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Les Français sont tellement différents les uns des autres, comprenez-vous, tellement prêts à se déchirer! Il fallait bien leur trouver un dénominateur commun. Ce ne pouvait être que la patrie …

CHARLES DE GAULLE

(The French are so different one from another, you see, so quick to tear each other apart. It was essential to find some common cause. It could only be patriotism …)
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Introduction

Jean Moulin is remembered in France today as the great hero of the wartime Resistance. Yet few modern heroes remain so enigmatic. Sixty years on, mystery shrouds such elementary facts as his true political beliefs, the manner of his betrayal and even the time and place of his death.

In 1941, Moulin—who had been a senior civil servant before the outbreak of the war—slipped over the Spanish border out of wartime France using a passport he had forged himself to reach London and take his place as the most eminent recruit to the cause of the Free French. There he agreed to act as General de Gaulle’s emissary to the Resistance and was entrusted with the mission of uniting the movement and reforging it as an instrument of national liberation. Despite his high rank he was twice smuggled back into France, where he lived underground and frequently on the run in conditions of grave danger.

By May 1943, Moulin had succeeded in creating a united resistance movement, ranging from the ultra-right to the communists, under his personal political leadership. To achieve this he had had to overcome the bitter rivalries dividing the ambitious individualists who had created the original networks. One month later Jean Moulin was betrayed to the Gestapo and captured in Lyon. Despite the torture he suffered at the hands of the SS officer Klaus Barbie, Moulin remained silent and paid for his courage with his life. Two postwar treason trials held in Paris failed to uncover the identity of his betrayer. Twenty years later, during an emotional ceremony at the Panthéon, his heroism was officially recognized and he was consecrated as a national symbol.

Jean Moulin came from what the French call a “a republican background.” In the undeclared civil war that divided French society during his lifetime and that of his father before him, the Moulin family was always on the progressive side of the argument, egalitarian, anti-monarchist and anticlerical. Moulin first achieved political influence during the 1930s, when the Spanish Civil War led to the formation of the Popular Front, an alliance between radicals, socialists, communists and other “anti-fascists.”

For many thousands of European and American idealists this exhilarating intellectual adventure was brutally terminated in August 1939, with the news of the Nazi-Soviet Pact.

It was then—in Koestler’s mocking simile—that the men of the Popular Front faced the bitter truth as did Jacob in Genesis, who awoke on the morning after his wedding night to find that after seven years of struggle he had won not the beautiful Rachel but her hideous sister, Leah. Jean Moulin’s dedicated support for the Popular Front led to postwar accusations by fellow resisters that his commitment to communism may have survived the Pact and that he may even have been a communist agent. In 1989 Moulin’s wartime radio operator, Daniel Cordier, outraged by this suggestion, defended the reputation of his old commander in the first of what was planned to be a six-volume study that must be one of the quixotic biographical monuments ever conceived. But despite Cordier’s loyal efforts the arguments continue, reflecting the divisions in French society that were established a century ago and persist to this day. In such circumstances it is sometimes easier for an outsider to make out the truth.

My own interest in the life of Jean Moulin began in the early 1980s when I was writing about the political maneuvering that preceded the trial in Lyon of the man who arrested him, the former SS officer Klaus Barbie. Barbie eventually received a life sentence after being convicted of wartime crimes against humanity. Over the years Barbie made numerous contradictory statements about the raid he had conducted on the house in Caluire and “the traitors of the Resistance”; none were entirely convincing and it seems likely that when Barbie died in a French prison he revenged himself by taking the truth with him to his grave.

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the story of Jean Moulin is that a life that has been the subject of so many inquiries should remain so discreet. We glimpse Moulin in a succession of silhouettes: an incident with some army recruits in Montpellier when he was aged eighteen, an encounter with a brutish gatekeeper, a fragment of verse which is all that remains of a dinner with the depraved poet Max Jacob, some drawings scribbled on a café tablecloth during the occupation of Lyon. Pieced together, such moments can form the outlines of a man’s life; certainly they reveal someone whose vitality and humanity stand in strong contrast to the heroic effigy they lowered into the crypt of the Panthéon.



I



THE LEGEND




ONE

A Doctor’s House in Caluire

The house in Caluire stands today exactly as it stood then, a handsome stone building on the corner of a small provincial square called the Place Castellane. Caluire is a suburb of Lyon, perched on a hill overlooking the sleepy waters of the River Saône. Raised on a terrace slightly above the level of the square, its three floors protected by a stone wall and iron railings, the house has the light gray shutters and dark green creeper of so many French villas of its period.

Today, as then, it is the property of Dr. Frédéric Dugoujon. In 1943 Lyon was under martial law, occupied by German forces, but most people tried to carry on as normally as possible. Dr. Dugoujon was among them. In common with the great majority of people he was not involved in resistance. But he had a friend who was a member of the resistance group Libération, and at this man’s request the doctor agreed to let his house be used for a secret meeting on the afternoon of 21 June. The doctor’s house was a bad choice for a meeting place. Having only one entrance it was a natural trap. Once inside, the only exit was through the front door.

The twenty-first of June was a Monday; the meeting was scheduled for 2:15 in the afternoon. It had been called by Jean Moulin, a prefect suspended on half-pay by the wartime Vichy government, who had crossed under a false identity to England, where he had been nominated by General de Gaulle as the political head of the Resistance. Seven other prominent members of the movement had been summoned to the meeting, whose purpose was to discuss the appointment of a new military leader for “the Secret Army.” This was the name given to the united military resistance, an organization which was in a state of crisis following a succession of arrests by the German security forces. Eight people was an unusually large number for such a meeting, but it seemed that a doctor’s house during surgery hours, with a steady arrival and departure of patients, would provide effective cover.

Between 2:00 and 2:20 the doorbell at the doctor’s house rang three times and the maid admitted five young or middle-aged men who were shown not into the ground-floor waiting room but up the stairs to a room on the second floor. They were Colonel Albert Lacaze, a regular army officer and a member of a small independent resistance group called France d’Abord; André Lassagne, the friend of Dr. Dugoujon, a professor of Italian and a member of the network Libération, which was close to the French Communist Party; Bruno Larat, who ran the COPA,* the service which organized parachute drops and landings for the Resistance; and Henri Aubry and René Hardy, both members of a powerful right-wing resistance group, Combat. All of these men were inside the house in good time for the meeting. Another person expected, Claude Serreulles, failed to turn up, having lost his way and taken the wrong tramcar.

Not all those sitting in the upstairs room knew each other by sight or even by name since they had adopted noms de guerre. They were aware that they had been summoned by the head of the Resistance whom they all knew as “Max.” But “Max” did not come. So, for forty-five minutes, five men involved in a hazardous common undertaking but more or less strangers to each other sat together in an increasingly exposed situation. The conspirators were unarmed, unguarded, in a house with no escape route. It was a standard precaution in the Resistance to walk away from a broken appointment after a short delay and start again. But on 21 June these men were lulled into waiting, by the welcoming atmosphere of the house, or by the reassuring routine of the surgery which they could hear on the floor below—the ringing of the doorbell, the footsteps going backwards and forwards across the hall, the occasional noise of voices, including the voices of women and children, the greetings given by the maid, Madame Brossier, to regular patients; normal life in all its distracting familiarity. Then as time passed, and their conversation started to go round in circles, they began to wonder what had happened to “Max.”

Just before three o’clock the front doorbell rang again, twice, and Madame Brossier was confronted by three more men, all of whom she showed into the doctor’s waiting room where they joined a group of six patients. One of them was “Max.” The others were Raymond Aubrac, like Lassagne a member of Libération, and Lieutenant-Colonel Schwartzfeld, like Colonel Lacaze a member of France d’Abord. Although “Max” and Aubrac realized at once that they had been shown into the wrong room, and knew that by remaining they were further delaying the start of a meeting that was already forty minutes behind schedule, they stayed there for five minutes, inhibited even from discussing what to do by the presence of the doctor’s bona fide patients. Perhaps they thought they were the first to arrive. Perhaps they thought that the doctor had failed to brief the maid. Perhaps they were waiting for an opportunity to talk freely. In his consulting room across the hallway Dr. Dugoujon was examining a small boy who was accompanied by his mother. A few minutes after three there was a sudden loud banging at the front door followed by a crash, and the orderly routine of the doctor’s house in the Place Castellane was broken forever.

“The first I knew that something unusual was going on,” said Dr. Dugoujon in 1985,


was when I heard a noise in the hall. I left my patient and came out to find that several men in civilian clothes, armed with pistols, had burst through the front door. I don’t know why they did that. If they had rung the bell the maid would have let them in. I asked them what they thought they were doing. Of course I was pretty sure I knew the answer already. There was a big brute who came toward me as though to hit me, and then a smaller man with piercing blue eyes and a sharp, pointed face who ordered me into my own waiting room with all the patients. That was my first sight of Klaus Barbie, who was the head of the Lyon Gestapo. They rounded up everyone they found in the house and pushed them into the waiting room. Then they handcuffed all the men and took us away for questioning. There were German soldiers outside. We were all handcuffed except for a young man with fair hair.



The doctor’s house had been raided by a Sonderkommando, a special police group recently formed in Lyon to intensify operations against the Resistance. Upstairs they burst into the room where the meeting was assembled and ordered everyone to lie on the floor. Then their leader broke off the leg of an antique Henri II table and started to beat André Lassagne. Hardy was arrested by an SS corporal called Harry Steingritt and he was the only man taken at Caluire who was not handcuffed. “I understand some German,” said Dr. Dugoujon,


and I heard them say there were no more handcuffs. So they tied a leather strap to one of his wrists and a soldier held the end of it. Outside the house when we were about to be loaded into their cars this man without handcuffs suddenly pulled the strap out of the guard’s hands, punched the soldier in the stomach and ran off. He ran very fast across the square, dodging between the trees. Another soldier shouted at him and then started shooting, but the man got across the square and disappeared round the corner and none of the soldiers really searched for him.



Nonetheless one of the bullets fired had wounded Hardy in the arm.

The seven resisters arrested at Caluire, with Dr. Dugoujon and most of the patients in the waiting room, were taken first to Gestapo headquarters in the Ecole de Santé Militaire in the avenue Berthelot, where they were locked up till the evening. Then they were ordered out of their separate cells and lined up in the corridor. That was the second time Dr. Dugoujon met Klaus Barbie.


It was the same little chap from my house that afternoon. He walked down the line and asked each one of us if we were “Max.” But he didn’t ask me that. To me he just said, “You had a gun in the drawer of your desk. Why?” It was true I had a gun in my desk. I said I always kept a gun in my desk, against robbers. He said it was illegal. I said I knew that. He just smiled. Not a particularly unpleasant smile. He gave the impression that he already knew all the answers to his own questions and he was only looking for confirmation. I realized that this was his professional manner. But I was also impressed by his confidence that he would be able to find out everything he wanted to know in due course.



After a brief interrogation, Dr. Dugoujon was transferred to the central prison of Fort Montluc; with him went Jean Moulin, Raymond Aubrac, Lieutenant-Colonel Schwartzfeld and Colonel Lacaze.

For the resistance leaders their first night in Montluc was a bitter experience. Not only had their meeting been discovered but the Gestapo knew the code name “Max” and strongly suspected that he was among them. It was Midsummer night, the shortest night of the year, and though he was guarded by German soldiers and French prison warders, Jean Moulin must have had hopes, however slight, of escape since the Resistance in Lyon had the means to rescue prisoners. He must also have had hopes that his false identity, Jean Martel, art dealer from Nice, would hold, since he alone among those arrested carried a letter of recommendation from a doctor in Marseille for Dr. Dugoujon’s attention.

Meanwhile at the Ecole de Santé Militaire the three prisoners who remained were already being beaten. They were the three younger men from the upper room, Henri Aubry, Bruno Larat and André Lassagne. Barbie started his interrogation of Lassagne with this terrible phrase: “Your ‘Secret Army’ is a secret for nobody, certainly not for us.” On that first night Barbie selected Lassagne, as the most likely “Max,” for special treatment. He was not only beaten but dragged out three times to stand before a firing squad. At one point a colleague of Barbie’s entered the room and threw a bundle of resistance mail onto the desk saying, in French, “Max is among them.”

As for René Hardy, after running across the Place Castellane he had hidden in a ditch and then made his way to a friend’s house to seek attention for his wound. He was seen taking refuge and reported to French police who were investigating the shooting incident in the Place Castellane. They arrested him and took him late at night to the Antiquaille hospital, where he remained in police custody. When the French police investigation was complete Hardy was delivered to the Gestapo and confined in a German military hospital, the Croix-Rousse. The decision to hand him over was taken by the commissioner of French police in Lyon, René Cussonac, who was executed after the liberation of Lyon for this action among many others. Shortly after the execution of the police commissioner Hardy, too, was tried for treason. He was acquitted, but for the rest of his life he was suspected of having betrayed the meeting at Caluire to the Gestapo.

A man’s life can sometimes be defined by his death. In the case of Jean Moulin nobody knows when he died, or how or where. His body was never found. After two days of inquiry the Gestapo had acquired enough information to begin Moulin’s interrogation. That evening Dr. Dugoujon saw him being dragged back to his cell with his face covered in blood. There were three other occasions when members of the Resistance claim to have seen him in a dying condition, once in Lyon, twice in the villa in Neuilly outside Paris occupied by SS Major Karl Boemelburg, the head of the Gestapo in France. What is clear is that Jean Moulin was last seen alive in France. His dead body was first identified by a policeman two weeks later in Frankfurt, Germany. His death certificate states that he died in Metz, just before the German border. The most likely cause of death was multiple head injuries, but it is not certain how these were inflicted, or by whom. In the absence of certainty it is widely concluded that he died as a hero, having refused to talk, and was beaten into a coma on the orders of the senior Gestapo officer in Lyon, SS Lieutenant Klaus Barbie. Despite the lack of detail Jean Moulin’s case is a classic example of defining a man’s life by his death.

The ranks of the French Resistance contained thousands of men and women who faced the same dangers as Moulin, and many were arrested and tortured and subsequently died in German custody: 65,000 French citizens were deported for resistance or for political reasons, of whom only half survived to the end of the war. Many thousands more were executed in France, over one thousand outside Paris at the fort of Mont Valérien alone. The rule for resistance members subject to German interrogation was that they should try to say nothing for two days, during which time any information they gave could be rendered useless. A small number of men and women managed to withstand the worst torture without breaking, and Jean Moulin seems to have been among them because it is clear that none of the great store of invaluable information he held was ever put to use by the Gestapo. In many cases the suffering of these men and women could be exactly described after the war. But the fact that so little is known about Jean Moulin’s end made him an appropriate symbol of the general suffering; for the Resistance he could play the role of the Unknown Soldier.


* Acronyms and foreign titles are explained in the glossary on this page.




TWO

Into the Panthéon

On a flint cold morning in December 1964 several hundred men and women, mostly dressed in black overcoats, gathered on the steps of the Panthéon in Paris listening to a speech by the writer and politician André Malraux.

In front of them, on an enormous platform draped in gray covers, stood a coffin containing the remains of the former prefect and resistance leader Jean Moulin. The scaffold, with its funeral sheeting cracking and straining in the icy wind, dominated the extensive space in front of the Panthéon and transformed it into the stage of an open-air opera house, reducing the coffin to the scale of a matchbox. Before the catafalque Malraux, also in a black overcoat, head bare, crouched over the microphone with wild eyes and beaky nose, resembled an elderly vulture. Directly opposite him, standing before the massed ranks of the dignitaries of France, Charles de Gaulle, the head of state, made one of his rare appearances in military uniform, looking restless and distressed. Around de Gaulle were gathered the ageing survivors, the men and women who had once formed the Resistance.

The speech Malraux made that day was the histrionic peak of his career. He sang the words in a high, almost female register, drawing out the vowels, peering over his spectacles into the mists of a tragic past, somehow managing to incarnate a movement in which he himself had scarcely distinguished himself. But his own modest wartime role did not matter. No one else in France could have played the part as well as André Malraux. Isaiah Berlin called his performance “an unforgettable evocation of what the Resistance had been.” The wailing voice, like a geriatric fury, the accusatory stance with one foot advanced so that he could rock forwards for additional emphasis, the piercing eye, the hunched shoulders were all superb theatrical devices. In addition he had selected the music, and was particularly proud of the funeral march by Gossec, a forgotten Revolutionary composer, whose score he had rediscovered himself. Furthermore Malraux, agile politician, bogus fighter pilot, belated resister, long-retired man-of-action, fantasist, was a superb writer.


Voilà donc … Jean Moulin … le chef d’un peuple de la nuit. Sans cette cérémonie combien d’enfants de France sauraient son nom? Here then lies … Jean Moulin … the leader of a people of the night. Without this ceremony how many children of France would even recognize his name?



The phrases rolled on. “It was a time when, in the depths of the countryside, we tracked the barking of dogs through the night.… He had an appointment with the leaders of the separate resistance groups at Caluire on 21 June. They were awaiting him. So was the Gestapo. Treachery played a part as well as fate.… He made none of the regiments. But he made the Army.” And so on, until the superb peroration. “Think of his poor, battered face, of those lips that never spoke. That day, his last day, it was the face of France.”

Charles de Gaulle remained impassive but by the time Malraux had finished, many other members of his audience, no doubt thinking of other men and women who had disappeared into the night, were reduced to tears. Then the drums beat, the band of the Garde Républicaine played the Chant des Partisans and the great coffin was carried through the doors of the mausoleum. At that moment it did not matter that the coffin was practically empty, or that Moulin’s body had never been found, or that the ashes selected as his had been identified on an SS certificate.

The building before which Malraux was speaking was in fact a most appropriate resting place for the leader of the Armies of the Night, not just because it was the national mausoleum but because it symbolized the cause for which he had fought all his life; not the Resistance, but republican anticlericalism, or secularism as it is usually termed. The story of the Panthéon is the story of France’s inability to resolve its quarrels over religion. The edifice was commissioned by a king, Louis XV, who had fallen ill in Metz in 1744. The king was afraid and he vowed to God that if he recovered he would replace the ruined abbey of Ste. Geneviève, the patron saint of Paris, with a magnificent new church. The king did recover but he died long before the building was complete, and it was not until 1789 that the new church could be dedicated, to the glory of God and the kings of France. Then, just as it was ready, the Revolution swept away the monarchy and the churches of Paris were desecrated and closed.

In 1791 the Revolutionary Assembly decided that a use must be found for the empty structure and, inspired by the death of Mirabeau, proposed that it should be transformed into “a Temple of Fame,” a last resting place for the great men who had fought for Liberty. The church’s bell towers were razed to the ground, its tall side windows were filled in, the cross above the dome was removed, and in gilt letters over the west doors the motto “Aux Grands Hommes la Patrie reconnaissante” (To Its Great Men, Their Country’s gratitude) were fixed. Mirabeau’s remains were placed inside, followed by those of Voltaire, Marat and Rousseau.

In its revolutionary origins the symbolic role of the Panthéon was clear; it replaced the basilica of St. Denis, ancient burial place of the kings of France. But after the restoration of the monarchy the church was for the first time consecrated, the secular inscription was replaced by a Latin dedication and the remains of Voltaire and Rousseau were removed to a space beneath the front steps, which was outside the consecrated area. Then, with the arrival in 1830 of Louis-Philippe, “King of the French,” son of Philippe Egalité, the Panthéon was modestly renamed “the Temple of Humanity,” the motto “Aux Grands Hommes …” was replaced, the cross was again removed and the building became a national necropolis. With each change of regime the process was repeated, with the Panthéon being recaptured and restored to its previous function. It was only in 1885, under the Third Republic, that the present compromise was reached. The church was once more deconsecrated and renamed the Panthéon, the motto was once more fixed to the pediment and the bodies of the republican heroes Victor Hugo, Emile Zola, Gambetta and Jean Jaurès were in due course transferred. But the cross was allowed to remain.

So the Panthéon, which was supposed to become a symbol of national identity, became instead a memorial to a fracture in French society inflicted by the Revolution and in two hundred years never mended. Since the days of Napoleon no military leaders have been buried in the Panthéon; following in the footsteps of the Emperor they go to the Invalides. The clergy are also excluded and there have been very few representatives of the political right. Instead of becoming a focus of the nation, “le Temple de la Patrie” became a last resting place for eminent political neutrals, like Marie Curie, or members of the French left.

The most significant ceremony held at the Panthéon during the lifetime of Jean Moulin—the most significant for him personally—was also one of the most hotly disputed. When in 1924 Jean Jaurès, the socialist leader and pacifist who had been assassinated on the eve of the outbreak of the Great War, was reinterred, two counterdemonstrations took place. One was organized, predictably enough, by the ultra-right nationalists of Action française. The second was organized by the Parti Communiste Français. When the communists broke away from the official procession and marched in front of it, singing the Internationale, their intention was to show that they were the true heirs of Jaurès. But what they actually achieved was to establish that the left could no longer consecrate one of its heroes without revealing new national divisions. It was a far cry from the day in 1885 when Victor Hugo, a staunch republican, who was among the minority of great men to be buried in the Panthéon directly and without benefit of exhumation, was honored by a cortège one million strong without a single voice being raised in dissent.

By the time Jean Moulin’s ashes were transferred to the Panthéon in 1964 the custom had practically fallen into disuse, and its revival was designed to evoke the unity of 1885. The move was originally proposed by the socialist parliamentary opposition, who wanted to establish, under the presidency of Charles de Gaulle, that the left too had played a part in the Resistance, and that the man who had enlisted in the Resistance and united it had been one of theirs. The original date suggested had been a year earlier, on the twentieth anniversary of Moulin’s disappearance. But de Gaulle, with his habitual skill, delayed matters until the twentieth anniversary of the liberation and then, by the unprecedented use of television and by ensuring that he himself was placed center stage dressed as a soldier, retranslated the symbolism. The ceremony no longer established that the left had played a part in the Resistance; it showed instead that de Gaulle, living embodiment of the wartime victory, had also enjoyed left-wing support.

Nonetheless, on a higher level, the secular canonization of Jean Moulin did succeed in creating a national symbol; it was not just the sanctification of one man’s life. When Jean Moulin was resurrected from peacetime obscurity and recast in a heroic posture he became, through Malraux’s artistry, the personification of the Resistance and the Resistance became the emblem of the whole of France.

Malraux’s text was a lyrical evocation of the most romantic conception of resistance, darkness and fear and solitude and pain, his words made the more poignant by the presence before him of so many of the men and women who had experienced all that and who could vividly recall the terror inspired by the word “Gestapo.” It was nonetheless bold of the speaker to place so much emphasis on torture, since at the time he spoke the subject of torture was once more topical in France. The fact that the French administration in Algeria had instituted “democratic torture”—after the Gestapo had done so much to discredit the practice—had been the subject of a pamphlet entitled The Question, written by a communist journalist called Henri Alleg in 1958. In this pamphlet Alleg, who supported the Algerian independence movement, recounted his own experience of torture at the hands of the French paratroops who had arrested him in Algiers and taken him to a secret barracks and prison at El-Biar outside the city in June 1957. The list of torture techniques set out by Alleg included burning of the tongue, cutting with a knife, rape and forced drinking of salt water. He also described two methods of torture notoriously used by the Gestapo in France during the occupation. One was la baignoire, the forcing of water into the mouth and lungs until the victim was on the point of drowning; the other was la gégène, the infliction of electrical shocks with a handheld generator. In two passages, Alleg’s memoir specifically refers back to French experience during the occupation. Early in his ordeal the paratroops say to him: “Ici c’est la Gestapo! Tu connais la Gestapo?” Then, when his torture is nearly over, Alleg meets a sympathetic paratrooper who asks him if he has already been tortured “in the Resistance.” Another of his tormentors says to him, in a quiet moment: “My father told me about the communists in the Resistance. They died, but they said nothing. That’s good.”*

For communists like Henri Alleg, French military operations in Algeria against nationalist “terrorists” or “resisters” were seen in the context of the German occupation of France. Like the Nazi security forces, the French army ordered military doctors to supervise the inflicting of pain. They were not there to protect the victim from harm but to ensure that the techniques were applied effectively and for as long as possible. Himmler defined the general limits for the use of what he called “the third degree” in 1942, and on the whole the French army in Algeria followed Himmler. The proper targets for torture included communists, saboteurs, terrorists and members of resistance movements.

At first the claims made by Alleg were denied and the French government seized copies of his book and destroyed them. But the censorship was ineffective. The practices Alleg described were confirmed by other witnesses, some of them conscript soldiers who had been ordered to take part in inflicting torture. Eventually senior army officers also confirmed the accusations and General Massu, commander of the paratroops in Algeria, justified the use of torture in the face of terrorism.

Commenting on an earlier account of military torture in Algeria by a Catholic intellectual, Pierre-Henri Simon, which had caused little stir, the editor of Le Monde wrote: “From now on the French must understand that they no longer enjoy the same right to condemn the torturers of the Gestapo as they enjoyed ten years ago.…” But Hubert Beuve-Méry’s comment made practically no impression. In 1958 France was incapable of linking French behavior in Algeria with German actions in France. In an extraordinary passage in a review of La Question Jean-Paul Sartre, who was among the most prominent champions of Alleg’s work, wrote:


In 1943 in the rue Lauriston, Frenchmen were screaming in agony; all France could hear them. In those days the outcome of the war was uncertain and we did not want to think about the future. Only one thing seemed impossible in any circumstances: that one day men should be made to scream by those acting in our name.



The example chosen by Sartre showed an uncharacteristic degree of amnesia. For when Frenchmen “screamed” in the rue Lauriston in 1943 they were being made to scream by torturers acting in France’s name. The rue Lauriston in Paris was the headquarters of the Gestapo française, the French auxiliaries of the Nazi SS, who followed the French prime minister Pierre Laval in hoping for a German victory.

Malraux’s speech showed that Sartre’s amnesia had become a national condition, and suggested that the barracks at El-Biar would soon be as thoroughly forgotten as the rue Lauriston. The consecration of Jean Moulin on the steps of the Panthéon in 1964 was an essential part of this process. Lacking a body they reburied a ghost, and a patriotic legend was born.


* Malraux’s literary reputation had of course been launched on his description of communists withstanding torture in La Condition humaine.





II



WAR




THREE

The Prefect of Chartres

At 2:57 A.M. (Berlin time) on 17 June 1940, General Koch-Erpach, commanding the 8th Infantry Division of the Wehrmacht, which was advancing from Paris toward Tours on the River Loire, ordered Major Grossmann, leader of the 84th Infantry Regiment, to march on the city of Chartres at 5:30 and comb it for enemy units. Major Grossmann’s request for a longer period of sleep was successful, but at 5:10 the radio crackled out with another order from the General. Grossmann was to march on the city at 7:30 sharp, sweep it thoroughly, and then continue south along Route National 10 toward Bonneval, halting for a rest at the village of La Bourdinière, fifteen kilometers farther down the road.

According to the regimental log, Grossmann’s motorcycle units, followed by tanks and armored cars, entered Chartres shortly after 0800 hours (Berlin time), in other words at seven o’clock in the morning, local time. They found tank traps, gun emplacements and pillboxes, all abandoned. The sweep took over two hours. Chartres had been shelled and bombed for days but a violent thunderstorm on the previous evening had extinguished the fires. The Cathedral of Notre Dame was unharmed but the evidence of destruction was everywhere else. An army of refugees and fleeing soldiers had passed through Chartres, looting the houses left empty by the inhabitants and throwing aside anything it could not use or carry. The streets of the city were infested with stray cats and dogs but nothing else moved. There was no water, electricity, gas, telephones or radio.

One junior officer commanding a reconnaissance unit that passed by the prefecture was met by a sight he had not seen before in the four weeks he had so far spent fighting in France. Standing in line in the courtyard of the eighteenth-century building, beneath a large French flag, were three silent figures, the central one in an unfamiliar dark blue uniform, the second wearing the soutane, the black robe of a priest, the third, an old man, in a civilian suit. The officer got out of his car and asked them who they were. The man in uniform replied that he was the prefect and that he, with the representatives of the bishop and mayor of Chartres, was ready to surrender the city. The officer replied that he was not authorized to accept the surrender, and drove on. The divisional log notes that the prefect of Chartres eventually surrendered the city to General Koch-Erpach “at 9:45.” At 10:00 Major Grossmann announced that there were no French troops in Chartres and twenty minutes later the 84th Infantry Regiment continued its line of march.

The last disorganized units of French troops had in fact passed through Chartres at 3:00 A.M. that same morning. They were falling back from the north and the direction of Dreux. The noise of their tanks and trucks had woken the prefect, who had gone out into the night to discover whether these “vague silhouettes” were friend or foe. But it was too dark to see and the men said nothing so he called out, “French or German?” and several voices replied, “French.” “What are you doing?” “On fout le camp … Tout est foutu … On est crevé!…” (“We’re getting the hell out of here … All is lost … We’re wiped out.”) The rearguard limped through on foot and the prefect went back to sleep until he was woken at 6:00 A.M. by the arrival of the vicar-general of the diocese, Monsignor Lejards, and the city’s only remaining municipal councillor, Pierre Besnard, whom he had asked to be at his side when the moment came to meet the enemy face to face.

The German arrival had been expected for two days. The last French unit based in Chartres, the 1st Battalion of the 7th Motorized Dragoons, which had been covering the French retreat, had been ordered to withdraw at midnight, after which nothing stood between the city and the enemy except scattered detachments from the 26th Regiment of Senegalese Sharpshooters. The tendency of colonial troops to stand their ground and fight, with or without their officers, causing considerable German casualties, had infuriated General Koch-Erpach and when soldiers of the 8th Division of the Wehrmacht captured Senegalese soldiers in the Eure-et-Loir they shot them out of hand. There had been a battle between Senegalese stragglers and men of the 8th Division outside Chartres on 16 June, at the end of which the Germans shot 165 Senegalese prisoners, and stripped the bodies of their name tags. A further fifty Senegalese were rounded up and shot near Chartainvilliers, ten kilometers northeast of Chartres.

These infantrymen, speaking little French and abandoned by their officers, usually recruited from Muslim or animist villages in the West African bush, were the last French soldiers to die in defense of the spiritual center of Christian France. The fact that so many prisoners had been executed in public, and that these war crimes had been so widely witnessed, apparently troubled General Koch-Erpach and he ordered two intelligence officers on his staff to find a solution. This order was to have dramatic consequences for the prefect of Chartres, forty-one-year-old Jean Moulin.

The Battle of France lasted seven weeks, at the end of which the Wehrmacht had achieved, for the price of only 27,000 dead, everything that one million German dead and four years of battle had failed to achieve in the Great War. For eight months, following the declaration of war on 3 September 1939, France under its prime minister, Edouard Daladier, and Britain led by Neville Chamberlain had stood by and watched as Germany and the Soviet Union butchered Poland. A small British Expeditionary Force (BEF), initially composed of a token four divisions, had joined a French army which enjoyed a superiority over available German forces of more than three to one. But nothing had been done. War had been declared but not waged; the Third Republic had had more than enough of waging war. Then, on 10 May, the German attack had been launched in the West with nearly three million men pouring into Holland and Belgium. Within five days Holland had been defeated and the Panzers had broken through the French lines at Sedan in northeastern France and appeared to be heading straight for Paris.

Paul Reynaud, the right-wing republican who had become prime minister on 21 March, was forced to deny that the French government was about to flee from the capital, a promise he was able to keep since the German thrust continued straight ahead toward the Channel coast instead of swinging south toward Paris as it had done in 1914. This unexpected move cut the Franco-British armies in two. Reynaud did not manage to obtain the resignation of the ineffective French commander-in-chief, General Gamelin, until 19 May, by which time it was too late. On 26 May, with the allied northwestern front in chaos, the Royal Navy began to prepare the evacuation of the BEF, by now nine divisions strong, from the northern port of Dunkirk. By 4 June, when the town’s defensive perimeter, which had been held by French troops, was finally overrun, more than 337,000 British and French soldiers had been taken off the beaches and landed in England. The Wehrmacht then turned south and began its final attack; Paris was abandoned and declared an open city on 14 June. On 16 June Reynaud, who had retreated to the southern port of Bordeaux with his government, was outvoted on his proposal to continue the fight from Algeria and resigned. His successor, the Great War veteran and national hero Marshal Pétain, asked for an armistice on the following day and this became effective at midnight on 24 June.

In France the summer of 1940 is still remembered for the speed and ferocity of the Panzer attack, for the terrifying noise made by the Stuka dive-bombers, and for the sight of up to nine million French and Belgian civilians and soldiers fleeing southwards down the roads of France. L’exode (the exodus), as it was known, began to spill into Chartres on 10 June, when the long convoy of buses carrying French government personnel out of Paris to Tours, south of the River Loire, passed through the city. A retired mayor of Chartres, Maurice Vidon, watched them pass by and wrote in his journal, “The panic-stricken manner of officers from the war ministry and the air ministry who were taking their families far away from Paris gave people pause for thought.” Vidon noted that the bombardment of the city’s outskirts by German bombers a week earlier had had a much less serious effect on public morale.

That day Jean Moulin realized that Paris was going to fall and he persuaded one of his two mistresses at the time, Antoinette Sachs, who had come to see him in Chartres, to drive him to the capital without telling anyone since he thought that if his absence from the department were known it might create a panic. Once in Paris they went directly to his flat in the rue des Plantes, where Moulin emptied a cupboard full of files belonging to Pierre Cot, his old boss. He tied them up in a sheet and loaded them into the car. No sooner had they returned to Chartres than Moulin asked Antoinette to repeat the operation alone. It is obviously significant that his chief priority on 10 June was not Chartres or his department but preventing the archives of Cot’s period at the air ministry from falling into German hands.

The idea that it was possible to make two return journeys from Chartres to Paris in one day, on 10 June 1940, might seem incredible, but there is the evidence of Simone de Beauvoir to support it. On the morning of 10 June she watched an endless procession of cars leaving Paris, and when she herself left during the course of the afternoon and drove toward Chartres there were no delays until they reached the outskirts of the city. On 11 June Moulin put Antoinette Sachs to work again. Without him in her small car it was possible to load all the files at the same time. She was directed to take them to safety. The roads having by this time become completely blocked, a ministerial pass no longer had any effect. So Moulin gave her a Red Cross pass, still recognized by the police, and she set out for the south. She reached the house of the former prime minister, Joseph Paul-Boncour, a republican-socialist, at St. Aignan on the River Cher that night, and the next day she continued her journey.

Over the next three days the people of Chartres also began to drive south, leaving behind them a ghost town dominated by the two spires of an empty cathedral. The local air base was evacuated on 12 June, which meant that the air-raid sirens stopped working and the first warning of a raid was the noise of exploding bombs. On Thursday, the thirteenth, more refugees started to arrive. They came from Rouen, only eighty miles to the north, and they had seen German troops. On the morning of 14 June, with the town on fire from repeated bombing raids, the municipal fire brigade mounted their four engines and drove out under the command of Fire Captain Cochinal, carrying with them the town clerk. They explained to anyone left to listen that it was time to save the fire engines from the danger of being destroyed by fire. The town clerk was followed by the director of public works who had requisitioned the municipal dustcart. The chief water engineer then left, having closed down the reservoir and shot the guard dog. That afternoon the city was flooded with refugees and the German air force, in the absence of antiaircraft guns, abandoned bombing raids and came in at low level to machine-gun the streets. “Terror,” wrote Maurice Vidon, who never left the city, “reached new heights.”

On the morning of the same day, 14 June, Moulin received an order from the minister of the interior to abandon Chartres and fall back out of German reach, together with all members of his staff who were of military age. It was the last order he received from the ministry of the interior before the armistice and the first order he flatly disobeyed. In the afternoon the German planes, attacking an undefended city, resumed bombing and destroyed twenty more houses with incendiary bombs, apparently doing their best to set Chartres alight. As this terrible raid continued the medical colonel in charge of the hospital ordered an evacuation and organized a convoy of thirty trucks to carry his patients to safety in Vannes on the Brittany coast. Without a fire brigade nothing could be done to put out the fires and so they burned on until the violent thunderstorm which doused them two days later.

Moulin was again absent for much of 14 June. He had driven north directly toward the German advance to support and encourage his friend Maurice Viollette and his subprefect, who were based in Dreux. When he got back in the afternoon he found his own staff in a state of panic. He evacuated them south that night. The mayor also left that day, as did the city’s entire contingent of gendarmes. The bishop of Chartres, an old opponent of Moulin’s and a partisan of Franco, also drove out. Even though Monsignor Harscouet was an adversary of the prefect, his departure is difficult to understand. His presence alone might have proved decisive in the event of a German threat to the cathedral, and the example he could have given might have persuaded many people to stay, particularly among the town’s anticlericals. He set out, possibly due to a certain psychological rigidity,* to carry out an ordination of four deacons, all of military age, who had been evacuated out of enemy reach to the south of the department.

The ordination took place on Sunday, the sixteenth, in the village of Montigny-le-Gannelon on the banks of the river Loir, which forms the southern boundary of the Eure-et-Loir. The service was punctuated by the noise of shells and bombs as the enemy approached. After the ceremony was over the bishop was dissuaded from returning directly to Chartres by the local military commander, General Hering, previously military governor of Paris, which he had evacuated without a shot being fired, and Monsignor Harscouet did not regain his cathedral for several days. In the original manuscript of his war diary, Premier Combat, Jean Moulin described the ordination in the south of the diocese as “opportune,” an adjective later deleted. But the fact that the bishop was absent on official duty, which was eventually carried out under enemy bombardment, seems to place his absence in a slightly different category to that of the mayor, Monsieur Gilbert, who got as far as the coastal resort of Les Sables d’Olonne before coming to an enforced halt, 235 miles from Chartres. He returned on 27 June to a rather frosty reception.

Next morning Moulin estimated that there were only about 700 citizens left in Chartres out of a population of 23,000, but they had been replaced by thousands of refugees who were seeking food, shelter and medical attention. With the departure of the gendarmes the refugees started to loot the shops and houses. Over the next three days the prefect, with the help of Monsieur Vidon, two journalists, one military dentist, one schoolteacher, four priests and twenty-two nuns, battled on. When retreating French soldiers stole his car he requisitioned a bicycle.

He managed to keep two bakeries open and organized a system of water carriers. One of the journalists became the police force. The schoolteacher became the gravedigger. Monsieur Vidon, the retired mayor of Chartres, was responsible for shooting twenty-five stray dogs and countless cats. Cows, pigs and horses grazing in the streets were rounded up. Two pro-German agitators, one of them resembling a communist provocateur, appeared, and the prefect managed to shout them down as they were urging a crowd to loot the bread store. Then a battalion of Dragoons, part of the 4th Armored Division which had executed two successful counterattacks under its commander, Colonel Charles de Gaulle, in May in northern France, arrived with orders to hold the line outside the city and Moulin arranged for the arrest of the professional agitator and his female accomplice. The Dragoons were ordered back after twenty-four hours and as they drove away Monsieur Vidon noted that their trucks, too, were “loaded with loot … and women.”

The two principal hotels of Chartres, abandoned by their owners, were filled with refugees who overflowed from the bedrooms onto the staircases and wrote messages for lost members of their families on the hotel walls. One enterprising rogue broke into the wine cellar of the Hôtel de France and, posing as the hotel manager, sold off its contents at 20 francs a bottle. Everything cost 20 francs, from ordinary table wine to vintage cognac. And so it went on, until the morning of 17 June.

Jean Moulin’s account of the surrender of the city of Chartres is to be found in Premier Combat. At seven that morning, with Monsignor Lejards to his right and Pierre Besnard to his left, he stood in the courtyard of the prefecture. They faced the French flag which flew for the last time in four years over the gateway. Shortly afterward the first enemy troops, on motorcycles, arrived, followed by armored cars. Eventually a large car stopped and several officers got out and saluted. The oldest approached them and, in French, asked who they were. Moulin identified himself and his companions, then, “according to the rules of war,” surrendered the city, adding that he would guarantee a peaceful situation if the German troops respected the civilian population. The officer gave him that assurance, put him in charge of law and order and instructed him to remain at the prefecture. He added, “Tell your people that for them the war is over.”

The collected memoirs of the veterans of the German 8th Infantry Division give a slightly different account of the surrender of Chartres to that offered by Moulin.


When General Koch-Erpach led the division through the city he drove past the prefect’s residence. The latter, in full uniform, was standing alone in the courtyard of his residence, inside the open gateway. When the general invited him to come forward he replied that he would only consent to surrender in his official residence. The general did not have the time to accord him this pleasure and drove on.



So, with Major Grossmann’s report in the regimental log, there are three different accounts of the surrender of Chartres, but they do not necessarily contradict each other. Moulin’s description of the solemn declaration must have referred to the initial meeting with the reconnaissance officer, when he was accompanied by Besnard and the vicar-general. There is no mention in Moulin’s account of a German refusal to accept the surrender. The second account, the divisional log, merely records the time of General Koch-Erpach’s brief conversation. When the general drove on he considered the city to have been handed over. The third account, in the divisional memoirs, adds previously unknown details of this second meeting. But it may have been the incident described there—the prefect’s refusal to step forward—that provided General Koch-Erpach’s intelligence officers with a possible solution to a problem they had been ordered to solve, the problem of the Senegalese prisoners.

Colonial troops had been shot down, unarmed, and these executions had to be justified. It was clear that crimes must have been committed. Since these were black troops, that was only to be expected; rape and murder of women and children would be the sort of thing needed. And since this would need French confirmation, and since Chartres contained not only a senior French official but an insolent one …

Moulin’s account of his treatment by German intelligence officers after the surrender of Chartres also appeared in Premier Combat. Following the brief meeting with the general, Moulin recalled that he changed into civilian clothes and walked around the town. He saw a baker, whom he had suspected of being a German spy, arm in arm with a German officer whose first idea it was, like any tourist, to visit the cathedral. Elsewhere refugees assisted by German soldiers were systematically looting whatever remained. Since the soldiers were forbidden to “break and enter” they directed the French looters to break in and then, once the premises were open, went in themselves to pick up “what had been abandoned and left lying around.” At six in the evening Moulin returned to the prefecture to share supper with a vanload of postmen from Paris who had been helping him for several days. Just then he was told that two German officers wanted to speak to him urgently. He put on his uniform and invited them to come into his office. In excellent French they asked him to accompany them to headquarters, where the general wished to speak to him on a matter of importance.

Moulin was taken to the luxurious Hôtel de France, which had been requisitioned. He never saw General Koch-Erpach. Instead, after being kept waiting under armed guard, he was told by the two officers that French soldiers in retreat had raped and massacred women and children. These shameful crimes had been committed by black troops and in order to establish the facts a protocol had been drawn up which he was required to sign. When he refused he was taken to one of the large villas on the rue du Docteur-Maunoury where a third officer, sitting in front of a typewriter, handed him the agreement. When the prefect declined even to read it the beating began. It went on throughout the evening, for what Moulin later estimated as seven hours. At one point he was driven out of Chartres to see the evidence of the crime, nine bodies of women and children laid out in a barn, obviously victims of an air raid. When Moulin pointed this out the officers took him into a nearby shed and threw him onto the truncated corpse of a woman, claiming that this too was the work of the black troops. The beating continued until 1:00 A.M., when the prefect was taken back into town and locked into a room with a Senegalese soldier who was barefoot and in shirtsleeves. There his brutalizers left him with the remark, “Since you love negroes so much we thought you’d like to sleep with one of them.”

That night Moulin decided that he would not be able to take any more beating without giving in. “I knew I was at the end of my strength and that if it started again I would finish by signing.” He could hear a clock striking the hours in a bell tower. The Senegalese soldier was asleep. At 5:00 A.M., just before dawn, using a piece of broken glass he found on the floor, Moulin cut his throat. His life was saved by the arrival of a guard shortly afterward.

When the guards saw the prefect drenched in blood with an open wound at his throat they took him outside and called for help. He was treated by a German army doctor, and then by Captain Foubert, the French military dentist. Moulin discovered that he was already on the grounds of the hospital, the Hôtel-Dieu, since he had been imprisoned in the hospital gatekeeper’s lodge. No sooner was his wound stitched up than the same two German officers who had tormented him on the previous day reappeared and drove him back to the Hôtel de France. From the entrance hall Moulin could hear the noise of an angry row while the officer who had beaten him up made his report. A senior officer then ordered that Moulin be driven back to his residence. The prefect’s ordeal was over. After four days his temperature returned to normal and he was able to resume his work with the new Kommandantur. Nearly three months would pass before his wound healed.

Jean Moulin’s behavior when faced with the German army at Chartres on the first day of the city’s occupation made him a local hero in the department of the Eure-et-Loir, and later caused him to be hailed as one of the first French resisters. His account of his experience, written nearly a year later mainly for his sister, has become a historical document and is among the most vivid and convincing eyewitness narratives of the fall of France. His description of his mistreatment was confirmed by the German and French doctors, and by many other witnesses in Chartres, including the nuns who nursed him. The nine victims of machine-gunning at La Taye were buried on 18 June by the journalist Jules Rousselot; the “dismembered trunks of two women” were buried at the same time. In other words the essential veracity of the account is well established. But like any historical document, Premier Combat is a legitimate subject for critical examination, and particularly so when a man’s heroic legend is (unintentionally) founded on his own account.

Moulin was not the only prefect to remain behind when the army retreated. In Lille and in Blois, to name but two other towns, the prefects stayed at their posts. But the prefect of Lille had the support of the archbishop of Lille, and together they persuaded many Lillois to remain in the city, whilst the prefect of Blois, Viellecazes, who had received orders to encourage the evacuation of the town which was about to become a battleground and a point of ambush for the German army, left when Blois had been evacuated and his task was complete. Moulin’s case was different since he actually disregarded an order from Georges Mandel, the minister of the interior, and he was isolated, the only official left behind. So the question arises, why did he disobey his orders? One explanation for his decision is that Moulin was acting before the armistice in the hope and belief that the army intended to make a stand further south, on the Loire. He therefore considered that his duty was to remain with those who would be temporarily stranded behind German lines and do what he could to assist them. The fact that the mayor and the bishop of Chartres had both left would have been an additional argument for him to stay.

When Moulin instructed his staff to withdraw to the south of the department he gave them a letter to post to his mother and sister. In this letter there are two curious sentences. “When you receive this,” he wrote, “… I will, on the orders of the government, have received the Germans and been taken prisoner.” The orders he had in fact already received had been to retreat. Then he added a prophetic postscript: “If the Germans, who are capable of anything, make me say something dishonorable, you
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