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CHAPTER ONE

Mea culpa


When Aaron Liwerant brought Sara, his fiancée, to Paris from her parents’ house in Warsaw in the summer of 1926, France was a good place for refugees. The French government was welcoming, granting naturalisation to the many Poles, Russians, Galicians and Romanians who came to fill the jobs in industry and mining left vacant by the high number of French casualties in the Great War. The international bookshop on the Left Bank sold books and papers in Russian and Polish. The French proved welcoming too to the Germans, Austrians, Italians and Spaniards arriving in the wake of the rise to power of Hitler, Mussolini and Franco, and some of the refugees went off to work in agriculture in the south.

Aaron was a leatherworker, and Sara covered the clasps he brought home from the workshop with silk, and sometimes with leather. Their first child, Berthe, was born in April 1927; a son, Simon, followed in November 1928. Though Aaron and Sara occasionally talked of the day they would be able to go back to Poland, they naturalised the two children and made them French citizens.

The Liwerants occupied two rooms, with no bathroom and a shared lavatory, in Belleville, which, along with the Marais and the 11th, 12th and 18th arrondissements, was home to most of the foreign immigrants in Paris, and particularly to the Jewish families like theirs working in fur and textiles. Aaron’s sister had also settled in France and she too had French citizenship, but neither she nor Aaron and Sara saw themselves as observant. To be Jewish in France in the 1920s and 1930s was to enjoy the legacy of the French Revolution, which had conferred equal rights on all the country’s religious minorities at a time when such tolerance was shared only by the new United States of America. The Liwerants thought of themselves as equals, loyal citizens of a strong, emancipated republican state.

[image: image]

Aaron and Sara Liwerant, with their children

Though the family spoke Yiddish at home, Berthe and Simon were bilingual in French. France was their home; neither had known any other, though they listened with interest to the stories of their grandparents in Poland and of the pogroms that had driven their mother and father into exile. After school, Simon helped his mother cover the clasps for Aaron’s leatherwork, and with the one-franc coins she gave him, he bought stamps, usually of aeroplanes.

The elections of 1936 had brought Léon Blum, a Jew and a socialist, to power with the Front Populaire, which welcomed immigrants and did much to improve conditions for French workers, but also sparked off strikes and violent confrontations. By now, France had a greater percentage of foreigners than any other country, including the United States. And when the world economic recession, which came relatively late to the country, brought high unemployment to French industry, workers began to feel hostility towards the very men and women they had so warmly welcomed not long before.

Simon was 10 when Léon Blum’s government fell in 1938, amid much rhetoric about the perils of world Jewry and personal slander against the Jewish Blum, a Proustian figure with floppy straight dark hair, a neat moustache and spats, who was referred to by some as a parasite and a vagrant, a pervert and underminer of ‘healthy male virility’. Searching for culprits for the country’s ills, some of the French began to see in the three million foreigners, and especially the foreign Jews, the perfect scapegoats; the river of anti-Semitism and xenophobia that poured out in pamphlets, books and articles peddling rumours of secret societies, satanic rituals and fifth columnists, and which so many believed to have vanished for ever in the post-Dreyfus years, was suddenly turning out to have merely gone underground. The words of the elderly former prime minister Raymond Poincaré, ‘After the Dreyfus affair, anti-Semitism will no longer ever be possible again in France’, began to sound a little foolish.

It was somehow more seductive, though alarming, to listen to the royalist intellectual Charles Maurras announce, in the right-wing, nationalist L’Action Française, that ‘One thing is dead: it is the spirit of semi-tolerance accorded to the Jews . . . a formidable à bas les Juifs is smouldering in every breast and will pour forth from every heart’, or to follow the spiteful attacks of his colleague, the scruffy, rodent-like Céline, the specialist in children’s diseases. Maurras himself was a short man, with a stutter and a neat goatee; his young activists, the Camelots du Roi, were thugs.

France, the two men agreed, had for too long been exploited and betrayed by internal enemies, in numbers they likened to a tidal wave. Their undoubted verbal brilliance lent their ideas a certain legitimacy. When, in May 1939, Edouard Daladier’s new government spoke of ‘ferreting out, identifying and expelling’ the illegal foreigners, there were many happy to listen to him. A leading member of the radicals, Daladier had been moving steadily towards the right. Jewish immigration had reached ‘saturation point’. Ten thousand Jews should be sent ‘elsewhere’. In Belleville, the Liwerants and their Jewish neighbours lay low, hoping that such sentiments would pass, as they had done before. The declaration of war in September 1939 did not trouble them greatly, nor did the drôle de guerre, the phoney war, even if the Catholic writer Georges Bernanos observed, before emigrating to South America, that it really was not drôle at all, but mournful. Some 40,000 Jewish men had enlisted in the French army. In March, while the war seemed stalled, the government passed to a dapper barrister with a keen interest in sports called Paul Reynaud.

Simon was 12 when the Maginot line, France’s impregnable barrier of cement and steel, was outflanked by the Panzers in May 1940. Within days, the German army was advancing on Paris, driving before it a wave of terrified citizens and defeated military recruits, while in Paris the government gathered in force in Notre-Dame to offer prayers for divine intervention. Sara had just given birth to her third child, a boy they called Jacques. Escape was not an option for her, but she persuaded Aaron to join the exodus south, the eight million people who fled from their homes before the German advance, to see for himself what possibilities existed for the family away from Paris. He was soon back, recounting how he had got as far as Orléans and that he had escaped attention from the military by putting his belongings in an abandoned pram and pretending that it contained a baby. For a while, as the German occupiers in Paris appeared to be behaving so correctly towards the country they had overrun, the Liwerants continued to feel safe, though they marvelled at the sight of the German women who arrived with the troops as secretaries and office workers, dressed like American airline hostesses, with their ‘lumpy athletic figures’. They had changed the ‘w’ in their name to a ‘v’, which they thought made it sound more French.

Like the rest of France, Sara and Aaron felt reassured by the declarations of France’s new leader, the elderly veteran of the Great War, 84-year-old Maréchal Pétain, the aloof and immaculate embodiment of the legacy of the great French victory at Verdun. Pétain had a neat little moustache, a soft belly, and pale blue eyes, and he held himself, as befitting an ancien combattant, very upright. They shared his desire for a new moral order, a National Revolution, in which fecund and stable families would redeem the Blum years of profligacy and too much liberty. It sounded comforting when he spoke of his ‘beloved France’ and his decision to bestow on its people ‘the gift of my own person’; like naughty children, they would have to redeem themselves through pain and collective mortification. ‘You have suffered . . .’ he told them, ‘you will suffer more . . . your life will be very hard.’ The Liwerants liked the idea of a country in which people returned to the land they had abandoned in favour of city life and had more children, even if it seemed peculiar that the ills that had apparently caused the ignominious French defeat included paid holidays, Pernod, the white slave trade, strikes, gambling, bathing suits, democracy and the ‘degrading promiscuity in workshops, offices, factories . . .’

In the mea culpa that swept France in May and June of 1940, with its wild talk of ‘libertine, enfeebling self-indulgence’, it seemed to Sara and Aaron puzzling that no one seemed to question why, since the country was being punished by a vengeful God, He was at the same time choosing to reward Hitler and his Nazi ambitions. Collaboration had not yet acquired its overtones of treason, but was rather seen as a spur to changing the way the French were to be schooled, employed and governed, with discipline and a strengthening of national fibre. Tough new measures were to rescue the country from a ‘republic of women and homosexuals’. On the wall of Simon’s classroom hung a picture of the Maréchal, shouldering the burden of government when he should have been enjoying a well-earned retirement; his portrait was to be found on posters, postcards and coins. On stamps it had replaced that of the traditional Marianne. Not since the Second Empire had France had the effigy of a living ruler on its coins. In the cult of Pétain, to disobey was to betray. Jeanne d’Arc was also in evidence, another fine symbol of patriotism, piety and sacrifice. The ravings of men like Maurras and Céline, the Liwerants told themselves, hardly applied to them.

On 22 June, Pétain signed an armistice in a railway siding in the forest of Compiègne, cutting France into an occupied zone, governed by Germany, and an unoccupied zone, run by the French from the spa town of Vichy, and agreeing to terms not unlike those forced on the Germans at the Treaty of Versailles. It was Hitler’s first visit to Paris, and he slapped his knee in delight at the country of which he was now master. Then, barely eight weeks later, the first signs of something new and ominous appeared: on 27 August, Pétain removed the penalties for anti-Semitic defamation. At this point, the Germans were not yet planning to make France in their own image of Judenfrei, free of Jews, but rather to turn the unoccupied part of France – the one third of the country that was to be ruled by the Vichy government, separated by a heavily guarded 1,200-kilometre demarcation line – into a reception centre for their unwanted Jews.

Forbidding those Jews who had fled south from returning to their homes in the north, the Germans started taking over the Jewish businesses abandoned during the exodus and ordering banks to open Jewish deposit boxes, from which they confiscated gold, foreign currencies and jewellery. Soon, 4,660 firms in Paris carried the yellow sticker of confiscation. On 3 October, after a census of the Jews in the capital and its suburbs, which put the number at 113,462, of whom 57,110 were French citizens and 55,849 foreigners, came the first Statut des Juifs from the Vichy government which would rapidly turn into a wholesale process of marginalisation and destitution. It was perfectly clear, announced Vichy, that the Jews had ‘exercised an individualistic tendency which has resulted almost in anarchy’. They had to be curbed, punished. It was the speed with which all this happened that was so terrifying; and the spirit in which it was done, combining both a thirst for revenge and a sense of eager repentance. The Vatican, consulted, was acquiescent. For the Germans, it could not have gone better: they had found a country not merely resigned to defeat, but ready to blame itself for what had happened, and eager to accommodate and anticipate lest worse befall.

Jews, declared the Vichy government – in this as in much else going ahead of and beyond the German demands – would henceforth be banned from certain jobs and put on to quotas for others. A Jew, they decreed, was a Jew if he had three Jewish grandparents, or two if his wife was also Jewish. Civil servants, among them judges, clerks and teachers, began losing their jobs, along with lawyers, photographers, antiquarians, scientists, costume- and filmmakers, nurses and bookkeepers. Permission was given to regional prefects to intern ‘foreigners of the Jewish race’.

To help the French better comprehend the virulent nature of the Jewish plague, a venomous anti-Semitic film, Jew Süss, was made, attracting many thousands of viewers, as did a supposed documentary about the Rothschild family, in which, at regular intervals, rats filled the screen, then seemed to overflow into the cinema. The Jew, as portrayed in the pages of the German scandal sheet Der Stürmer, introduced into France, was a small, fat, ugly, unshaven, drooling, bent-nosed man with pig-like eyes. In his school playground, Simon, one of a small group of Jewish children, was now fighting daily battles against bullying fellow pupils. Though he was small, and so short-sighted that he felt himself to be as blind as a mole, he was robust and did not lose many of his fights.

Not all the repressive measures were aimed at the Jews. One of the first edicts, on 13 August, had targeted Freemasons, and they too were now banned from much of French professional life. Sixty thousand Masons were investigated, and 15,000 Masonic dignitaries were sacked. After Ribbentrop and Molotov signed their Soviet–Nazi non-aggression pact in August 1939, many members of France’s Communist party and former partners in the Front Populaire had been sent off to internment camps by Daladier’s government. After the German invasion they had not been released but were kept there as troublemakers. Jews, Freemasons and godless communists, followers of Marx or Trotsky or Rosa Luxemburg and seen as part of a Judeo-Bolshevik conspiracy, dark forces of the ‘anti-France’, were all soon to be engulfed in a turbulence of fear and persecution. It was enough, now, to be foreign, to have a foreign accent, to be a suspect. The French, wrote the novelist Henri de Montherlant, were displaying their true colours: a mixture of inertia and moral cowardice.

And then, at the end of March 1941, the Vichy government, at the instigation of the Germans, who had decided that there was still no proper comprehension in France of the ‘necessity for a full-scale purification of Jews’, agreed to ‘address the Jewish problem’. Pétain appointed a bullet-headed wounded veteran of the Great War called Xavier Vallat, a friend of Maurras, as director of the Commissariat Général aux Questions Juives – the CGQJ – with its headquarters in the seedy Hôtel Algeria in Vichy. Vallat had receding hair and heavy black eyebrows, and he wore a black eyepatch. He was a lawyer, a devout Catholic and an unashamed anti-Semite; he spoke of his anti-Semitism as ‘de l’Etat Français’, state anti-Semitism inspired by Catholic doctrine. ‘I have been anti-Semitic far longer than you,’ he told Theo Dannecker after the 27-year-old German officer arrived in Paris to represent Eichmann, head of Jewish affairs for the Gestapo. Dannecker, it would be said, was not only vicious but insane. Jews, declared Vallat, were ‘invariably dangerous’ except in very small doses; and they were culturally unassimilable.

What had to be done was to confiscate – steal – their property and eliminate them from the economic, social and cultural life of France, while craftily funnelling their wealth into French rather than German hands. Vallat regarded himself, he declared, not as ‘a butcher and certainly not as a torturer’ but as a surgeon, brought in to cure a country ‘stricken by Jewish brain fever’, from which it had almost died. The anti-Semitic regime he envisaged would soon be the harshest in Europe, policed by a special force, the Police aux Questions Juives. Both Vichy and the Germans believed France’s Jews to be fabulously rich.

Since his return to Paris, Aaron had continued to work with his old firm, bringing clasps and handles back to Sara in the evenings. Coming home one day in mid-May 1941, he heard that orders had gone out to ‘invite’ Jews to register with their local police stations. He thought it applied to everyone, French and foreigners alike, and went cheerfully, despite Sara’s misgivings, taking his bicycle and saying that he would go straight from there to work. That evening, there was no sign of him. Instead, a policeman banged on the door and told Sara to pack a case for her husband and take it to the barracks at the Porte de Lilas. Thirteen-year-old Simon went in her place and learnt that his father was being sent, along with some 4,000 others, to an internment camp not far from Orléans, built to accommodate all the German prisoners the French army had confidently expected to capture. A few weeks later, Sara was allowed to take the three children to spend a Sunday with him.

It was not long before Aaron escaped. He arrived home late one night and was hidden by a French friend. He and Sara agreed that he would find a passeur, someone who, in return for money, would help him cross the demarcation line into the unoccupied zone, where, for the time being, Jews appeared to be relatively safe; from there he planned to make his way to Lyons, where the family had relatives. Once again, it was Sara who forced him to go, saying that men were far more at risk than women and children. In Belleville there was a lorry driver who used his truck to transport meat between the two zones. He was willing to hide Aaron in one of the two narrow boxes that ran along the chassis and in which blood from the carcasses normally collected. The crossing of the well-guarded border passed uneventfully, but once across, while looking for a bus to take him to Lyons, Aaron was stopped by the police. His only papers carried the clear stamp of ‘Juif’. This time, he was sent to one of the new work camps for Jews and internees in the south and trained as a woodcutter. Very occasionally he was granted leave to visit Sara and the children in Paris, where, all through 1941, further rafles, round-ups, were herding Jews into captivity.

For the first time, a small number of French Jews were also being picked up. Until this moment, many had continued to convince themselves that they were different in the eyes of the Germans from the foreign Jews, and that, providing they made no trouble, nothing bad would happen to them. As respected generations of French academicians, members of the bar, bankers and scientists, with impeccable French accents, how could any of this apply to them? As the writer and journalist Philippe Erlanger later described it, what was taking place was like an accident, a sort of calamity that happened to other people but not to you. On 12 December, 743 notables, distinguished French Jews, many of them doctors and lawyers, including Léon Blum’s brother René, were arrested. And after an assassination attempt on a German officer, 100 hostages were shot, 1,000 Jews rounded up and the Jewish community in the occupied zone was fined a billion francs in reprisal. It was becoming horribly clear that the supposedly secular state, of which they felt themselves to be so viscerally a part, was no longer going to protect anyone.

Xavier Vallat, deemed too soft and lenient, was soon replaced by Darquier de Pellepoix, a man who had repeatedly spoken of the need to amputate the limb of Jewish plutocracy: no Jew, he said, should be shaken by the hand. Darquier was less tricky and more biddable than Vallat, a lazy, brutal, rapacious bon viveur who intended to carry out his task of executing the Nazis’ anti-Semitic policies of ‘economic Aryanisation’ with verve and dedication, while personally profiting from them as much as possible. He forbade Jews the use of their first names – so that Aaron became ‘le Juif Liwerant’ – and set about doubling the staff of the CGQJ to 1,000 men and women. These were now put to plundering, spying and offering bribes to informers. As Darquier saw it, Jews were historical enemies whose racial characteristics were putting France in danger.

It was the yellow star that changed everything for Simon. Jews in Poland had been forced to wear identifying stars since 1939, and at the end of May 1942 came orders for this to be extended to all Jews in the occupied zone of France. The star, the size of a man’s fist, was to be worn by every Jew over the age of six, placed somewhere visible on the left side on outer garments, paid for with one coupon of rationed clothing each. People of doubtful parentage were forced to sign certificates of ‘not belonging to the Jewish race’.

Simon found the yellow star deeply upsetting, particularly after people started shouting ‘sale Juif’ at him as he walked to school, so that he took to wearing it only when he could not avoid it, though he knew how dangerous this could be. He was top of his class, after a poor start before his teachers realised that he was profoundly short-sighted. Sara was just managing to bring in enough money to buy food, as the kindly workshop owner was continuing, despite the prohibitions on Jewish workers, to bring her clasps to cover. Restrictions were closing them all in. As a Jew, she could shop only between three and four in the afternoon, when the shops had emptied of most of their provisions, and on the Métro she could travel only in the last carriage. Music halls, theatres, cinemas, camping sites, public telephones were all out of bounds.

All over Paris, Jews were hungry and cold, living on their savings or the kindness of their French neighbours, themselves short of food, coal and clothing now that the Germans had turned much of French industry over to production for the Reich and trains full of loot of every kind were leaving most days from the Gare de l’Est for Berlin. At night, in the blacked-out capital, you could see the lights of bicycles shining like fireflies. Soon the French were down to a little more than a third of their pre-war coal. The winter of 1939 had been the coldest since Waterloo; those of 1940 and 1941 were little better. Even in Vichy there was very little fuel and Pétain’s 30,000 civil servants lived in a permanent haze of woodsmoke from their makeshift stoves with pipes running out of the window. Coffee, of a kind, was being made from chestnuts, chickpeas, dried apples and lupin seeds; sugar from liquorice, boiled pumpkin and grape juice. In his father’s absence, 13-year-old Simon felt responsible for the family, all the more so as Sara spoke French with a strong foreign accent. Her health had always been bad, and the birth of Jacques had further weakened her kidneys.

In November 1941, perceiving that it would be helpful if Jews could assist in their own destruction, Vichy had ordered the setting up of the Union Générale des Israélites de France – the UGIF – to coordinate all existing welfare organisations. These were now dissolved as separate entities. Some, sensing that this was merely a trap whereby Jews could be better identified and their addresses centrally registered, chose not to join and went underground; others accepted, believing that there was no other way to help the growing numbers of destitute people. Between them all they had some 40,000 people on their books. All Jews were now obliged to pay a tithe to the UGIF. Since the start of the hostilities, Jewish leaders had been protesting vigorously – and in vain – against the repressive measures. Long after evidence of Nazi planning and Vichy compliance seemed plain to everyone, many of these leaders continued to express their ‘lucid desire to remain both an excellent Jew and an excellent
































Afterword


When, soon after the war, Madeleine Barot of Cimade was asked to name people who should be honoured for the work they had done in saving the Jews, she refused. It would be wrong to glorify their deeds, she said, because they had chosen not to glorify them themselves. And she wanted no part in the ‘shameful’ exploitation of the past. These sentiments were largely shared by the inhabitants of the Plateau Vivarais-Lignon, who chose to remain as silent about their wartime exploits as they had during the centuries of religious persecution. But they did not stay silent for ever. Of all the mémoires contestées, a phrase much loved by French historians, the versions of what actually happened in le Chambon, Tence, Fay and Mazet during the years of German occupation are among the most rancorous. And when these memory wars finally broke out, they did so with extraordinary intensity.

During the fifties, sixties and seventies, the plateau returned to its pre-war existence. More Sylvester pines were planted, more tractors were bought to replace the handsome beige and white local horses, the Darbyists retired to their private lives and the summer tourists returned to walk in the forests. Beneath the peaceable surface, however, feelings were stirring. The more the myth of le Chambon grew – the more Pastor Trocmé was honoured, the more there was talk of pacifism and the selfless behaviour of pious Protestants – the more uneasy the inhabitants of Tence, Fay, Mazet and the hamlets of the plateau began to feel.

Then, in 1979, Philip Hallie, an American historian in search of proof that pacifism could successfully counter violence, chanced upon the story. On a visit to Swarthmore College outside Philadelphia, he discovered André Trocmé’s autobiography, together with additions by Magda, deposited there, with no plans for publication. It proved to be a small unexploded bomb.

According to Hallie’s book, Lest Innocent Blood be Shed, André Trocmé, the ‘soul of le Chambon’, acting more or less single-handedly, so infused his parishioners with his belief in non-violence that his presbytery became the centre of the rescue operation. There is little or no mention of Madeleine Dreyfus, Joseph Bass, Mme Déléage, Miss Maber or Madeleine Barot, or of any of the other important villages, Mazet, Tence or Fay. The Darbyists are nowhere to be seen.

The mayor, Charles Guillon – who had not even been in le Chambon at the time – is credited with having urged Magda to turn away the first Jewish refugee. Pastor Boegner is described as having tried to persuade Trocmé not to take Jewish children. Le Forestier is a ‘puro folle’, an imprudent, heedless man who could have ruined them all with his hotheadedness. Schmähling, the German major who presided over the tribunal that dispatched Le Forestier to his death, is said not only to have done what he could to save him, but to have become so imbued with the pacifism of the plateau that he cast his benevolent eye over the villages and saved the Jews hiding there. The local police are described as having been so impressed by the spectacle of non-violence that they ceased to look for the hidden Jews. Eyraud, the Maquis leader whose calm authority prevented many of the young men from performing foolish actions, never features at all. In this version of events – the basis of the myth that endures in some places to this day – the village of le Chambon, acting more or less on its own and steered by Trocmé, demonstrates that non-violent resistance could conquer even the hearts of Vichy and the Germans.

For a while, until Hallie’s book appeared in French, little notice was taken of its claims, though Boegner, alerted to various slurs to his character, had four of the most derogatory pages removed. The plateau was quietly basking in pleasure at the presentation of a plaque, largely engineered by Oscar Rosowsky, and written in both French and Hebrew, honouring those Protestants who had ‘hidden, protected, saved the persecuted in their thousands’, and unveiled at a ceremony in the summer of 1979. By now Trocmé himself was dead, buried in the cemetery near the plaque, but Theis and his family attended.

Then, in 1987, Pierre Sauvage, a film-maker who happened to have been born on the plateau, decided to put together a documentary film on its war. He gave it the title Weapons of the Spirit. A reviewer for Le Monde at the Cannes film festival called it a ‘hymn’ to the Protestant peasants who had behaved so selflessly. In the film, Sauvage took up many of Hallie’s points about Trocmé’s remarkable actions and about the all-pervasive spirit of goodness that shaped and steered the minds of his parishioners. Hallie, meanwhile, still in search of more goodness, gave a lecture in the US in which Schmähling emerged as the protector of the Jews on the plateau, a flawed, compromised man, but ultimately noble. Roger Bonfils, the proprietor of the Hôtel du Lignon, home to the convalescent German soldiers, was heard to describe a meeting between Trocmé and Schmähling, at which only he had been a witness, and at which some sort of agreement to shelter the Jews had been tacitly forged.

What followed was consternation in some quarters. There were letters, reviews, protests. An effort was made to have Sauvage’s film banned from an event. In Le Monde Juif, which ran the story over several furious weeks, Oscar Rosowsky, Madeleine Barot and Pierre Fayol all put their names to a detailed critique of what they called a ‘mutilation of historical truth’. There was talk of ‘approximations, inexactitudes and extrapolations’. The claim made by Bonfils was ridiculed, both because he had been one of the very few suspected collaborators on the plateau, and because there was no other evidence at all that Schmähling and Trocmé had ever discussed the Jews in the village. Schmähling’s ‘goodness’, and what Hallie elsewhere described as his ‘passionate compassion’, were vehemently denied: had he not arrested and deported 234 people from the Haute-Loire? Had he not referred to the Milice as ‘the best French children’? Were the Mennonites, possible backers of a film of Hallie’s book, not the very people who had given sanctuary in South America to Dr Mengele after the war?

Dr Le Forestier’s widow and his son Jean-Philippe were drawn into the fray and declared that for anyone to maintain that Schmähling had no idea that Le Forestier would be killed was absurd, as was his claim to have persuaded his senior colleagues not to execute the doctor on the spot. Commenting on Trocmé’s memoirs, the Protestant writer Jacques Poujol told Piton, the former scout and passeur to Switzerland, that they were nothing but the work of ‘a poor man who had become paranoid writing far too long after the events to be credible’. Trocmé’s words and deeds were picked over, analysed, ridiculed. In the wake of all this came more attacks and counterattacks, reams of accusatory letters, oceans of calumny. Sauvage can be forgiven for remarking that it was all rather excessive, and that Schmähling was not, after all, ‘a very dynamic enemy’. Schmähling himself lay low.

The disputes rumbled on. Then, in 1990, a young Protestant pastor, Alain Arnoux, with links to the Ardèche and an interest in the past, was appointed to the temple in le Chambon. He felt honoured. Soon aware of the battles beginning to agitate his parishioners over the various renderings of the past, Arnoux had the idea of holding a colloquium, to which all involved would be invited. He was sick to death of the bickering, the animosities, the films, books, speeches, each one more inaccurate than the last, the ever-inflated numbers of those rescued – 5,000! 8,000! – and of the parade of American evangelical visitors, who had taken this tale of religious non-violence to their hearts, and came to worship at the shrine of Trocmé’s house. Over the years, Trocmé and Magda had acquired a kind of sainthood; it made Arnoux deeply uneasy. As did the idea of the myth becoming a tourist attraction.

The colloquium would, he thought, bring peace. It was, he says, the worst thing he has ever done.

For three days in October 1990, the war on the plateau was rehashed. All those previously neglected – Eyraud, Fayol, Bonnissol, the maquisards, the people of Tence, Mazet and Fay, the many other Protestant pastors, the Catholics, the farmers who hid the children, the children themselves, now grown into adults – were heard. But tempers were not calmed; animosity prevailed. It was probably not helped by Arnoux’s decision to dwell on the fact that the inhabitants of the plateau had never sought and did not want publicity, and that once someone made a profit from the story, ‘then the spirit that reigned here would be betrayed . . . If a church, or any other organisation, or any family, seeks to glorify what was done, they would reveal themselves as totally unworthy of those who preferred to remain silent.’ Remembering what took place, Arnoux declared, should inspire not pride but humility.

Nor, probably, did he soothe tempers when, in the presence of the Israeli ambassador, come to bestow Yad Vashem’s medal on le Chambon after the colloquium, he announced that he sincerely hoped that, since Israel was honouring the people of the plateau for what they had done, they would now undertake to blow up no more Palestinian homes, expel no more Palestinian families, close no more schools to Palestinian children. Not surprisingly, perhaps, anger followed. In an Israeli paper, Arnoux was called a ‘Nazi pastor’.

Silence has not returned to this land where silence was for so long the essence of its people. There have been other colloquia, other debates, of a more mollifying kind, but the competing wars of memory have not gone away. The sniping continues, between historians and academics, pacifists and resisters, bystanders and rescuers. Rosowsky and Sauvage, locked in disagreement, have each in their own way become custodians of the plateau’s history, recruiting and shedding adherents, endlessly debating the exact hour at which Le Forestier was or was not arrested, the precise tone of Schmähling’s words, whether or not Bach and Schmähling were ultimately good or bad. President Chirac’s visit to le Chambon in 2004 and his eulogy to the local inhabitants has served chiefly to reinforce the myth, since in the national coverage of the event there were many references to the ‘5,000’ Jews saved, to Trocmé and to the village of le Chambon, where a conspiracy of good shone brightly in a country otherwise plunged in darkness; yet again, the wider picture was not in evidence. Of the 11 most important sites on the Justes in France, Trocmé’s name is the only one to appear on all of them.

Nowhere has this spirit of unhappy divisiveness found greater expression than in the interminable and ongoing saga of the museum, an idea first mooted in 1980 by a newly formed Société de l’Histoire de la Montagne, and which only saw the light of day in 2013, having undergone many twists and turns, sometimes emphasising spirituality and non-violence, sometimes the Resistance and the Maquis, with innumerable bad-tempered meetings and accusations of theft of archive material, and complaints that the project had been hijacked by Parisian historians and political cabals. The formidable new mayor of le Chambon, Eliane Wauquiez Motte, whose son held a government position under Sarkozy, resolutely rising above the squabbles, finally forced through a project in which all aspects of the plateau’s history are represented. But she did not achieve this without alienating the other villages, who protested that, yet again, they had been ousted from the story, ‘dispossessed of their past’ by an explosive mix of entrenched interests and ambitious outsiders. The museum is in the old school, opposite the temple in le Chambon. Mme Wauquiez hopes it will draw tourists, along with schoolchildren, who study the Holocaust in their curriculum, and that it will act as a reminder that there were, in the years of Vichy, places where people were decent.

Where does the truth lie? Was Schmähling a hero, or simply a German officer trying to survive the war? Was Bach more humane than collaborationist? Were the local inhabitants peculiarly altruistic? The plateau was not alone, of course, in saving people during the years of occupation. All over France, other villages, other towns, convents, families, Protestants, Catholics, Gaullists and communists, at great risk to themselves, sheltered those pursued by the Nazis. Dieulefit in the Drôme, the Vabre in Tarn, Vialas in the Cévennes, all did similar things. From one end of France to the other, there were civil servants who falsified ration books, policemen who turned a blind eye, telephone operators who warned of impending raids. Parallel to the map of Vichy is a map of decency.

Just the same, there is something different about the story of the Plateau Vivarais-Lignon.

In these 22 communes and isolated farmhouses, more people, proportionately, were saved than anywhere else in France. Saving was what the local people did, silently, acting together, working things out, planning, sharing the burden. They certainly did not save 5,000, the figure bandied around after the war; it was probably more like 800, though perhaps 3,000 more may have passed through, helped along their way to safety. And why this was so remains one of the many questions that continue to feed into the plateau’s enduring wars.

One explanation for what happened is that the mayor, Charles Guillon, paved the way with his foresight about the coming war and the need to help the refugees. As Gabrielle Barraud explained, ‘We were prepared by Guillon, he told us to get ready to take in people.’ Another is the presence of so many Protestant pastors, steeped in the Old Testament and Judaism, in touch with Protestants across Europe and with the persecuted Confessing Church in Germany; and that of the pious, staunch Darbyists, whose habitual modesty and silence has meant that they have never received the recognition that is due to them. Yet another is the fact that the plateau was inaccessible for weeks at a time during the heavy winter snows, and that even in summer its narrow, winding roads through the forests were not easy to follow. Then there is the fact that the plateau, long before the war, was already well known for its children’s homes and pensions, so that it became a natural place to house the refugees. The links with neutral Switzerland also played their part.

After that is the fact that the garrison of Germans in Le Puy was small, and many of its soldiers were the unreliable Tartars, Georgians and Armenians, by no means certain to do the Nazis’ bidding. This in part explains what is otherwise a mystery: just why the Germans convalescing in the heart of le Chambon for the last 18 months of the war made no move to denounce or arrest the many Jews of whose presence they were certainly aware. But they were Wehrmacht soldiers, not Nazis, and certainly not keen to stir up hostile feelings, particularly after the Maquis became active in the area. And Eyraud and Brès were on hand to keep the maquisards calm.

To this must be added the fact that neither the Prefect, Bach, nor Schmähling, the Wehrmacht major in Le Puy, was a zealous anti-Semite; and that Oscar Rosowsky was an excellent forger. There is also the long history of the area, with its cult of discretion and silence, the presence on the plateau of a great many liberal and influential refugees, the fact that the policemen in Tence and Yssingeaux were local men, belonging to the very families who were sheltering the Jews. And, of course, there were André Trocmé and Edouard Theis, who, until they left to go into hiding themselves, were strong influences on their parishioners, as were the plateau’s other Protestant pastors. Trocmé may not have been the saint he is sometimes portrayed to have been, nor was non-violence anything but one small part of the story; but to him and his family must go much honour in the saving of the plateau’s hidden people, as much must also go to the silent and unboastful Darbyists, and to all the modest Catholics, Protestants, atheists and agnostics, who, supporting each other with little heed for their own safety, ensured that of the hunted and persecuted refugees.

It was all these things: a felicitous combination of timing, place and people.

In the summer of 2012, I asked Madeleine Sèches, the daughter of Emile, who looks out so happily from the photograph of Tante Soly’s children, to walk with me around the plateau. Madeleine had spent her professional life as a doctor, and returned to le Chambon from time to time with her children and grandchildren. She showed me how the refugees had climbed off the train in the little station at the top of the village, now closed and the tracks grassed over, and walked down the hill to the Hôtel May, where the farmers were waiting to drive them away in their pony traps to be hidden in farms and outhouses. We looked at Trocmé’s presbytery, where Le Forestier had made the children laugh with his antics, and at the temple where Theis and Trocmé had preached so many fiery sermons, and at La Guespy, where Hanne and Rudy Appel had lived, at L’Abric, Faïdoli, the Coteau Fleuri and Les Grillons, where so many Jews, children as well as adults, had lived out the war years unharmed, and Beau Soleil, where Oscar Rosowsky and Gabrielle Barraud had worked all night forging documents. In Tante Soly, Madeleine showed me her bedroom with its window looking straight out on to the terrace on which the German soldiers did their exercises.

We walked along the banks of the river Lignon, where a German soldier would have drowned had it not been for the actions of a local boy, and where Jean-Pierre Trocmé and his friends had stolen another German soldier’s clothes, so that he had to climb out and walk home naked, and where Pierre Bloch had gone looking for frogs. Madeleine pointed to the house in the square where Praly was shot, and to the Maison des Roches, on the road to Mars, raided by the Gestapo in the summer of 1943.

At different times, I went to Mazet, where Lulu Ruel and her daughter had hidden people in their attic, and Tence, where Pastor Leenhardt had supervised the protection of 163 Jews, and Chaumargeais, where Joseph Bass trained his Jewish Maquis and Itzhak Mikhaëli read the Book of Ruth by his candle and the light of the stars. And I went several times to Fay, as cold and windy as during the war, but empty now of the many shops that once made it the commercial centre of the plateau. In Fay’s presbytery, Daniel Curtet had sat writing his coded letters to his father. These places, Madeleine said, are much as they were when she was a child; the people have gone, but the buildings and the plateau look the same. Though not the trees: Sylvester pines now grow where once were open meadows.

Were John Darby to return to the plateau, to preach and wander from village to village, he would find life curiously unchanged. The Ravenists have gone, though there are still small communities of ‘les purs’, who keep themselves apart from the world. In the Darbyist homes, the Bible is still read with undiminished piety. The war is remembered with some pride, but with no surprise. ‘We are morally conscious people,’ one man said to me. ‘Our families didn’t think of themselves as doing good. They did what they had always done, given sanctuary to the persecuted.’ This self-effacement has meant that there are very few Darbyists among the Justes.

I went to Marseilles to see Gilbert Nizard, who, when he retired not long ago, built himself a little house above the city with a view across the sea. His six surviving brothers and sisters had, between them, 20 children, and they in turn gave birth to 61 children of their own. Today they live scattered between France, Israel, the United States, Switzerland and Brazil. They remain a close and loving family. It was only at the very end of the war, when the trains returning from Poland had brought all the survivors back to France, that they realised that Armand and André would not be coming home.

I went to New York, to find Max and Hanne Liebmann. In 1948, the TB that both had contracted in Gurs caught up with them, so that they spent 18 months in a sanatorium and were forced to put their baby daughter with a foster family. Far from being bitter about what had happened to them and their families, Max and Hanne say that they are profoundly grateful that they came across people so committed to their beliefs that they were willing to risk their lives for strangers. Both now in their nineties, they ask: which of us would have done the same? In New York, I also found Rudy Appel, still working with the export firm he joined not long after the war.

Last of all, I travelled around Israel to visit the Roanne girls, living in small apartments in Tel Aviv and on kibbutzes in the north. In the early nineties, they helped set up an Association of Hidden Children, and they meet to remind each other of the days tobogganing down the icy streets of le Chambon, and of the kindness of their hosts. I found Pierre Bloch in a kibbutz on the Lebanese border. He had changed his surname, his first name, his language and his nationality and had become Eli Ben Gal.

Pierre was one of the people who attended Arnoux’s colloquium in 1990. He came, he explained at the time, to thank Mme Roussel, in whose house he had lived, ‘for my happy childhood as a little Jew during the Holocaust’. He also wanted to apologise to all the villagers for intruding on their privacy, for seeming to suggest that their natural altruism and courage were things that they wished to be thanked for. But, said Pierre, thank them he must, for saving him and so many others, and for ‘reinventing’ day after day what it was to possess true human dignity. To me, almost a quarter of a century later, Pierre said something else. ‘We lived a very big adventure, an exceptional moment of time and place. It was something extraordinary to be young, engaged at a moment when France was so dark. There was something in the air, in the spirit of the people, that none of us ever forgot. All my life I have tried to live up to that moment.’
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ABOUT THE ONLY black and white you’ll find in Village of Secrets: Defying the Nazis in Vichy France are the photographs. In this impassioned work, author Caroline Moorehead chronicles the town of Chambon’s resistance during World War II. It is a true tale of heroism, cowardice, and the spectrum of behavior lurking in between.

Chambon quickly became an important symbol to the French. In their eyes, it celebrated their resistance and heroism relative to how other French in Vichy and elsewhere quickly capitulated and helped the Nazis persecute Jews. You demonstrate that Chambon’s record of resistance was, in fact, a bit more opaque. What should a reader make of Chambon’s true legacy after finishing your book? Are the French making of it something “bigger” than it really is?

The legacy is a very real one: The inhabitants of the Plateau Vivarais-Lignon did indeed combine to rescue a great number of people wanted and hunted down by the Vichy government and the Gestapo. But the story as originally told was too narrow. It left out many of the most important players and several of the essential villages and hamlets. My feeling is that by concentrating on the smaller story—that the rescue was all about nonviolent resistance and a small group of Protestants—the French have, in fact, made too little of it. It showed what could be done when people of all kinds put aside their differences and behaved with imagination, selflessness, and courage.

Why, more than seventy years on, does this story still resonate?

I think it resonates because the Vichy years—les années noires—still play a big part in French memory. With so much having come to light about how the collaborators and the Vichy government helped the Germans, the story of what happened on this remote plateau acts as a beacon of light in the dark years. It is something that all French can take pride in.

Americans tend to prefer war stories that are more black and white. Do you think your readers, at least in this country, will struggle with the complexity and very human confusion in this story? There’s no “Hollywood ending” here.

The trouble is, I don’t think anything, or any stories, are really black and white. What drew me to this was precisely the complexity, the way that human beings can be so many things at the same time, and that good is not always done by “good” people. I like writing about people I admire, who have navigated their way through these moral mazes.

You address it up front, but many of your interview sources could be unreliable for a number of reasons (denial, faulty memory, etc.). How hard was it for you as an author and historian to suss out as much truth as you possibly could?

This problem was greater than for any other book I have written. I tried to use nothing that was not corroborated from several sources—e.g., an interview, a report, a memoir, some private letters. At the end of the day, a writer can only take a view, back a hunch, hope that it is the truth, and remain always aware that there are many versions out there. When writing about the Vichy years, this fallibility of memory is particularly toxic. I am also always interested in memory: how, why, what people remember and what they do with their memories.

Were there aspects of the story you decided not to pursue because you weren’t confident in the data you were able to gather?

Yes, I did not follow stories that I believed I couldn’t be entirely certain of, or that I thought might upset those who told them to me or their immediate descendants. Sometimes there was data that I believed reliable, but that could be interpreted in different ways I was not sure of. So these I left out. It was also a question of space. For the dozen or so main characters, there were a dozen or so others I could have written about.

There are not many outright “heroes” depicted in Village of Secrets. Given the frightening wartime climate in a society that stopped making sense, that’s probably not a surprise. But can you single out any person we can admire without reservation?

It goes back to my view of life being grey—but I admired Miss Maber without reservation, and certainly Daniel Curtet, the pastor at Faye le Froid who wrote of his rescue operations to his father using a code based on the Old Testament.

You’re an expert on this time and place in history, and some of your work has overlapped with the world in Village of Secrets. What surprised you most after you sifted through the records this time? Did you have any preconceived notions that were dashed or altered?

I embarked on Village of Secrets because all the women I write about in A Train in Winter had left France by January 1943, and I wanted a story to take me through to the liberation of France in the summer of 1944. I also wanted a story in which, I believed, I would be writing about how well many of the French behaved. I suppose I hadn’t really taken in the full extent of Vichy’s collaboration with the Germans, or the atrocious conditions in the Vichy detention camps. That research fascinated—and appalled—me.

Can we learn any lessons from the people of Chambon?

I suppose that courage is a rare and wonderful thing and that many of the people in Plateau Vivarais-Lignon did not actually believe that they were doing anything other than their duty. Courage, then, and imagination and thinking of other people. [image: image]





Also by Caroline Moorehead


A Train in Winter: An Extraordinary Story of Women, Friendship, and Resistance in Occupied France

Dancing to the Precipice: The Life of Lucie de la Tour du Pin, Eyewitness to an Era

The Letters of Martha Gellhorn (ed.)

Human Cargo: A Journey Among Refugees

Martha Gellhorn: A Life

Iris Origo: Marchesa of Val d’Orcia

Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland and the History of the Red Cross

The Lost Treasures of Troy

Bertrand Russell: A Life

Betrayed: Children in Today’s World (ed.)

Beyond the Rim of the World: The Letters of Freya Stark (ed.)

Freya Stark: A Biography

Sidney Bernstein: A Biography

Fortune’s Hostages: A Study of Kidnapping in the World Today


OEBPS/images/f001.jpg





OEBPS/images/leaf.jpg
[ =





OEBPS/images/9780062202499_Cover.jpg
CAROLINE MOOREHEAD

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

VILLAGE OF
SECRETS

| DEFYING THE NAZIS
IN VICHY FRANCE






