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Introduction

In the early summer of 1945, the maternity wards of Paris were suddenly very busy. The upsurge in births was a living, breathing legacy of what had been the party of the century, that glorious Friday in August 1944 when Paris was liberated from the Germans, setting off an explosion of happiness that echoed round the world. The American war reporter Ernie Pyle arrived by jeep to witness:


a pandemonium of surely the greatest mass joy that has ever happened … We all got kissed until we were literally red in face, and I must say we enjoyed it … when the jeep was simply swamped in human traffic and had to stop, we were swarmed over and hugged and kissed and torn at. Everybody, even beautiful girls, insisted on kissing you on both cheeks … the fact that I hadn’t shaved for days, and was gray-bearded as well as bald-headed, made no difference.



Among the population, the longing for deliverance was so deep that some feared at first that the American uniforms in the streets must be a hallucination. ‘But no, I am not dreaming,’ wrote a middle-aged man of letters, Gustave-Jean Reybaz, in his diary. ‘The nightmare of occupation is finally at an end and Paris has rolled away the stone of its own tomb and is reborn again.’

The eruption of exhilaration and relief reflected the unique position that Paris held in the world’s affections. Its fate mattered to almost everybody. In November 1939, three months into the strange interlude of inaction before fighting erupted in the west, which the French called the Drôle de Guerre and the British the Phoney War, Maurice Chevalier recorded a reassuring song. ‘Paris sera toujours Paris’ was a message to the world that whatever Hitler threw at the place, ‘Paris will always be Paris.’ The verses described the boarded-up statues, taped-over windows, gas masks, rationing, air-raid sirens and blackouts now marring the beauty of everyone’s favourite city. But the refrain promised:


In spite of all the gloom and dark

The city we all love – you’ll see!

Will never, ever lose her spark

Paree will always be Paree

The more they dim the lighting

The more we’ll come back fighting

Our spirit and our humour floating free

Paree will always be Paree!
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The defiant tone struck a chord everywhere and the song was a hit, becoming a staple of Chevalier’s repertoire. As prophecy it was a flop. Seven months later the German army walked into Paris unopposed, the start of more than four years of suffering, humiliation, deprivation and shame. Maurice Chevalier survived the occupation. Casimir Oberfeld, the man who composed the song, did not. He was one of 77,000 Jews sent from France to extermination camps by the German and French authorities and died in January 1945, freezing to death on a forced march just as the Russians were closing in on Auschwitz.

In 1949, four years after the end of the war, Josephine Baker recorded another song about Paris. Baker was born in America but rose to fame in France, where she lived for the rest of her life. Unlike Chevalier, who would later be accused of collaboration, Baker had an impeccable war record for which she was awarded the Resistance Medal and the Légion d’Honneur. In ‘Paris, Paris’ she celebrated her adopted home town: a ‘corner of paradise’, ‘favourite of all my loves’, its ‘charm and elegance / the very soul of France’. This too was a hit, signalling that after all the tribulations of the occupation the city was back to its old self. Paris was doubly lucky. It emerged from the war with both its buildings and its reputation mostly intact. The process of rehabilitation began while the party was still in full swing. The liberation morphed from historical fact to legend overnight. The story of what had happened and what it meant was shaped by the man whose presence dominated the first delirious days of freedom. ‘Paris! Paris outraged! Paris broken! Paris martyred!’ declared Charles de Gaulle in a carefully crafted speech delivered on his arrival on the great day. He continued triumphantly: ‘But Paris liberated! Liberated by itself, liberated by its people with the help of the armies of France, with the help and assistance of the whole of France, of that France which fights, of the only France, of the true France, of the eternal France.’

De Gaulle was delivering what we might today call ‘his truth’, but it did not sit easily with the facts. Given the very limited scale of the uprising, could the people of Paris really be said to have liberated themselves? The ‘armies of France’ amounted to one armoured division, the 2ème Division Blindée (2DB), which was entirely equipped by the Americans, and the first of its troops to enter the city were mostly Spanish republicans, refugees from the civil war. The 2DB’s firepower had been greatly reinforced by the presence of the American 4th Infantry Division, following close behind in case things went wrong. The ‘whole of France’ had played no direct part in the liberation. The one ‘true’, ‘only’ and ‘eternal’ France was a Gaullist invention. The nation rarely agreed on anything and the occupation had only opened another bitter chapter in a long history of discord.

But these were all mere facts and when confronting the newly minted legend they were bound to come off worse. De Gaulle had understood brilliantly the power that the city on the Seine exercised over the world’s imagination. It was loved as if it was a person rather than a place. People would believe what they wanted to believe, and no one wanted to think badly of someone they cherished.

At its heart, Paris was as much an idea as a reality. Its identity had been built collectively by both its inhabitants and a multitude of outsiders, many of them artists of various kinds who had the status of honorary citizens. Among them were Ernest Hemingway and Pablo Picasso, who had done much to give the twentieth century its voice, shape and colour, and both of whom were on the star-studded guest list at the liberation party. Paris was part of who they were and a host of wannabe Hemingways and Picassos had moved to the city hoping some of its magic would rub off on them. Paris: the two syllables conjured a world of endless possibilities where fantasies of romance and fulfilment could come true. It was the self-proclaimed capital of freedom and tolerance, the very things the Nazis wanted to smash to pieces. When Paris fell, it was as if a great beacon had been extinguished. When it rose again, the light blazed out once more and the struggle against the forces of darkness seemed as good as won.

There was some truth in this rosy rendering of events. But the real story is more complicated and more interesting. This book is an attempt to tell it truly while never denying the power and authenticity of the myth. I write as a devotee who first hitchhiked to Paris with a friend when we were just eighteen, pitching a tent in the campsite in the Bois de Boulogne and subsisting until our money ran out on bread, cheese and red wine that came in plastic bottles. I have lived there on and off for years, yet each morning, as I step through the heavy door of the apartment block and into the bustle and show of the street, I feel the same surge of pleasure and anticipation as the first time I went there and everything was new.

I have tried, where possible, to relate events through the eyes and actions of an ensemble of those who were part of the mighty drama, both locals and foreigners. Some, like Hemingway, Picasso and J. D. Salinger, are legends. Others, like the fascist writer Robert Brasillach and the communist leader Henri Rol-Tanguy, merely well known. Then there are those you may never have heard of, though it is time that you did. They include a medic turned Resistance gunwoman, an androgynous Hungarian sculptor and a French bluestocking who quietly set about saving the nation’s art treasures from the Nazi looters. All played some role, big or small, in the great events that follow.

As well as freedom, liberation brought judgement. The chaos and the ever changing odds offered opportunities for the quick-witted to dodge one fate and embrace another. No one did this more successfully than one of the story’s prominent characters: the city’s German military commander, General Dietrich von Choltitz of Is Paris Burning? fame. A man described by his captors as ‘a cinema-type German officer, fat, coarse and be-monocled’, who until then had been Hitler’s loyal servant, was able to recast himself as the city’s saviour, another myth built, as we shall see, on shaky foundations.

The lives of these men, women and teenagers converged that August in eleven days of drama, joy and bloodshed. Almost all the actors are now dead. If they could rise from their graves and tread the streets once more, they would find Paris much as they remembered it – proud and beautiful, interestingly raw and grimy behind the smooth exterior and above all, like this story, full of ambiguities.




Prologue: The Diabolical Tourist

It was a glorious morning in June 1940 and Arno Breker was at his house in the southern suburbs of Berlin. A golden mist floated over the city and the scent of pines from the Grünewald filled the air. He had to remind himself there was a war on. The silence was broken by the ring of the telephone. It was still only 7.15. Who could be calling this early?

‘Geheimstaatspolizei,’ said the voice at the other end. ‘You are going on a short journey. A car will be outside in an hour.’ Breker tried to find out more, but the line went dead. He felt a stab of alarm. What could the Gestapo want with him? He steered clear of politics. It was true he was Hitler’s favourite sculptor but that, he told himself, was due solely to his talent, not because he cared much for Nazi ideology.

He turned to his Greek-born wife Demetra who was hovering by his side. What could it mean? Breker’s first thought was to ring his friend Albert Speer, who was Hitler’s chief architect and a member of the Führer’s inner circle, but then he remembered that Speer had been out of town for days. Argument with the Gestapo was futile and could only make things worse. There was nothing to do but pack a bag – and wait. An hour later the doorbell rang. Two SS officers stood outside. Breker hugged Demetra goodbye. They were both ‘worried though neither of us admitted it. We knew that under a dictatorship anything was possible.’

The car sped through the Grünewald. All the sculptor’s attempts at conversation were ignored. They skirted the Havel lake and turned west. They were not going into Berlin then. Soon afterwards they drew up at a small airfield: Laaken. A twin-engine Junkers Ju-52, the workhorse of the Luftwaffe, stood by the runway. Breker was told to wait while some soldiers finished loading the aircraft. They were humping baskets of vegetables and crates of assorted fruit juices. It was an odd cargo, he thought, as he waited to see what happened next.

Four hundred miles to the west, Albert Speer was kicking his heels in a small village in the Ardennes forest, just inside the Belgian border with France. He had arrived at Brûly-de-Pesche a couple of days before, ordered there by Hitler. He was used to abrupt summonses to drop everything and rush to his master’s side. Often by the time he got there the reason why his presence was so urgently required had been forgotten or turned out to be a passing whim. He knew better than to complain. This, he soon learned, was not another wild-goose chase.

Hitler had spent the last few weeks directing the final phase of the Battle of France from a reinforced concrete bunker in the woods at the edge of the village. On 22 June the war in the west ended with the signing of an armistice. The site Hitler chose for the ceremony was heavy with symbolism. It took place in the same railway carriage in the same clearing in the forest of Compiègne, 50 miles north of Paris, where Germany had formally surrendered in 1918.

The Führer was in high spirits when he welcomed Speer to the headquarters, telling him: ‘In a few days we are flying to Paris. I’d like you to be with us. Breker and Giesler are coming along also.’ Hermann Giesler was another of Hitler’s pet architects. That evening Hitler outlined his plan. The idea of a triumphal entry into the city had been considered and rejected, not least because he had been advised that the parade would be vulnerable to attack by the British Royal Air Force. Never mind. Hitler would celebrate the moment in a way that reflected his other persona, the frustrated artist and architect. The visit was to be a kind of ‘art tour’ and instead of a troop of generals he wanted artists at his side. Speer knew Paris well, and Breker knew it even better, having lived there for years in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Their expertise was unlikely to be needed. They were going as acolytes, to endorse the leader’s judgements and observations.

Breker’s nerves had calmed down a little by the time the Junkers bumped down in a forest clearing. He kept his mouth shut as he was driven through woods along empty roads and past deserted villages, cleared of their inhabitants. A sign told him he was entering Brûly – a cluster of stone and slate houses with a modest chapel in the centre. The car pulled up and Speer and Giesler appeared to meet him. ‘A bit worried, were we?’ asked Speer with a malicious smile.

When Hitler got round to seeing them, his good mood was intact. He apologized to Breker for dragging him away from his home without warning, but he wanted the ‘old Parisian’ to be at his side for the tour. The city, he admitted, was something of an obsession for him and when young he had dreamed of living there. Destiny had other plans: ‘But now the gates are open to me I have no other idea in my head but to visit with my artists.’ There was a practical purpose to the trip. Between them they were going to rebuild Berlin, and the monuments and avenues of Paris would inspire their plans. And there was also a political dimension: by forgoing a triumphal entry he was showing goodwill towards his new conquest. Despite the Compiègne theatricals he ‘had no intention whatsoever of inflicting a humiliation on the French people after their defeat’, and hoped for an end to the catastrophic enmity between the two nations and the start of a new era of Franco-German co-operation. Breker was relieved to hear this. Paris was his second home. Nonetheless, the idea of returning there at the side of its conqueror ‘felt like a moral burden that I was not sure that I could shoulder’.

Departure was set for early the following morning. The artists were told to wear uniform. The greatcoat issued to Breker was much too big for him and had enough cloth left over to make a pair of trousers. When the party gathered before dinner the sight made Hitler ‘burst into laughter’. They sat at a pine table in a peasant cottage. Hitler chewed a mush of vegetables, freshly arrived with Breker on the Junkers-52, and washed it down with sips of fruit juice. They were due to take off at 3 a.m. in a four-engine Focke-Wulf Condor with Hans Baur at the controls. Baur had been Hitler’s personal pilot since 1933, but he was much more than a mere aerial chauffeur. The genial Bavarian was an early convert to Nazism and as loyal and obedient as a good dog. Hitler exalted him as the quintessence of German decency: simple, uncomplaining and cheerful, someone who wanted only to serve, and ‘never asked anything from me’. He was also a brilliant aviator and had flown more than 600,000 miles, a comfort for the Führer, who disliked flying.

The airstrip, a few miles away over the French border, was fogged in. There could be no delay if they were to complete the crowded itinerary on time and, as the mist showed no signs of lifting, Baur took off blind, using the instruments.

They landed at Le Bourget aerodrome in the north-eastern suburbs of Paris just as the sun rose. It was a fine Sunday morning and promised to be a hot day. Hitler wore a plain lightweight greatcoat, a white shirt and dark tie and a peaked cap. Three large open-topped Mercedes staff cars were waiting to drive them into the city. Hitler sat in the front of the lead car next to the driver. Behind him were Breker and Speer. Giesler was in the back, alongside Hitler’s adjutant Nicolaus von Below and Hans Baur, who would record some of the event on an 8mm movie camera. They set off at high speed, slaloming round abandoned barricades, evidence of the French rout, slowing at the German checkpoints for the barrier to lift and the sentries to salute.

It was the first time Hitler had seen the city. They entered by the Porte de la Villette and took the rue de Flandre towards the centre, down drab canyons of identical six-storey apartment blocks with leprous plaster façades. This was working-class Paris: raucous, Red-voting and chronically rebellious. It was of no interest to Hitler, who had chosen to start the tour with a homage to what he believed to be an architectural masterpiece. The Paris Opéra, which opened in 1875, was a vast confection of ornamented stone, in a neo-baroque style that was recent enough to have fallen out of fashion and not yet old enough to acquire the dignity of age. To sophisticated contemporary eyes it looked at best painfully dated, at worst hideously kitsch.

Hitler, though, was entranced. They drew up in front of the steps to the main entrance where the Paris garrison commander, Colonel Hans Speidel, was waiting with some of his men. Before entering, Hitler toured the outside, admiring it from all angles. He had boned up thoroughly for the trip. Breker and his companions were treated to a stream of praise for ‘the use of the stone … the quality of the design, its deceptively simple functionality, the harmony of the artistic ensemble. It all seemed to fascinate him.’

Once through the doors Hitler stood, apparently awestruck, before the grand staircase that the architect Charles Garnier intended as the centrepiece of his creation. Hitler’s personal photographer Heinrich Hoffmann snapped away. Every chandelier was lit up as if for a gala night featuring some star soprano. But the place was empty, apart from one blue-uniformed caretaker who watched impassively from a corner of the foyer. His name was Pierre Théodore, known to all as Glouglou, and his apparent indifference struck Breker as an omen. The idea that France and Germany would henceforth live in harmony was a fantasy and Breker ‘felt for the first time the tragic gulf that now separated the occupiers from the occupied’.

The caretaker obeyed their request to be shown around, but in what Speer felt was ‘a businesslike and distinctly aloof manner’. The party climbed the staircase and entered the auditorium with Hitler keeping up an incessant commentary. As he enthused about its beauty Speer saw ‘his eyes glittering with an excitement that struck me as uncanny’. He was childishly keen to show off. At one point his photographic knowledge of the plans failed to match the reality in front of him: a salon which should have been there was missing. Breker was told to ask the caretaker to explain. Glouglou replied that there had indeed once been such a room but it had disappeared in some long-ago renovation. Hitler was delighted. ‘You see how well I know my way about!’

The tour lasted fifty minutes. As they left, Hitler told an adjutant, Wilhelm Brückner, to thank their guide. When Brückner tried to slip him a large tip, Glouglou waved it away. Hitler noticed the exchange and asked Breker to use his French to try again. This time the refusal was curt. Once again Breker felt a twinge of disquiet. This was the first representative of the conquered France they had come across and he seemed ‘unmoved and showing no sign of having been impressed’. Very soon afterwards it became clear that not everyone in Paris shared Glouglou’s reserve. As they drove away, the movie camera focused on a pair of policemen patrolling along the side of the Opéra, white batons in hand. On seeing the motorcade their eyes swivelled left and they raised their hands respectfully to the peaks of their képis. The scene was repeated when they passed four more policemen – les flics in common parlance – who stood stiffly to attention and saluted as the cars entered the place de la Madeleine, half a mile away along the boulevard des Capucines. The area would normally be coming alive at this hour with waiters setting out the tables on the pavement ready for the early mass-goers to take their morning coffee. But fear had emptied the city and it looked to Breker ‘like a theatre set’.

Hitler seemed to find the Madeleine a comedown after the Opéra, a mere Napoleonic knock-off of the temples of classical antiquity. The broad stone plain of the place de la Concorde however ‘made a great impression’. From there the driver was ordered to proceed slowly up the Champs-Élysées so that the Führer could savour the symbolism of the ascent to the Arc de Triomphe, which now seemed more of a folly than an unanswerable statement of French power. The grandiosity of the ensemble of arch and avenue conformed to his own plan for a mighty east–west axis which would link the defining monuments of the new Berlin. As the capital of the new Europe, it would have its own triumphal arch. Speer had already made the drawings, reverently following a design done by the Führer in 1925 when he was a daydreaming nobody. It bore a remarkable resemblance to the one in Paris. As if to drown out the charge of plagiarism, the Berlin monument would be of a different order of magnitude. Napoleon’s effort was 160 feet high. Hitler’s creation would dwarf it, soaring to 386 feet. It too would be a memorial to the nation’s war dead with the names of 1,800,000 of them chiselled into the granite. Everything, he had told Speer, would be bigger and better. The ‘Champs’ was 330 feet wide, but ‘we’ll make our avenue seventy-odd feet wider’. Architecture served the purposes of power. It should be devoid of humanity, nightmarishly vast and intimidating, creating a townscape on which the citizen makes no more impression than an ant.

For the moment though, Hitler was lost in admiration of the original. The triumph was all his. He looked down the sweep of the Champs at the city lying nakedly below, its riches and pleasures there for the taking. But this was no time to linger. He had great victories to consolidate and the timetable was tight. They climbed back into the cars and cruised down the avenues Foch and Poincaré to the esplanade of the Trocadéro, which provided the ideal platform to look across the Seine to the Eiffel Tower. They got out and like an ordinary bunch of tourists posed for pictures with the tower in the background – except that in the resulting photographs nobody is smiling. Hitler looks straight at the photographer, the expression in his eyes overshadowed by the peak of his cap and his arms crossed protectively in front of his crotch. A pair of gloves trails from his hands. Speer’s smooth, complacent face is angled left, his shrewd eyes staring neutrally into mid-distance. Breker, on the Führer’s left shoulder, is weighed down with what looks like movie camera equipment while his well-cut features struggle to find an appropriate expression.
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They crossed the pont d’Iéna to the Left Bank, stopping at the École Militaire and the Hôtel des Invalides. The sight en route of a statue of General Charles Mangin, who had commanded the French army of the occupation of the Rhineland in 1921, caused Hitler to stiffen in disapproval. ‘We’ll have to do something about reminders of this sort,’ he grunted, and shortly afterwards the plinth was blown up and Mangin was melted down. The next monument commanded his respect. Beneath the dome of the Invalides, he paused in front of the gargantuan purple quartzite sarcophagus of Napoleon for a few minutes of solemn contemplation. That his own career might also end in failure and defeat seemed unimaginable on a day like this.

They remounted the staff cars and cruised slowly past the Senate and the Odéon theatre, pausing briefly to inspect the tombs of Voltaire and Victor Hugo in the chilly bowels of the Panthéon. Hitler ordered a detour to take in Montparnasse so he could see the terrace cafés where Breker had idled in his bohemian Paris days.

They were driving through a dreamscape. It was Paris as no one had ever seen it at this hour, apparently devoid of people. Then, as they were returning back up the rue de Rivoli to the Hôtel de Ville, they skirted Les Halles, the food-market district known as the Belly of Paris. Breker saw a gaggle of rotund women standing at a street corner. They were fishwives from the market, notorious for their cockiness and sharp tongues. They were ‘just approaching them when the fattest one saw us, pointed at Hitler and shrieked: “It’s him! It’s him!”’ They ran in terror, as if they had seen a monster.

The tour ended at Montmartre, looking down over the city from Sacré-Coeur. Out of the bowl of lead roofs and chimney stacks shimmering in the heat haze rose the gilded domes of the monuments they had just visited. Hitler gazed over it benevolently. ‘I thank the destiny that has allowed me to see this great city which has always fascinated me,’ he said. ‘It is absolutely essential that this marvel of western culture that flourishes below us should be preserved intact for posterity.’ And that was it. They got back into the cars and sped back to Le Bourget. It was not yet nine o’clock.

Breker had been comforted by his leader’s apparent commitment to preserving a place he professed to love. But Hitler had sometimes contemplated a different fate for the city. That evening, back in Brûly, he ordered Speer to press ahead with the full-scale rebuilding of Berlin. Paris was beautiful, but the new Berlin would eclipse it. His next words were spoken ‘as if he were talking about the most natural thing in the world’. Hitler told him: ‘In the past I have often wondered whether we would not have to destroy Paris. But when we are finished in Berlin, Paris will only be a shadow. So why should we destroy it?’




1. City of Darkness, City of Light

Paris was where Ernest Hemingway had made his name, but by June 1940 his salad days in the city were just a memory. He was in Cuba, though his mind was in Spain, reliving the events of a few years back. The new novel had been a struggle, but he was starting to feel good about it and he had finally found the right title. Days combing through the Bible and the works of Shakespeare for inspiration produced nothing. Then John Donne came to the rescue. His exhortation to ‘never send to know for whom the bell tolls – it tolls for thee’ seemed to have ‘the magic that a title needs to have’, matching perfectly the sense of loss and human solidarity he was trying to capture. He was almost finished with it and friends with whom he shared the manuscript were telling him it was the best thing he had done. More importantly, his editor Max Perkins approved. The relief was enormous. A big success might wipe away some of the worry and uncertainty clouding his personal life.

Standing at the chest-high desk at which he worked in La Finca Vigía, his hilltop home near Havana, he looked more like a bum than the world’s most famous writer. His beard was thick and his hair long, the result of a vow not to visit the barber until the book was done. He viewed the end with mixed feelings. Writing might be exhausting but it kept reality at bay, stridently represented by Martha Gellhorn, his latest partner though not yet his wife. She was about to arrive back in Cuba with her mother in tow after a month in New York. He loved her looks, especially her thick blonde hair (‘like a wheatfield in the wind’) and her determination to prove she was his equal in courage. But she was much less tolerant than his previous wives when it came to putting up with nights out boozing with the boys and the bullying streak which others seemed willing to accept as the price of genius.

During a break in writing, he shared with his publisher Charles Scribner his recipe for dealing with difficult women. ‘You have to be firm with them,’ he wrote. A man should say, ‘sure he will take her to Havana. Then at the last minute say “Darling, things have come up so that I cannot take you to Havana. No, I cannot explain. It involves issues that are Too Big. Trust me darling as you always have …”’ He was joking, sort of, but if this was really how he wanted things to be with ‘Marty’ she was unlikely to stick around for long.
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3. Marty and Ernest
The alpha-male routine was not the only problem. Another threat to the relationship was the fact that they were in the same line of business. His first wife, Hadley Richardson, was an unsuccessful musician. His second, Hadley’s best friend Pauline Pfeiffer, was a writer of sorts, a journalist for Vogue in Paris when he met her. But Martha was the real thing, a truth-seeking, risk-taking reporter he had met and fallen for in Madrid three years previously when they were both covering the Spanish Civil War. By then she had already published a novel and a collection of short stories, and now a second novel was about to appear. While Hemingway was reliving an old war in his imagination, Gellhorn was in the thick of the new one and had been in Helsinki in late November 1939 when the first Russian bombs landed on Finland. Marriage was one way of asserting his dominance over Martha and he was due to wed her as soon as Pauline gave him a divorce. The process was not going well. After years of quiet submission, Pauline was pushing back. She was after him for serious money – 500 dollars a month to support their two sons, Patrick and Gregory – despite having lots of her own and was ‘shelling’ him ‘plenty, plenty’.

Hemingway’s problems were professional as well as personal. He was now the best-known novelist in the English-speaking world, the king of a new way of writing, but uneasy lay the head that wore the crown. His unique style was much copied and easy prey for parodists. It was a sort of homage but also a sign that the novelty might be fading. Upstarts and smart alecks were snapping at his ankles, convinced that his day was drawing to a close and theirs was about to dawn.

One budding contender was a sleek young New Yorker called Jerome Salinger. By his own account he was ‘tall, dark, and when dressed I look either dapper or sloppy’. His personality was ‘alternately cynical and Pollyanna-like, happy and morose, affectionate and indifferent’. Although success was coming very slowly, he was convinced of his own talent and free with his judgements on the big names he aspired to join. He was quick to praise – Scott Fitzgerald and William Faulkner were among his favourites – and also to disparage. As a freshman at Ursinus College in Pennsylvania in 1938 he had received with scepticism the news that Hemingway had written his first and, as it turned out, only play, set in besieged Madrid and called The Fifth Column. ‘We hope it is worthy of him,’ he declared in the college newspaper with arch concern. ‘Ernest, we feel, has underworked and overdrooled ever since The Sun Also Rises, “The Killers”, and A Farewell to Arms.’

The sophisticated tone was redeemed slightly by the fact that Salinger knew more about life than most privileged nineteen-year-old Americans, having just returned from a long stay in Europe, sent there by his father, who had a successful food-importing business, to learn the basics of the trade. After passing through London and Paris he spent some months in Vienna where he witnessed the Nazis’ persecution of the Jews. Hemingway’s domination of the literary landscape seemed to irk him. When the war came he wrote a spoof piece about the slew of macho novels he foresaw emerging from the war, entitled ‘Men without Hemingway’ in satirical reference to Men without Women, an early collection of short stories. There were plenty more budding writers like Jerry Salinger who felt the same way, but none who would have the experience of coming face to face with the object of their mockery in the most dramatic circumstances imaginable, in the city where the older man had won his spurs.

Hemingway had moved with Hadley to Paris in December 1921, nearly twenty years before. Their first choice had been Rome but on the advice of a friend, the novelist Sherwood Anderson, they swapped the Eternal City for the City of Light. It was a good move. ‘What a town,’ he wrote to Anderson a few days after arriving as he drank hot rum punch on the terrace of the Dôme café in Montparnasse and savoured the taste of his new life. It would be the only city he ever loved.

Fame and money had coarsened him. The youthful ebullience and enthusiasm that in the old days could be taken as a sort of innocence had dulled into braggadocio. Now that his claim to being the greatest writer of the age was widely acknowledged, he seemed unsure of what to do next. Unlike Martha. She was itching to return to the front, leaving him behind once again. The simple thing would have been to swallow his pride and follow. But that was not Hemingway’s style. The next few years would be spent posturing and dithering. When at last he answered the bugle’s call, it would lead him back to where he started out, with all its wistful memories of youth and hope and possibility.

Paris was a concept as much as a city, and Hemingway was one of many outsiders who had shaped its image. Hundreds of thousands visited each year. Many more admired it from afar via movies, songs, books and magazine articles, which all portrayed it as a citadel of beauty, progress, freedom and romance. When the Germans marched in, the loss felt personal. By then Warsaw, Copenhagen, Oslo, Amsterdam and Brussels were already in Hitler’s hands, but the international response to these tragedies did not compare to the global gasp of dismay at the sight of a giant swastika flag flying from the Eiffel Tower. In the United States, Time magazine reported the event as a historic catastrophe on a par with the fifth-century AD sack of Rome. The Germans were ‘the modern version of Alaric’s Visigoths’, desecrating ‘the city that stood as Western civilization’s tallest monument to art, science, letters, liberty and love’.

Broadway and Hollywood led the mourning. Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein, who wrote some of the great musicals of the age, composed a sort of requiem – ‘The Last Time I Saw Paris’ – which went straight to the top of the charts.


A lady known as Paris, romantic and charming

Has left her old companions and faded from view

Lonely men with lonely eyes are seeking her in vain

Her streets are where they were, but there’s no sign of her

She has left the Seine



None of the other fallen bastions of European civilization had been personified in this way. References to them were gender neutral. To the French and the non-French alike, Paris was a woman, not a real one but a confection of male fantasies. She was beautiful, sophisticated, amusing, mysterious yet available; a mistress rather than a wife or a mother. And now she was German property. It was as if she had been kidnapped and was about to be violated by sacrilegious, philistine brutes.

The catastrophe was commemorated on celluloid. In the 1942 film Casablanca, Hollywood director Michael Curtiz (born Manó Kaminer in Jewish Budapest) looked back yearningly at a place he idealized as a symbol of the lost world the Allies were fighting to restore. It was where Rick, the Hemingwayesque hero played by Humphrey Bogart, and beautiful, noble Elsa (Ingrid Bergman) met and fell in love. Their romance is charted in flashbacks, with the Arc de Triomphe, the Eiffel Tower, the bateaux mouches on the river as backdrops, a montage that evokes a place and a time when good still stood a fighting chance and evil had yet to fasten its grip.

Until the day of liberation this idea of Paris would gleam like a distant lighthouse through the gloom of war, a place of beautiful thoughts where such sins as were committed were done in the name of love and pleasure and not in the cause of the hatred and cruelty that were the guiding passions of the dark new empire. For French and foreigners alike there could be no victory until Paris was free.

This image of the city was as artificial as the Warner Bros. Studios sets in Burbank, California where Curtiz shot virtually every scene. Long before the Germans got there, Paris was the capital of an unhappy nation. When Hemingway arrived in the early 1920s, the party to celebrate the end of the worst war in history was still roaring. The euphoria of survival faded to reveal an unwelcome truth. The shared sacrifice of 1914–18 had changed nothing and many of the old divisions remained. Since 1789, France had been ruled successively by a constitutional monarchy, a republic, an oligarchy, an emperor, two more kings from different branches of the Bourbon royal house, a second republic, a second emperor and now a third republic. Each transition had been forged in violence. The latest republic emerged from the fratricidal bloodshed of 1871 when French troops crushed the uprising of the Paris proletariat and their short-lived Commune with extraordinary brutality.

No change of regime had brought real unity and the French were still unable to agree on how they should be ruled. By 1930 the Third Republic had the distinction of lasting longer than any other form of government since the Revolution. That did not mean it was stable, and respect for it was leaking away. Governments came and went, but the same faces remained at the top, rotating from one post to the next. Every year there was a new scandal, usually involving gaudy financial swindles in which politicians played a murky part. This was not what 1.4 million men had died for in the recent war, and many of the population looked on their rulers with hostility, contempt or indifference.

Try as it might, the Republic had proved unable to persuade the outlying political traditions of right and left to reconcile with the centre. Throughout the post-war years they both struggled to assert themselves as the true spirit of the nation. On one wing were royalists (even though the French had killed one king and overthrown two others since 1793, respect for the monarchy remained remarkably durable), Catholics and reactionaries who had never accepted the verdict of the Revolution. On the other were the radical proletariat and their educated supporters who took their inspiration from 1789 and the successive revolts of the nineteenth century.

The most prominent of the groups agitating for a return to the past was the Action Française movement, founded in 1899 at the height of the Dreyfus affair, a military scandal that ended up convulsing the nation. The trials of Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a quiet, unsoldierly-looking artillery officer, on trumped-up espionage charges provoked a crisis that laid bare the fault lines in French society. Conservative France seized on Dreyfus as a symbol of everything they hated, his Jewishness confirming his perceived guilt. Progressives and republicans vociferously proclaimed his innocence. Public opinion divided into pro and anti camps, and the aftershocks of the affair would rumble on well into the twentieth century.

The chief ideologue of Action Française was a poet and literary critic called Charles Maurras. He was short with a large lumpy nose, deep-set eyes, coarse goatee beard and elephantine ears. Despite profound deafness he had been a brilliant student, and in France intellectual ability, no matter how impractical, ensured respect. Maurras wanted to restore France to an imagined golden age of wise monarchs ruling under the spiritual guidance of the Catholic Church, whose culture he admired even if he had by now lost his faith. Action Française preached antipathy to foreigners – including Germans – celebration of French regional cultures and differences, violent hostility to the left and profound anti-Semitism.

Maurras’ followers formed leagues, starting in 1908 with the Camelots du Roi, the ‘street sellers’ who hawked the royalist message in the Action Française newspaper and took an oath to restore the monarchy by any means. Many of them were sons of the bourgeoisie and students at the various faculties of the Latin Quarter. Their loutish behaviour carried a threat of insurrection and in the 1930s, along with other rightist youth groups, they brawled regularly with young leftists. Maurras stoked the general climate of violence, calling for the murder of Third Republic leaders.

While inspired by France’s revolutionary past, the radical left also looked to the future and the example set by the Soviet Union. The birth of the Parti Communiste Français (PCF) in 1920 further destabilized the French political landscape. Its leaders were ruthless, disciplined and two-faced. They actively participated in local and national elections and in the 1936 general election won 15 per cent of the vote, but their first loyalty was to the Soviet Union and every move they made was approved or directed by Moscow. This attitude began to be mirrored on the right. Action Française and its allies were supposed to be super-patriotic. But as the 1930s progressed, some of them would look beyond France for answers to the country’s problems and find them in the doctrines of fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. So it was that Frenchmen who had faced the Germans in the trenches only a few years before were now looking upon them as brothers and even saviours.

The anger in the air ignited one cold night in early 1934 when central Paris echoed with shouts, shots and the screams of wounded men. On the morning of 6 February there was nothing to suggest that a demonstration called by far-right leagues that day would be any different from the nine that had passed off reasonably peacefully already that year. As usual, the target was the government – at that point a coalition of leftist parties known as the cartel des gauches. The particular grievance was the new prime minister Édouard Daladier’s decision to sack Jean Chiappe, the fervently right-wing prefect of the Paris police who had gone easy on the leagues while cracking down on their socialist and communist counterparts.

The tumult on the streets was one manifestation of a generalized mood of dissatisfaction that was stoked by an incendiary press. There were many reasons to dislike the government, whatever your political affiliations. The nation had just learned of a new financial scandal that once again reached into the heart of the establishment. It involved a handsome crook called Alexandre Stavisky who seemed to spring straight from the pages of a novel by Irène Némirovsky, then enjoying great success following the appearance of David Golder, the tale of a poor Jewish boy who started his career selling rags in Ukraine before moving to France to become a ruthless and icy-hearted international financier.

Like Némirovsky, Stavisky was also Russian-Ukrainian by origin, born in Kiev in 1888 to Jewish parents who moved to France. Early jobs included singing in a nightclub and running a clinic which promised to provide accurate pregnancy tests using a bogus examination device. He also managed municipal pawnshops in the south-western city of Bayonne from where he sold hundreds of millions of francs’ worth of valueless bonds, apparently with the help of friends in high places. Stavisky was first arrested in 1927 and put on trial for fraud, but the proceedings were continually postponed and he was granted bail some nineteen times. Late in 1933 when it seemed the game was up, he fled to a chalet in Chamonix. There, on 8 January 1934, the police found him dying from two bullet wounds to the head. The official verdict was suicide. Most believed he had been murdered by hitmen hired by his political accomplices who feared exposure at the trial.

The Stavisky affair was a propaganda gift to the right. To them, sleaze and the Republic were synonymous, and where there was sleaze, there were bound to be Jews. Their anti-Semitism was ingrained and reflexive but it also provided an excuse for the nation’s multiple failings. Frenchmen alone could not have brought France so low. They had surely been corrupted by outsiders who owed loyalty to nothing except money. This view was shared by many. Even the subtle and sympathetic Némirovsky often portrayed her fellow Jews as hollow figures, whose obsessive pursuit of wealth obliterated their capacity for love or empathy.

On the afternoon of Tuesday 6 February, the centre of Paris began to fill with demonstrators. Many headed for the place de la Concorde, the broad stone and cobble expanse on the Right Bank of the Seine where Louis XVI and his queen, Marie-Antoinette, had lost their heads. It was given its name in an attempt at reconciliation but had since become a favourite venue for citizens keen to vent their anger. The demonstrators marched in under the banners of their organizations. Along with the street-fighting Camelots were the more respectable youths of the Jeunesses Patriotes. A paramilitary air was supplied by the Mouvement Franciste, admirers of Mussolini who wore blue shirts stitched with fascist-style insignia.

Directly across the river from the place de la Concorde another group congregated outside the Bourbon Palace, home of the Chamber of Deputies. They had a disciplined look and some were missing an arm or a leg. They belonged to the Croix-de-Feu, led by Colonel François de la Roque, which started life as a veterans’ association, and with half a million members was by far the largest of the right-wing groups. As darkness fell, the crowd on the Right Bank tried to cross the pont de la Concorde to join up with the Croix-de-Feu but were held back by mounted police. As the evening wore on, the demonstrators grew bolder. At about 6.20 they hijacked a bus, forced the passengers off and set it on fire. When the police and fire brigade intervened they were bombarded with cobblestones, iron railings and metal chairs from the adjacent Tuileries Garden. The police charged, laying about them with the flat side of their sabres. The crowd fought back with improvised spears made from broom handles spiked with razors. The street lights were smashed, plunging the scene into darkness, lit here and there by burning vehicles and flaming torches. Some rioters had brought guns and started shooting. The police fired back. It was midnight before exhaustion set in and the violence subsided. By then, sixteen people were dead and about 2,000 injured.

The left accused the right of trying to overthrow the Third Republic, but there was little evidence of any co-ordinated plan – the Croix-de-Feu crowd which surrounded the parliament had made no attempt to break in. The violence nonetheless galvanized the republican left. Whatever its faults, the old order represented some sort of stability. The prospect of a far-right rebellion suddenly seemed real. Chronic squabbling was replaced by a closing of ranks and the communists, encouraged by Moscow, began promoting an alliance with the socialists which two years later would result in a Popular Front coalition government of anti-fascists, under a Jewish prime minister, Léon Blum, supported from the outside by the PCF. Its arrival would send shivers down the spine of conservative France.

Watching the riots that night was a twenty-year-old freelance photographer called André Friedmann. He arrived in the place de la Concorde at about 6 p.m. having been taken there by Hug Block, an older photographer who ran a small photo agency. André got to work, shinning up trees and lamp posts to capture the scale of the crowd. When things hotted up, he darted into the mob, risking the gunshots and swinging police sabres. Eventually he was restrained by Block, who told him it was not worth getting killed for frames which due to the poor light would almost certainly be unusable. But in those few hours Friedmann had discovered a taste for danger that would determine the course of his adventure-filled life.

André had been born Endre in 1913 in Budapest, where his Jewish mother and father ran a successful fashion salon for the wives and daughters of the city’s officials and businessmen. He was headstrong and mischievous and shared his father Dezsö’s philosophy that quick wits trumped hard graft in life, which in any case was there to be enjoyed. From his mother Julia he inherited a strong survival instinct and an ambitiousness which was easy to miss under his carefree exterior. He had thick dark hair and deep brown eyes, and a charm and sense of fun that warmed any room he was in. Beneath the joie de vivre ran a streak of melancholy that in adulthood would emerge at the end of long nights when drink had washed away the surface gaiety.

Endre was an anarchist by nature. At sixteen he had his first brush with trouble when he was injured by the police while taking part in a violent demonstration against the authoritarian government of Admiral Horthy. In the summer of 1931, aged eighteen, he was arrested as a suspected communist, beaten and thrown into jail. His parents called in a favour from a well-placed customer to obtain his release, but it came with the condition that he left Hungary. Endre set off for Berlin, which turned out to be not much of a refuge with Nazis and communists fighting in the streets. There he was reunited with a fellow Hungarian, Eva Besnyö, whose family lived in the same apartment block as the Friedmanns. Eva was now a professional photographer and through her he got to know the owner of Dephot, a development lab that doubled as a photographic agency. Starting out running errands he moved on to simple assignments, covering minor sports events and the like. His natural talent was obvious and the jobs soon got more prestigious. In December 1932 he was sent to Copenhagen to cover a visit by Leon Trotsky. It was his last commission for Dephot; a few months later Hitler was in power and Germany was no place for Jews or left-wingers. He returned home to Budapest briefly but by the autumn was on the move again. This time the destination was Paris.

The city was full of émigrés, many of them Jews driven west by rising anti-Semitism in Germany, Poland and Hungary. Endre thought he could make a living with his camera. He was, as usual, broke. He didn’t know anyone and didn’t speak French, but he trusted in his luck and picked up languages fast. He arrived in September 1933 with a childhood friend called Csiki Weisz. They found a room in a hotel in the rue Lhomond on the edge of the Latin Quarter and started hunting for contacts and employment. Endre began calling himself André in an effort to fit in. Work was scarce. The pair survived by stealing food and borrowing from the least hard up of their friends. On one occasion their landlord seized some of their clothes in an attempt to enforce payment and they had to take it in turns to go out wearing their one remaining suit. André found all this funny rather than dispiriting; at least that is how he presented things as he joked and cadged from café to café.

If he ever felt homesick there were other Hungarians around, many of them artists and bohemians. They included a thirty-one-year-old engraver and sculptor called Anton Prinner who stood out even in this unconventional company. Like André, Anton had been born and brought up in Budapest, studying at the Academy of Fine Arts before going to Paris in 1926 for what was intended to be a short recce trip but ended up becoming permanent. He too had started life with a different name. Anton was born Anna Prinner, who at art school had been famous for her beautiful hair. The hair was now cropped and instead of a skirt the artist went around in the bleu de travail overalls and corduroys worn by French workmen, topped by a Basque beret. Prinner’s physique suited the transformation. He was slim and flat-chested with big hands. He had a high forehead and large, slightly sloping eyes set above an aquiline nose framed by high cheek bones. At first glance he looked frail and elfin. In fact he was as resilient as the nails on the soles of his heavy boots – and he needed to be. Prinner’s range of work was eclectic, including the physically demanding techniques of wresting sculptures from stone and metal.
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4. Prinner
Once seen, Anton was never forgotten. Yet far from being designed to attract attention his adopted look was more of a disguise. He was equally friendly with men and women and no one knew for sure his sexual inclinations. He was gregarious and convivial, a much liked regular at all the usual bohemian haunts of Montmartre and Montparnasse, but he never offered any serious answer when the obvious question arose as to why he had chosen to live life as a man. There were hints that, initially at least, the decision was pragmatic. During Anna Prinner’s time at the Budapest fine arts academy it had started to move away from traditional teaching to embrace new trends, emanating largely from Paris.

But outside the walls of the academy Budapest was a tough place for an aspiring artist with modernist inclinations. It was even tougher if the artist was a woman. Anna apparently calculated that a move to Paris would improve her chances of success, but understood that even in the land of the avant-garde women were still second-class citizens. Soon after arriving in Paris Anna decided to change gender identity. Both decisions turned out to be permanent. Anton never returned to Hungary, and with each passing year the aura of masculinity deepened so that by the end it was hard to see in the wiry, pipe-smoking sculptor the long-haired Anna of the old days.

Prinner had also landed in Paris with nothing, and the first years were hard. Like André he too had a comrade in poverty, a fellow Hungarian painter called Árpád Szenes. They started off in Montmartre, though its reputation as the artists’ quarter was being overtaken by Montparnasse on the other side of the city. They worked on their real art by day and in the evenings earned a meagre living doing quick-fire cartoons of tourists in the place du Tertre. By the time André arrived Anton was already a well-known figure in the famous haunts of Montparnasse bohemia: the Dôme, the Select and the Closerie des Lilas. Somewhere on the circuit the pair met and became friends. Once the young photographer began to pick up assignments he would sometimes use Prinner’s bathroom as a makeshift darkroom to develop film.

Over the next few years their paths would diverge as André Friedmann spread his wings. He soon decided to junk his old identity entirely. He had been using a single-name byline on his pictures but ‘Friedmann’ risked confusion with another photographer of the same name and ‘André’, he decided, sounded too much like a hairdresser. He needed something glamorous and memorable. Thus was born Robert Capa, the name under which he would achieve global fame. When asked his reasons for picking it he sometimes claimed that he chose ‘Robert’ because people told him he looked like the American screen heartthrob Robert Taylor, and ‘Capa’ as a sort of homage to Hollywood director Frank Capra whose films he admired. It was as good an explanation as any. Soon Paris became less of a home than a base for foreign forays.

At the end of 1938 the influential British photojournalism magazine Picture Post carried an eleven-page spread of his images from Spain billing him as ‘the greatest war photographer in the world’. He could go anywhere and photograph anything, but even Capa’s restless soul needed somewhere to belong to and inevitably it was ‘the beautiful city where I first learned to eat, drink and love’. The next war would take him down many roads. It was fated that one of them would eventually lead him back to Paris.

The clashes in the place de la Concorde of 6 February 1934 were not much more than a brawl compared to some of the great Paris street battles of yesteryear. But their effect on many who witnessed them or heard about them was much greater than the modest casualties suggested. The political atmosphere remained heavy with anxiety and uncertainty. The recent war and the millions of deaths had not brought peace. The rip-roaring capitalism of the 1920s had ended in the Great Depression. Parliamentary democracy looked worn out and ineffective. The extremes of left and right offered clear-cut solutions and a framework of thought and action with which to achieve them. The drama of that evening persuaded some that it was time to choose their side.

While Robert Capa was darting among the demonstrators, Robert Brasillach was sitting in a cinema on the avenue Montaigne, off the Champs-Élysées. Brasillach made his living writing film reviews and articles for highbrow magazines. Leaving the theatre he saw fires burning in the place de la Concorde and hurried to check what was going on. The sight of flaming vehicles and broken glass was thrilling. He wrote later that he ‘felt the birth of an immense hope that stirred the blood, the hope of a national revolution’.

Brasillach was twenty-four, short and slight with olive skin and a smooth, chubby face. Thick, round spectacles made him look like an amiable owl and his personality seemed to match his appearance. He could be easy-going and generous, a lover of life’s pleasures both simple and sophisticated. He was also vengeful and intellectually arrogant, and his pride and spiteful pen would lead him to some strange places. Brasillach’s writings came to promote a vision of a new France based on a rose-tinted version of the old one, one that, though almost empty of practical detail, offered an exit from the perceived tawdriness of the Third Republic. His vision placed him on a collision course with partisans of the rival Utopia. There was no room for compromise in the cultural battles that raged as France counted down to the next war. For left and right, victory involved the destruction of their ideological enemies. Brasillach would come to be seen by some as a quasi-saint and by others as the distillation of the evils of the age, and when the final verdict was delivered on him it would be a matter of life or death.

Brasillach was born in Perpignan in 1909, the son of a junior army officer who was killed in 1914, not by the Germans, which might have altered his son’s later political outlook, but by local insurgents in French North Africa. His mother then married an army doctor and the family moved to Sens, south-east of Paris, from where Robert won a place as a boarder at the capital’s prestigious Lycée Louis-le-Grand high school in the rue Saint-Jacques in the Latin Quarter. Over the centuries it had produced an astonishing number of France’s great statesmen, scientists, artists, writers and philosophers, as well as the Marquis de Sade.

Brasillach graduated to the equally illustrious École Normale Supérieure, a few hundred yards up the road in the rue d’Ulm. There were many Action Française supporters among the students of the Latin Quarter and although he had been exposed to the nationalist ideas of Charles Maurras at high school he was not yet a convert. He and his friends, he said later, were ‘not liberal but tolerant … we were eighteen years old, a bit mixed up in our thinking, fairly disgusted with the modern world and with a distinct leaning towards anarchy’.

He was more interested in Paris than in politics. As a student he and his friend Maurice Bardèche explored the working-class districts, home to the petites gens, where tourists rarely ventured, intoxicated by the sights and sounds of ‘Paris in the morning, the street vendors shouting their wares, the mountains of vegetables … the fish, grey and white on the slabs’. He would remember these days as ‘the most beautiful moments of my life’, visiting the theatre with friends, stopping on the way home for oysters and white wine on the slopes of Montmartre, dancing in the Latin Quarter on the evening of Bastille Day to the sound of violins and accordions in streets lit up with blue and white lanterns.

This was when French people still talked about the recent conflict as la der des der – la dernière guerre des dernières guerres, the war to end all wars. But as the 1920s turned to the 1930s it became ever more clear that the peace of 1918 merely marked a pause in Europe’s troubles. Slowly, relief and hope for the future drained away to be replaced by a mounting sense of dread. Faith in the ability of parties of the centre to deal with the crises was waning while the attraction of those at the political poles increased. Brasillach was among those who felt the pull. He started to believe that the petites gens he had idealized in his salad days had been corrupted by modern culture. He denounced ‘the girly shows, the illustrated papers’ which ‘published the confessions of stars and launched the term “sex appeal” … the crowds now share all the vices and pleasures that were once reserved for the rich’.

In 1934, the year of the Stavisky scandal and the Concorde riots, he was gripped along with the rest of France by the trial of an eighteen-year-old Parisienne. Violette Nozière was the only daughter of an engine driver and a housewife who shared a small apartment in the working-class 10th arrondissement in north-central Paris. On 18 August 1933, she served her parents drinks laced with a lethal dose of barbiturates. The father, Jean-Baptiste, died; the mother, Germaine, lived. As they writhed in agony, Violette established her alibi, touring the cafés of Montmartre and drinking and dancing until dawn. When the police caught up with her she confessed straight away, claiming in her defence that her father had raped her for six years. This brought her little sympathy and instead she was denounced as a liar. The case became a cause célèbre and Violette was suddenly a cipher for the ills of the nation. She stood in the dock, chic and blank-eyed, as the prosecution painted her as a picture of depravity. Her parents had struggled to give her a decent education, enrolling her in the smart Lycée Fénelon girls’ high school in the 6th arrondissement. Much good had it done her. After leaving prematurely, she took a string of office jobs, supplementing her pay with some amateur prostitution, and spent her leisure hours hanging out with right-wing students in the Latin Quarter or with foreigners in Montmartre.

Violette provided a handy propaganda tool for both sides. To the left she was an object of some sympathy, not as a human being but as a victim of class oppression, the plaything of long-haired Action Française types. To the right she was a symbol of what happened when traditional values were abandoned, ‘the scarlet idol of a capsized world, the flower of the evil of our age …’ according to the Paris-Midi newspaper. That was how Brasillach saw her. He was repelled by ‘this awful little heroine, pale and haggard, and by the details of her sordid, sorry life which stumbled between cocktails and drugs … affluence and poverty, lived out against the backdrop of a cheap hotel’.

The tone of contempt and disgust was widespread on both sides. With it went an eagerness for drastic change. In 1930 Brasillach was a nationalist, a proponent of traditional family-based values and a defender of French culture against cultural contamination from abroad. But after 1934 he started to look to France’s neighbours for answers to his own country’s problems. His fluent pen made him a good living, writing for the right-wing press. His main outlet was the weekly Je Suis Partout whose title (‘I am everywhere’) reflected its focus on international affairs, though it was also heavy on art and culture. In June 1937, Brasillach took over as editor-in-chief.

He had already begun to turn his attention from literature and cinema to politics. The arrival of the Popular Front in 1936 alarmed him, particularly when Léon Blum appointed thirty-seven of his fellow Jews to prominent posts. The Jews, he
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