thi dolorous situation, f?r oU!'lielves ~~
our families. Your group has brought us preclOus moral aid.
The press, hungry for new developmen in the situation.
gave the event voluminous coverage. One journal sharply
rapped the knuckles of the organization sponsoring the banquet by saying: "In spite of the festivities, it is important to
remember that the charge of distributing flour unfit for coo..
umption still remains..
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Another journal of the Midi wrote:
If the millers and bakers of Vienne feel sure that
Maillet and Bruere have been wrongly imprisoned, they
are free to welcome them warmly. They must not forget, however, that as a reuslt of this affair, there are the
dead, the seriously ill, and the afflicted families, who
command a measure of decency.

But the gentle and soft-spoken M. Delacquis, along with
the members of the association of the victims of Ie pain
maudit, read the accounts of the feast , the toasts, the testimonials, and the celebration with utter awe and incredulity.
Joining them with the same Teaction were Judge Perrier and
Commissioner Sigaud.
It did not take long for any of them to go into action.

ELEVEN
M. DELACQUIS acted first. Trembling as much now from
anger as from sickness, he dictated in his weak and hoarse
voice a stinging letter to M . Clement, who bad opened the
festivities with the startling news that the guests were being
served bread made from the flour that had been used in
Pont-Saint-Esprit.
The newspapers have brought us the echo of the
celebrations and rejoicing that the millers, the bakers,
and the farmers of Saint-Martin-Ia-Riviere believed
useful to organize as a welcome for their "martyrs,"
Messieurs Maillet and Bruere. We would have believed
it to be a journalist's joke, if the same newspapers had
not confirmed the facts the next day.
We think that the producers of rye who carried to the
baker the sweepings of their grain and took the good
flour in exchange have some reason to thank their compatriots for not baving eaten their own floUt. But we
also think that their gratitude could manifest itself with
less fanfare and without insults to the victims of PontSaint-Esprit.
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The affair that has amused you so much and that has
caused the spiritual director of the mills of Villards to
say, "The crazier you are, the more you laugh," has
ctually caused some rather deplorable consequences :
five dead and 1'.vo hundred so badly stricken that their
health is seriously damaged and they can find no repose
and no happiness. These are, in our opinion, realities
that command a little decency, if not respect.
Perhaps our judgment appears false to you and will
give you more reason to believe in our insanity and in
our laughter. However. if you wish to see some of the
objects of yonr amusement, why not come here yourself? To provoke among your compatriots the most
wholesome hilarity there are in the hospital at Nimes
two mothers, one with five children and the other with
two, who are behind bars and tied down to their beds
for most of the time. They do not recognize either their
children or their hu 'bands and laugh nearly all the time,
without cease.
I n the name of the members of our association, I
hope you will convey our thanks to all those among you
who were so kind as to think of us and to speak of uS
with such emotion. We regret only that we are not rich
enough to go to you and express our gratitude in person
and have you witness our condition.
We would be very much obliged i£ you would read
our letter to your adherents and to the generous population of Saint-Martin-la-Riviere, and we would be fools
of joy if yon would give it to the publisher of your
newspaper in Vienne.
.
Counting, in spite of all, on your spirit of equity, we
pray you to accept, Monsieur, our distinguished sentiments.
Judge P errier reacted differently, but just as sharply.
If M. Clement had furnished the flour for the bread eaten

at the banquet fro m the stock of flour used for the bread
causing the tragedy at Pont-Saint-Esprit, where did be get it?
All the flour in the region from that time period had been
seized and was either under official seal or in the laboratories.
In a grim official communique to the chief of the Seventeenth Brigade of the police judiciaire M. Perrier asked that
M. Clement be questioned on whether he bad obtained such
"flour, and if so, from where and on what date. The judge also
wanted to know who had taken it, who had transported it,
and who had made the bread.
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At his interrogation by the police, M. Clement was considerably less voluble than at the banquet. He admitted that he
had organized the banquet for the two men upon their
release from prison, and that they bad nothing to do with it.
He admitted that he had said that the bread was made of
flour Maillet had furnished Pont-Saint-Esprit, and that it
would be passed to the tables. But be claimed that he said
this only because someone at the gathering had suggested this
to him during the course of the earlier meeting of the Union
Meuniere, and that it was just a comment arising from a
private conversation. He coul d not recall Who it was that
suggested it. Act ally, the bread was supplied and served by
the restaurant, and he had no idea whatever from where it
came. The manager of the restaurant, in turn, admitted that
the bread was that of his regular supplier in the area, and
that M. Clement's statements were the result of "pure fantasy."
Fantasy or not, the episode in the Brasserie de l'Europe
did nothing to endear the U nion Meuniere to the victims. It
did, however, serve to change the mood of the association
from that of sorrow to that of anger-blazing anger. The
preoccupation with sickness and death shifted to the search
for the truth, the source, the cause, in spite of the fact that
dozens remained seriously ill and several remained in or were
returned to the psychiatric cells of the hospital. It became a
passion with M. Delacquis, never a patient man, who smarted
under what he felt was gross injustice. The delays, the
slowness of the inquiry, the failure to see any direct action
from his own attorneys, were frustrating and agonizing. The
pressure from the members of the association for action was
constant, and combined with the seeming lack of action on
the p art of the officials, M. Delacquis found himself in a vise
whose pressure increased with h is own swollen anger. "No
response h as been received from two letters to M. de MoraGiafIerri," he wrote to the lawyer in Nimes, "and we are
faced with the impossibility of satisfying the numerous de~
mands for information that are made by the stricken." H e
went on to say that the association had not even been
officially registered, although nearly three weeks had passed.
There were some bright shafts of hope. The Municipal
Conncil of Ales, a town whose history went back to the
Phocaeans and whose streets and alIees had been struck with
a series of massive plagues in the 1 40's, until Pasteur made
his pioneering discoveries there, voted to send the association
at Pont-Saint-Esprlt fifty thousand old francs as an expressi n
of sympathy. And although this sum amounted to only one
hundred dollars, it bolstered the pirh s of the villagers and
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gave them faith that others were sympathetic to their plight.
It did nothing, however, to soothe M. Delacquis's inquietude
about the silence that had descended upon the case. A month
had gone by after his second letter to the Paris lawyer. and
he wrote again: "We do not understand why our progress
seems to be at a dead standstill after three months. The
victims urgently need both material help and a knowledge of
the truth. We are persuaded that you understand the state of
our minds, and that you will intervene quickly on our behalf."
But the formation of the association seemed to add another
dimension to a case in which everyone concerned was continuing to fight against elusive phantoms. Nothing could be
pinned down. The ghost was everywhere---and nowhere. The
police probed and seemed to be reaching a conclusive assembly of evidence. only to see it dissolve in front of their eyes.
The doctors fought against symptoms that responded to nothing. The victims struck out with hope and energy. only to
find that they seemed to be shadow boxing. The toxicologists
found ergot in some cases, but in extremely small quantities.
They encountered mysterious and unidentified alkaloids with
it, but nowhere. even when the ergot was present, did there
seem to be enough quantity to cause the lethal, massive
concentrations that could flatten hundreds of people.
The most sober and most intelligent of the investigators
agreed that the affair was something no one wanted to
happen, that it was accidental. and that no criminal action
was involved. Maillet and Bruere certainly had no intention
or thought of creating such a tragedy, even if they had
engaged in some improper practices. M. Briand would not
want to ruin his business, his reputation, and his standing in
the community. The Union Meuniere, in spite of its indifference and even callous disregard in compensating the victims,
would have no desire to expose itself to litigation which was
bound to ensue. Even the most insane criminal would be
totally unlikely to find a poison that could elude modern
medicine. and which would be administered so clumsily and
haphazardly. It was a drama without a villain, except for the
phantom that continued to hover over the village on the
Rhone-an unknown, unrecognizable, and unidentified
phantom which was impervious to the slings and arrows of
the outraged victims, the test tubes of the laboratories. the
syringes of the doctors, the handcuffs of the police, the briefs
of the lawyers, and the strait jackets of the orderlies.
Impatience was another villain, too. It infected the police,
the victims, and the laboratories, and although it was understandable and perhaps inevitable in the conditions that existed, it measurably hindered the progress of the case, frayed
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nerves, and served no one. The impatience of M. Delacqms
was sincere and was B. result of righteous indignation. but it
was sometimes misplaced. He failed to follow proper channels at times, drawing anger and irritation from some
officials who were trying to help. He was rebuked by the
c01l$el1ler general and the mayor for it because they themselves were impatient, but they knew that the machinery
moved more slowly than desired. They also knew that practically nothing could be done about it.
M. Delacquis's impatience about the slowness of the registration of the association was mollified when the prefect of
Gard himself, who is equivalent to the governor of a state,
received a delegation of members of the association and
revealed to them that he himself bad thought of the idea of
an association being formed. The meeting did much to dissipate the feeling among the victims that the state was covering up and smothering the case.
But the slowness on the part of the lawyers to advise the
association on what steps to take s ill continued to rankle, as
well as the lack of any specific material succor for the
stricken.
M. Tailhades, responding to one of M. Delacquis's letters
of inquiry about all thls, wrote on December 11 to say that
he understood the concern expressed, but that the process
woald necessarily be slow. "I saw M. de Moro-Giafferri on
my last visit to Paris," the NUnes lawyer wrote, "and be
was astonished that he had not replied to your letters." M.
Delacquis noted with some irony that this seemed odd to
him. that a man should be astonished by his own lack of
reply to routine correspondence. But he was pleased that at
least the two men bad met and seemed to be planning some
action, vague as it was. All through October and November he
had received a constant stream of the sick and their families
in bis office at the Cooperative des Cereales, and all
during those weeks he was wearied by trying to explain to
them the reasons for the delay, of which he was Dot sure
himself. As his strength returned with infinite slowness, the
vision in his left eye was rapidly deteriorating, the result of
cardiovascular ravages of the plague, which had created
seVere damage to the r~tinal artery. The prognosis was not
good, and it weighed constantly on his mind. It did not,
bowever, diminish his resolve. It did, in fact, spur him on to
.:more action.
There were endless details to assess. assemble, and appraise. There was the request by Mme. Briand to join the
association, when it was becoming apparent that the association would be fOICed, technically at least, to bring the suits for
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civil damages against M. Briand himself. He in turn would
have to seek redress from the Union Meuniere, as suppliers
and distributors of the flour.
There was the expediting of the emergency aid promised
by the prefecture, which was not only infinitely small, but
would require a month's delay before the payments would be
made. A delay of a month in the sending of the funds, "for
the relief of the poor people who suffer still from the effects
of the poisoning" was unthinkable, M. Delacquis wrote, adding: "It seems to us that in this occurrence, a little humanity
ought to have precedence over les chinoiseries bureaucratiques. We count absolutely on your spirit of understanding
for the necessity of providing the funds before the end of the
week. In case of a contrary response, we will address ourselves to those whose voice will be susceptible of being better
heard than ours."
M. Delacquis, in spite of his attempts to keep his anger
down found that the constant stre am of irritations caused
him t~ flare up at the least provocation. E ach night when he
returned to La ViIlette he would see the drawn and pinched
fe atures of M . Testevin's once-handsome face, the limping
shakiness of Mme. Dezeuzes, the exhaustion of Mme. Testevin-and E mile.
Emile had just returned from the hospital. H e ":Vas almost
a twisted skeleton. H is frame was bent and hIS features
contorted. H e needed constant care. Of all those at La
Villette, he had suffered the most Yet his spirit was buoyant
and resilient. He refused to admit t hat he could not regain his
strength, and he followed the routine prescribed by Dr.
Gabbai relentlessly. Looking at Emile through his re~uced
and hampered vision, M. Delacquis's resolve was nOUrIshed
and made stronger each day. And it was further buttressed
by a letter received from Mme. Felix Mison, widow of the
first person to have died. In February, 1952, she wrote M.
Delacquis:
"Not being able to continue to live alone in the farm of
my husband Felix, it has been necessary for me to leave
Carsan and to live with friends here at !stres, in the Bouchesdu-Rhone. I would be very grateful if you would let me
know if you have been supplied with all the necessary medical information to establish the proper dossier for the association .. . ."
Mme. Mison's letter would go unanswered by M. Delacquis personally. For the strain, the effort, the pressures of the
work for both the association and the cooperative were too
much for him, and he fell into a serious reiapse which sent
him reeling back to his bed at La Villette.
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So intensely was the focus of the village centered on the
unraveling of the mystery of the plague, that two tragic
events passed by without broad notice throughout France.
Mme. Carle, the mother of M. Carle, died, with her death
hastened by the poisoning, and M. Guigou the pensionnaire
of the Hotel Redortier. who had ironically brought his own
bread to the table there, also became a fatal victim. The toll
had now mounted to seven deaths, but the laboratories
seemed no nearer a definitive appraisal of the cause than they
were in the beginning.
The doctors, under the guidance of Professor Giraud and
Professor Latour of Montpellier, had joined together to assem ble a massive report for the French academy 0 medicine
on the subject, and were working on it independently of both
the police and the toxicologists. There did Dot seem to be any
overt conflict between the two teams of professional men,
but there did seem to be obscure smolderings to indicate
th ere was some under the surface. It was rumored about the
village that the doctors were not pleased with the way the
laboratory analysis was going, that many of the medical men
felt that an undefined raison d' b at Was at work to slow
down the investigation. 'a covering up for somebody n
intervention somewhere by des homtnes politiques which ' was
blocking the work at the laboratories.
1f there were such manipulations going on, there was certainly no evidence that the police were not prosecuting the
case full y. The dossiers were growing fatter daily, the detectives taking infinite p ains to track down every possible clue.
Judge Perrier, smarting under the criticism in the press
about the apparent slowness of the over"aJl investigation
prepared a com m ission rogatoire for le capitaine de gendarm erie at Uzes to investigate this possibility fully.
"Certain journals," be wrote to the captain, "have recently
published some articles relative to the poisonings of PontSaint-Esprit, saying that the gendarmerie possesses some
information which would name those responsible for the tragedy, and aCCUSing the pollee judiciaJre of having oriented the
research in the wrong ditection.
"Without adding fuel to this twaddie, I would like yo to
inform me if the gendarmerie is in possession of any information that could not be verified and exploited by the police
judiciaire. If the answer is affirmative, I would appreciate
your giving me the details, and I would l ike to hear any useful witnesses.
"There is even a rumor that there is another death. If this
is correct, invite the parents to produce a certificate of death
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and a medical certificate attesting that the death is caused by
a poisoning."
Another rumor circulating at high velocity was that the
Union Meuniere, faced with the possibility of overwhelming
and shattering civil damages, was doing everything in its
power to shift the responsibility to the baker, the transport
system, or any other possible place. The statements and
attitude of the Union Meuniere officials at the banquet for
Maillet and Bruere did nothing to enhance its reputation in
the eyes of anyone concerned. If anything, the result was to
intensify the efforts of Judge Perrier and Commissioner
Sigaud to press the inquiry further into the flour milled by
Maillet.
Nearly all of Maillet's supply of flour made during the
period under observation had been shipped out of Vienne to
the Pont-Saint-Esprit area. All of this was being subjected to
the toxicological tests at Marseille. One shipment of Maillet
to a baker in his own region went to M. Payrault in the
village of Terce, in Vienne. The tests on this and on the
other samples taken from the Pont-Saint-Esprit area were
not encouraging from Maillet's point of view. Of 113 samples
99 were declared unfit for consumption. Specifically, samples
#266 and #415, from the shop of M. Payrault in Terce,
were found to be lethal in tests on sixty white mice over a
period of several months. In addition, the tests showed that 5
percent of the flour was made from rye and that ergot was
present at the rate of one unit per thousand. But here was the
exasperating problem again: This amount of ergot was assumed to be negligible from the toxicological point of view.
Whether this concentration had been stronger at an earlier
date and had chemically deteriorated since then was impossible to tell. Yet even with this minimum concentration, the
mice had died . This paradox was only increased when Maillet, after he was confronted by Commissioner Sigaud with
the results of the tests, demanded that other experts confirm
the results. Maillet named the director of the laboratories of
the millers' school of France, and the court named the head
of the laboratory for the investigation of frauds at Paris. The
results later turned out to be inconclusive and contradictory
and did nothing to either advance or injure Maillet's case. 10
the eyes of the Nimes officials Maillet remaioed guilty of
/raude alimentaire, but no causal chain could be established
with the Pont-Saint-Esprit tragedy, and the case was no
longer within the jurisdiction of the departement du Gard.
Meanwhile, M. Delacquis had recovered from his relapse
and was still trying to obtain some kind of word from M. de
Moro-Giafferri, the association's own attorney. To the dis182

traught secretary-general of the organization, it was incredible that a lawyer who had agreed to take on a case would
not write him and advise him of any developments and
instruct him what to do. The Paris lawyer bad confirmed his
acceptance of the case the first week in October of 1951. By
the middle of March, 1952, some six m onths later, M.
Delacquis had had no direct word. H e was em~arrassed by
the constant inquiries of the victims who asked him what was
being done to help their serious ?nancial and medical stre~s.
G rasping at straws, M. Delacqrus learned that a ~awyer. ~n
Valence whom he knew slightly would see M or o-Giaffern ill
that city, and he wrote a note 0 0 M arch .1 8 asking . him to
pass aJong an urgent request for some kmd of actl~n.
Delacquis desperately hoped that the letter to Moro-Glaffem
would be personally handed to him:

M:

SIo Iy but surely, an en.ormous silence settl~s around
our affair. The laboraton es are st rangely sIlent, the
police investigation ~eems to suffer. from ~oot-rot, and
the unfortunate victimS of Pe>nt-Samt-Espnt, who continue to bear their sufferings from the poisoning of
August, 1951, along with the families in mourning, who
cannot forget their dead, are more and m ore ~nder. the
anguished impression that the men charged With brInging light to the affair are, quite frankly, obeying orders
to stifle the l,nquiry.
We are, however, among those who still believe in the
justice of man. and we hope for the day when tho~e
responsible will be known and the damages caused WIll
be repaired.
I reiterate to you, M aitre, that we have placed our
confidence and our hope in you, and that we will be
heartbroken if you must, for motives that we know not,
also observe the Jaw of silence.
We think that it would be possible to rouse and stir
the toxicologists assigned by the examining magistrate,
who have been dawdling before us for seven months.
These delays are inadmissible. It is not a question of
some mere fin anciaJ scandal, but of an affair that has
resulted in seven deaths, sick who are incapable of
resuming their work, and whose families are plunged
into misery, and human beings by the dozens who no
longer have faith in anything, and who
near revolt.
That is why I am permitting myself to approach you
on the occasion of your visit to Valence and to address
this letter to you through a friend, who has kindly
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