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High up in the mountains of the southern Massif
Central in France lie tiny, remote villages united
by a long and particular history. During the Nazi
occupation, the inhabitants of Le Chambonsur-Lignon and the other villages of the Plateau
Vivarais-Lignon saved several thousand people
from the concentration camps. There were
no informers, no denunciations, and no one
broke ranks. Together, the villagers held their
silence, and kept persecuted people – resisters,
freemasons, communists and above all Jews,
many of them children and babies – from danger.
During raids, the children would hide in the
woods, their packs on their backs, waiting to hear
the farmers’ song which told them it was safe to
return. After the War le Chambon became one of
only two places in the world to be honoured by
Yad Vashem as Righteous Among Nations.

Just why and how le Chambon and its outlying
villages came to save so many people has never
been fully told. But several of the remarkable
architects of the mission are still alive, as are a
number of those they saved. Caroline Moorehead
travelled across the world to interview these
people, and searched archives that few have seen,
to bring us the unforgettable testimonies of many
of those involved in this extraordinary account.
It is a story of courage and determination, of a
small number of heroic individuals who risked
their lives to save others, and of what can be done
when people come together to oppose tyranny.
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To Anne and Annie, companions on my travels


Part One

Escaping


CHAPTER ONE

Mea Culpa

WHEN AARON1 LIWERANT brought Sara, his fiancée, to Paris from her parents’ house in Warsaw in the summer of 1926, France was a good place for refugees. The French government was welcoming, granting naturalisation to the many Poles, Russians, Galicians and Romanians who came to fill the jobs in industry and mining left vacant by the high number of French casualties in the Great War. The international bookshop on the Left Bank sold books and papers in Russian and Polish. The French proved welcoming too to the Germans, Austrians, Italians and Spaniards arriving in the wake of the rise to power of Hitler, Mussolini and Franco, and some of the refugees went off to work in agriculture in the south.

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

The Liwerants occupied two rooms, with no bathroom and a shared lavatory, in Belleville, which, along with the Marais and the 11th, 12th and 18th arrondissements, was home to most of the foreign immigrants in Paris, and particularly to the Jewish families like theirs working in fur and textiles. Aaron’s sister had also settled in France and she too had French citizenship, but neither she nor Aaron and Sara saw themselves as observant. To be Jewish2 in France in the 1920s and 1930s was to enjoy the legacy of the French Revolution, which had conferred equal rights on all the country’s religious minorities at a time when such tolerance was shared only by the new United States of America. The Liwerants thought of themselves as equals, loyal citizens of a strong, emancipated republican state.
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Aaron and Sara Liwerant, with their children

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

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

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

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

France, the two men agreed, had for too long been exploited and betrayed by internal enemies, in numbers they likened to a tidal wave. Their undoubted verbal brilliance lent their ideas a certain legitimacy. When, in May 19393, Edouard Daladier’s new government spoke of ‘ferreting out, identifying and expelling’ the illegal foreigners, there were many happy to listen to him. A leading member of the radicals, Daladier had been moving steadily towards the right. Jewish immigration had reached ‘saturation point’. Ten thousand Jews should be sent ‘elsewhere’. In Belleville, the Liwerants and their Jewish neighbours lay low, hoping that such sentiments would pass, as they had done before. The declaration of war in September 1939 did not trouble them greatly, nor did the drôle de guerre, the phoney war, even if the Catholic writer Georges Bernanos observed, before emigrating to South America, that it really was not drôle at all, but mournful. Some 40,000 Jewish men had enlisted in the French army. In March, while the war seemed stalled, the government passed to a dapper barrister with a keen interest in sports called Paul Reynaud.

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

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

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

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

Forbidding those Jews4 who had fled south from returning to their homes in the north, the Germans started taking over the Jewish businesses abandoned during the exodus and ordering banks to open Jewish deposit boxes, from which they confiscated gold, foreign currencies and jewellery. Soon, 4,660 firms in Paris carried the yellow sticker of confiscation. On 3 October, after a census of the Jews in the capital and its suburbs, which put the number at 113,462, of whom 57,110 were French citizens and 55,849 foreigners, came the first Statut des Juifs from the Vichy government which would rapidly turn into a wholesale process of marginalisation and destitution. It was perfectly clear5, announced Vichy, that the Jews had ‘exercised an individualistic tendency which has resulted almost in anarchy’. They had to be curbed, punished. It was the speed with which all this happened that was so terrifying; and the spirit in which it was done, combining both a thirst for revenge and a sense of eager repentance. The Vatican, consulted, was acquiescent. For the Germans, it could not have gone better: they had found a country not merely resigned to defeat, but ready to blame itself for what had happened, and eager to accommodate and anticipate lest worse befall.

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

To help the French better comprehend the virulent nature of the Jewish plague, a venomous anti-Semitic6 film, Jew Süss, was made, attracting many thousands of viewers, as did a supposed documentary about the Rothschild family, in which, at regular intervals, rats filled the screen, then seemed to overflow into the cinema. The Jew, as portrayed in the pages of the German scandal sheet Der Stürmer, introduced into France, was a small, fat, ugly, unshaven, drooling, bent-nosed man with pig-like eyes. In his school playground, Simon, one of a small group of Jewish children, was now fighting daily battles against bullying fellow pupils. Though he was small, and so short-sighted that he felt himself to be as blind as a mole, he was robust and did not lose many of his fights.

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

And then, at the end of March 1941, the Vichy government, at the instigation of the Germans, who had decided that there was still no proper comprehension in France of the ‘necessity for a full-scale purification of Jews’, agreed to ‘address the Jewish problem’. Pétain appointed a bullet-headed wounded veteran of the Great War called Xavier Vallat, a friend of Maurras, as director of the Commissariat Général aux Questions Juives – the CGQJ – with its headquarters in the seedy Hôtel Algeria in Vichy. Vallat had receding hair and heavy black eyebrows, and he wore a black eyepatch. He was a lawyer, a devout Catholic and an unashamed anti-Semite; he spoke of his anti-Semitism as ‘de l’Etat Français’, state anti-Semitism inspired by Catholic doctrine. ‘I have been anti-Semitic7 far longer than you,’ he told Theo Dannecker after the 27-year-old German officer arrived in Paris to represent Eichmann, head of Jewish affairs for the Gestapo. Dannecker, it would be said, was not only vicious but insane. Jews, declared Vallat, were ‘invariably dangerous’ except in very small doses; and they were culturally unassimilable.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

All over Paris, Jews were hungry and cold, living on their savings or the kindness of their French neighbours, themselves short of food, coal and clothing now that the Germans had turned much of French industry over to production for the Reich and trains full of loot of every kind were leaving most days from the Gare de l’Est for Berlin. At night, in the blacked-out capital, you could see the lights of bicycles shining like fireflies. Soon the French were down to a little more than a third of their pre-war coal. The winter of 1939 had been the coldest since Waterloo; those of 1940 and 1941 were little better. Even in Vichy there was very little fuel and Pétain’s 30,000 civil servants lived in a permanent haze of woodsmoke from their makeshift stoves with pipes running out of the window. Coffee, of a kind8, was being made from chestnuts, chickpeas, dried apples and lupin seeds; sugar from liquorice, boiled pumpkin and grape juice. In his father’s absence, 13-year-old Simon felt responsible for the family, all the more so as Sara spoke French with a strong foreign accent. Her health had always been bad, and the birth of Jacques had further weakened her kidneys.

In November 1941, perceiving that it would be helpful if Jews could assist in their own destruction, Vichy had ordered the setting up of the Union Générale des Israélites de France – the UGIF – to coordinate all existing welfare organisations. These were now dissolved as separate entities. Some, sensing that this was merely a trap whereby Jews could be better identified and their addresses centrally registered, chose not to join and went underground; others accepted, believing that there was no other way to help the growing numbers of destitute people. Between them all they had some 40,000 people on their books. All Jews were now obliged to pay a tithe to the UGIF. Since the start of the hostilities, Jewish leaders had been protesting vigorously – and in vain – against the repressive measures. Long after evidence of Nazi planning and Vichy compliance seemed plain to everyone, many of these leaders continued to express their ‘lucid desire to remain both an excellent Jew and an excellent Frenchman’, but their intense wish to remain loyal to Pétain seemed to lock them into a vicious circle of docility and prudence. Others tried to flee. By now, some 35,000 Jews had applied to leave France, mainly for the United States, Latin America and China, but most were thwarted by the expense and the bureaucratic obstacles to obtaining visas.

Even as Darquier was taking over at the Commissariat in Vichy, in Berlin meticulous plans were advancing for the deportation of France’s Jewish population. By now, Drancy, a disused housing estate on the outskirts of Paris, had become a way station for convoys of goods wagons bearing Jews to camps in the east, though these first departures were still shrouded in secrecy. In April 1942, 57-year-old Pierre Laval, who had never made a secret of his desire for closer collaboration with Germany, had returned to power with the portfolios of the Interior, Foreign Affairs and Information, as well as the vice presidency of the Council, which effectively made him head of state. His reappearance signalled an end to most illusions about Vichy’s intentions. Swarthy, stocky and shrewd, Laval was often to be seen wearing a tailcoat; he came from the Auvergne and his father was a butcher. Pétain, it was fast becoming clear, would no longer stand as a symbol of independence or protection against German demands.
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Jews arriving at Drancy, c. 1942

A new German police chief, SS General Karl Oberg, had been appointed to France, and under him a clever young Nazi called Helmut Knochen. The two men were as one on the subject of the ‘race maudite’, the cursed race of Jews. Knochen and Eichmann’s representative Dannecker both had their offices in the Avenue Foch, the magnificent boulevard that runs from the Bois de Boulogne to the Arc de Triomphe. The French police were under ever stricter vasselage to their German counterparts, but René Bousquet, the hard-working, manipulative Gascon head of police in Vichy, remained for the moment unwilling to turn over French Jews. Instead he proposed including for deportation the foreign Jews from the occupied zone as well as the unoccupied zone, offering up all those Germans, Austrians, Poles, Letts, Czechs, Russians and Estonians who had entered France after 1 January 1936. At this point, Vichy did not seem to be intending to murder its ‘undesirables’, but it did want to get rid of them, though how much it knew about the Wannsee conference of January 1942 and the plans for a Final Solution for Europe’s Jews is not clear. Oberg and Knochen observed with approval the way that Vichy was doing their work for them.

On 11 June 1942, a decision was taken in Berlin to deport 100,000 Jews from France, women as well as men, aged between 16 and 40, with exceptions for war veterans, unaccompanied minors under 18 and pregnant women. The costs of deportation – transport, blankets, clothes, food – were to be borne by the French. Bousquet and Oberg were juggling problems of their own: the Germans needed French help in carrying out the arrests, having only three battalions of police in France, while the French wanted an agreement to save French Jews. So a deal was made: some 3,000 French policemen would arrest 22,000 foreign Jews in Paris, and Bousquet would arrange for the delivery of similarly stateless and foreign Jews from the unoccupied zone. For the moment, overall numbers had been reduced, as there was not enough transport for them all.

On 30 June, six months after the Wannsee conference at which the fate of Europe’s Jews was decided, Eichmann arrived in Paris to oversee the deportations. On 4 July, fearing a shortfall in numbers, Laval offered further concessions. He would also hand over to the Germans some of the stateless Jewish children, those who had come to France with their parents in the 1920s and 1930s. Women and children up to this point had not been regarded as fair game. Initial calculations that France contained some 865,000 Jews, a number inflated by the wild outpourings of journalists like Maurras and Céline, were now suspected to be grossly exaggerated. New calculations put the figure at more like 340,000. In theory, as naturalised French, Simon and Berthe were safe for the moment; but not Sara.

On 12 July, at one o’clock in the morning, the Liwerants’ bell rang. Sara woke Simon and asked him to see who it was. Outside stood a police inspector in civilian clothing. ‘You mustn’t stay here any longer,’ he told the boy quietly. ‘Say to your mother that there is going to be chaos.’ Next morning, Sara asked the concierge for permission to move from their first-floor apartment into an attic room on the sixth floor. Jacques was now two, and one of Simon’s tasks was to collect the ration of milk for the baby every morning before going to school. As he reached the ground floor on the morning of 16 July, he was stopped by an inspector in plain clothes, accompanied by three uniformed policemen. ‘Tiens, c’est un Juif,’ said the inspector, asking Simon where he was going.

Ordered to lead the policemen to his family, Simon unlocked the door to their flat on the first floor and pretended not to understand their questions about why it was empty. But then one of the men spotted that he had other keys in his hand. Marching him up before them, they climbed the building, floor by floor, trying each door until they reached the attic. There they found Sara and Jacques, but not Berthe, who had gone to stay with a friend. They were cowering under blankets. In spite of her poor French, Sara had the presence of mind to point out that the name on the list the police were carrying was not theirs – it had a ‘w’ rather than a ‘v’ – and that it must refer to another family. After much deliberation, the police agreed to check again at headquarters. When the three men in uniform were out of earshot, the inspector turned back. ‘Let me give you some advice. Don’t stay here. You won’t get away with this twice.’

At four o’clock on the morning of 16 July 1942, just as it was getting light, the Vichy government launched Opération Vent Printanier – Spring Wind. Nine thousand French policemen, including cadets from the police academy and some 400 ultra-right volunteers, fanned out across the 3rd, 4th, 10th, 11th, 12th, 18th and 20th arrondissements in search of the 28,000 Jews they believed to be hiding there. There were no Germans among them, for Oberg and Dannecker had efficiently negotiated with Bousquet the use of France’s large contingent of gendarmes, gardes mobiles and municipal police, men regarded as powerful, if incompetent, corrupt and partisan. The manhunt lasted until one o’clock on the afternoon of the 17th, but netted only a disappointing 12,884 people. They were taken to the Vélodrome d’Hiver, the winter cycling stadium on the Boulevard de Grenelle in the 15th arrondissement. Those unable to walk were carried on stretchers. Twenty-four people, resisting arrest, were shot. Though the UGIF had hesitated to broadcast rumours of the impending raids, for fear of sowing panic, many ordinary French citizens and a few sympathetic and appalled French policemen, like the inspector who had warned Sara and the children, had combined to alert, then hide, the Jews.

As the days passed, conditions in the Vélodrome d’Hiver, where the blackout glass cast an eerie light, deteriorated to a nightmare of heat, smells and panic. It was extremely hot. On the fifth day, the men were transferred to Drancy, and, soon after, the women and children to the internment camps of Pithiviers and Beaune-la-Rolande.Trains carrying the first deportees to the east, to occupied Poland, started to roll before the end of the month.

There were terrible scenes when fathers who had miraculously obtained exemption as veterans went home to find that their children, who had been overlooked in the initial manhunt, had since been picked up and disappeared. On 20 July, Jewish mothers in Beaune-la-Rolande were loaded on to lorries to take them to Drancy. Fighting and screaming, they were bludgeoned into leaving their children behind; when these were sent on later to Drancy, their state was pitiful, and the smaller had long since lost the name tags that were to have identified them and restored them to their parents. The older children, those over 12, were initially kept back, but were then put into the cattle trucks in convoys that left between 31 July and 7 August; the younger followed on trains between the 17th and the 28th. Not one would return. No longer would it be possible for anyone to believe that those arrested were all workers destined for factories and industry in occupied Europe.

In their flat in Belleville, despite the odds, Sara and the children managed to avoid capture. Still believing that naturalisation would protect Berthe and Simon, Sara found a passeur to take herself and the baby across the demarcation line from occupied into unoccupied France, saying that she would send for the children when she reached Lyons. At Châlons, her passeur – one of a small but shameful breed of collaborating passeurs – handed her over to the Gestapo. Though she had time to destroy her papers, with the identifying word ‘Juive’ stamped on them, she fell and hurt herself. Her health had not been good since Jacques’ birth. When she came to, she found herself in a hospital guarded by German soldiers; her bad French and foreign accent had told them enough about her origins. A friendly Red Cross nurse offered to take Jacques to her relations in Lyons.

In Belleville, Berthe and Simon, fearing every strange sound, every knock on the door, every distant noise of footsteps, seldom dared leave the flat. One day, a letter arrived; it was in Yiddish, which they could speak but not read, and they took it to their aunt to translate. In it, Sara explained what had happened, and said that they should lock up the flat, leave everything and join her in Chalôns. Simon thought it prudent to do only part of the journey by train, as the Germans were particularly vigilant at railway stations, and so at Beaune they changed to a bus. Somewhere along the route, SS officers got on board. Suspicious about the children’s papers, they took them to the local Kommandantur, and put them into separate rooms, each guarded by a large Alsatian dog. They were told that if they moved, the dogs would bite them. Fifteen-year-old Berthe wet herself. At six that evening, a brusque Gestapo officer ordered them, on pain of arrest, to return immediately to Paris.

It was getting dark as the two children wandered the deserted streets of Châlons. A concierge in one of the town’s smarter hotels finally took pity on them, but said that they would have to leave by dawn, when the German officer whose room he gave them returned from night duty. Soon after four, they were hustled out of the hotel. Crouching in the gateway of a private house, they spent the hours waiting for it to grow light and for the hospital to open. In their mother’s ward were a dozen Jewish women who had been handed over to the Germans by the venal passeurs. Sara, whose fall seemed to have reduced her to a frail invalid, told the children that she had arranged with one of the nurses, a member of the Resistance, to get them across the demarcation line, here running parallel and through the river Saône, and into the unoccupied zone. They lived like hunted animals. Every evening, around six, they went to wait in a café for the sign that a boat had been found to take them across the water. Not many days later, a man wearing a helmet gave the signal for them to follow him. On the riverbank were a number of the Jewish women from their mother’s ward. Sara was not among them.

Berthe and Simon crossed in a small boat, in a group of six; they slept the rest of that night in a farmhouse. Next day, Simon persuaded a reluctant Jewish refugee to let them share his taxi to Lyons, where they found Jacques and their cousins. There was no news of Sara.

Lyons, in the summer of 1942, was fast becoming unsafe for Jews, even those like the Liwerant children who had French citizenship. Berthe, who had already been learning her father’s trade in Paris, was apprenticed to a sympathetic leatherworker. Simon was put in touch with the Organisation de Secours aux Enfants, the OSE. Their general secretary, Madeleine Dreyfus, a young woman from Alsace whose Jewish parents had come to France in the 1920s, with three children of her own, came to collect him. He was going, she told him, to a village in the mountains, where he would be safe; and he would take two-year-old Jacques with him.

There was another9 young boy, Jacques Stulmacher, whose story was leading in much the same direction. He was not quite nine when war was declared, living with his Russian father, Polish mother and younger brother Marcel in two small rooms in the 11th arrondissement in Paris. Their flat backed on to the Passage Alexandrine, and since most of the local inhabitants were Jews from Eastern Europe, they spoke in Yiddish to each other from their open windows across the narrow alleyway. Until he was three, and went to nursery school, Jacques did not know that any other language existed.

Jacques’ father was an engineer by training. He had helped his own father run a factory making leather gloves until the Red Army had ordered them to produce boots instead and he was sacked for protesting that the leather was unsuitable. Jacques’ grandfather claimed that he was too old to flee, but his father made his way through Turkey to Paris with his wife and young children and went to work for Citroën. He was active in the new trade union movement, and when hard economic times arrived he was one of the first to be laid off as a troublemaker. Jacques and Marcel were often hungry.

When the Germans broke round the Maginot line in the spring of 1940, the Stulmachers joined the frenzied exodus south, travelling in Jacques’ uncle’s ancient open touring car, seven of them crammed inside, his father riding on the running board. One night, as they sheltered in a hospice, German bombers strafed the building, apparently believing that government ministers who had passed this way not long before were still inside. Next morning, the bodies of those killed were laid out in neat rows in the courtyard. Jacques had never seen dead people before. The Stulmachers were unharmed.

They travelled on south, hoping to reach Bordeaux; whenever they heard the sound of bombers, they abandoned the car and hid in ditches or the forest. It was not fear of the bombs that worried her, said Jacques’ mother, because bombs hit everyone impartially; it was anti-Semitism, which seemed to be aimed just at them. At Arès, they ran out of petrol. It was here that Jacques tasted his first oyster, though he was embarrassed when the waiter referred to them ‘les huîtres’ and his father thought they were called ‘dix-huit’, eighteen. Even though his father’s French was distinctly better than his mother’s, both his parents had strong accents.

The family soon returned to Paris, part of the vast wave of people going back to their homes in the north after the armistice was signed and fighting ceased. It was only now that Jacques discovered what it meant to be a Jew. For every misdemeanour, however small, the teacher who supervised the breaks at school punished the culprits by sending them to stand facing the wall, with their hands on their heads. But he seemed blind to the fact that the small group of Jewish children was continually attacked by older, stronger boys. Day after day, as break approached, Jacques thought of himself as a gladiator, facing the lions in ancient Rome. He also learnt his first lesson in decency. The day after the yellow star became mandatory, M Leflond, the headmaster, assembled the entire school in the playground. ‘I want you all to be particularly kind to the children wearing yellow stars. Neither for me, nor for any of the other teachers, is there any difference between any of you.’ The supervisor from the playground mysteriously recovered his sight and there were no more attacks by bullies.

On his way home from school with his brother Marcel, Jacques would look at the shop windows that bore the sign ‘No Jews and no dogs’. Sometimes passers-by shouted out ‘Youpin’ – Yid – at the two boys. There were not many places they could go now. When, one day, a group of defiant young Jewish boys and girls, wearing their stars and singing, paraded down the Champs-Elysées, that too became closed to Jews. Every morning, the school sang ‘Maréchal, nous voilà!’, the new hymn to Pétain’s glory. In the Passage Alexandrine, Jacques and his friends never played games: they talked. He no longer felt like a child, and childish games had lost their allure. He was 10.

It never occurred to his parents not to register themselves when ordered to do so; they came back from the police station with the words ‘Juif’ and ‘Juive’ printed in bold red letters on their identity cards. Even so, when Jacques’ aunt came one day to warn them of rumours of a round-up of Jews, on 15 July 1942, and their neighbours exchanged frightened words from their windows in the Passage Alexandrine, the Stulmachers decided to go into hiding. A generous Portuguese couple in Saint-Ouen with a 13-year-old daughter were prepared to conceal all nine of them, both Jacques’ family and his aunt’s, in a wooden hut in the garden. Whenever neighbours came by, they had to remain absolutely silent, which was hard for Marcel, who had just turned six, and for their much younger cousin.

The news from Paris was grim. Jacques’ best friend’s father, picked up and taken to Drancy in an earlier round-up, was said to have been killed after he stole a carrot from the kitchens. His widow, ferocious in her attempts to save her three children, had struggled and fought when the French police arrived on the morning of 16 July. She had been unable to save any of them from being captured. Opération Vent Printanier had taken all the boys from the Passage Alexandrine.

For the time being, the Stulmachers were safe. But when life in the one room became intolerable, Jacques, Marcel and the small cousin were sent first to a family in Saint-Etienne de Rouvray for six months, then to an elderly couple in l’Aisne, who had a pig they called Adolphe. At the village school, Jacques would have skipped the weekly church service, except that on the first day, observing him leaving the line, an older and wiser child hauled him back. From then on, he never missed church; it didn’t pay to stand out, even if only the elderly couple knew for certain that he was a Jew. He and Marcel had kept the name Stulmacher, saying that their family came from Alsace.

Seven months later, their father managed to make his way to Lyons, where he found work as a cobbler. Jacques’ mother, still in hiding with the Portuguese family in Saint-Ouen, came to collect the children. They crossed the demarcation line by train at Vierzon, their passeur pretending to be the children’s mother, while she sat somewhere else. There was an agonising moment in the middle of the night when two SS officers boarded the train and announced that there would be a check of documents, but something happened to move the train on and the danger passed.

No one thought it safe for the children to stay in Lyons. It was the OSE that, as with the Liwerant boys, stepped in to propose a hiding place in the mountains. The man who came to collect them, André Chouraqui, was adamant about one thing: there was to be no contact of any kind between parents and children, no letters and no visits. It all felt very bleak.


CHAPTER TWO

The camps of shame

ON A PLATEAU in south-west France covered in ferns and spiny acacia lies the hamlet of Gurs. In summer it is a pleasant spot, with a view across to the Pyrenees, their peaks covered in snow for much of the year. But in autumn, the rains turn the ground to mud, while winter brings bitter winds and biting cold to the exposed pastures. In early April and May 1939, 25,000 Spanish republicans arrived here, fleeing from Franco’s army. They were housed in rectangular wooden barracks, 24 metres by 6, hastily erected in neat military rows on either side of a straight track. Not anticipating that the refugees would stay beyond the summer, the French authorities took no pains to make the huts warm or windproof. They used planks of raw uncured timber, which quickly shrank, leaving gaps, and put in no proper windows, only wooden shutters that could be raised a little way. The roofs were covered in bitumen.

By the late summer1 of 1940, the Spaniards were indeed long gone, either repatriated home, or sent to serve in work brigades or on the Maginot line. Some of the huts had been filled with communists, ‘enemy aliens’, those made stateless after Germany occupied their homelands, and ‘foreigners of Jewish race’, Vichy making use of laws put in place during the phoney war. But the camp at Gurs had room for many more when, at dawn on 22 October 1940, the gauleiters Joseph Bürckel and Robert Wanger began to round up 6,508 Jews in the territories of Baden and the Palatinate and, without consulting the French, dispatched them in sealed trains over the border into south-western France.

One of them was2 15-year-old Hanne Hirsch, a tall, pretty girl with short fair hair parted at the side. Her father Max had been a portrait photographer and, after his sudden death in 1925, his wife Ella, who had been a concert pianist, had continued to run the studio in Karlsruhe in Baden. The business prospered, and once the Nazis came to power, Ella was kept busy producing photographs for the new ID cards, on which Jewish men and women still had the right to their own first names, but all took the second name Sara or Israel, indiscriminately. Karlsruhe had a close Jewish community of 3,000, though through the 1930s those who could leave did so; one of these was Hanne’s elder brother, who was able to make his way to the United States.

On Kristallnacht, the night of 9 November 1938, when paramilitary soldiers from the SA attacked Jewish businesses, synagogues and buildings, the studio was ransacked and the glass cabinets smashed to splinters. The Jewish men arrested in Karlsruhe that night were sent to Dachau and Sachsenhausen, and when they came back later, they brought with them stories of brutality. Some were returned in coffins, and those of their families brave enough to do so opened the lids and saw signs of torture. From the balcony of her flat above the studio, Hanne and her friends watched the German soldiers marching in the streets below singing, ‘When Jewish blood spurts from the knife, then things will go twice as well.’ Ella was profoundly relieved that her son was safe in America.

While she was out shopping, very early on 2 October 1940, Ella was stopped by a policeman she knew from her precinct. Evidently somewhat embarrassed, he told her that the Jews were going to be deported, and that they had just one hour to pack a suitcase weighing no more than 30 kilos. Everything else was to be left behind. Ella sent Hanne to a Gentile friend with their remaining set of Bohemian glass for safe keeping. Most of the rest of their silver, porcelain and jewellery had long since been plundered by the Nazis. While she packed for herself and Hanne, taking warm clothes and a knife, fork, spoon, blanket and a little food for each of them, as instructed, Hanne packed for her 91-year-old grandmother Babette.

In the open lorries carrying them to the station were Ella’s three sisters; Berta, the eldest, was diabetic, but robust. There had been rumours that they would be sent to Dachau, so there was much relief when the train crossed the frontier into France. They were cold, and had run out of food, because they had been forced to leave the luggage on the platform, to follow on a later train.

That day, seven trains set off for France; on Hanne’s were Karlsruhe’s remaining 950 Jews. The seats were wooden and there was no water. Many of those expelled were elderly; the oldest was 104. There were new babies and the inmates of a mental hospital, dragged from their wards. Since this sudden expulsion was in breach of the armistice terms between France and Germany, the trains continued to be shunted around the countryside while the government in Vichy protested. There had been plans to send the Jews from Baden and the Palatinate to Madagascar and turn the island into a vast ghetto, but they had come to nothing. Hanne’s grandmother, who had been in excellent health, became confused, and a doctor on the train gave her a sleeping pill to calm her down. As the train passed Oloron-Sainte-Marie, the stationmaster reported hearing cries and moans. When the carriage doors were finally unlocked, 60 hours after leaving Karlsruhe, several people were found to have died. Babette appeared to have totally lost her mind.

They had left Germany in fine weather. In France it was raining hard, and by the time that Hanne, her mother and her aunts had trudged the 15 kilometres from the station to the camp at Gurs, they were soaked through and very cold. The huts they were put into had no beds or bunks, no mattresses or blankets. They felt relieved when Babette was taken away to a separate hut, for the very old and the sick, where she was put into a makeshift bed.
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Internees at Gurs, 1941

The next day brought little comfort. The huts were grouped into ‘îlots’, little islands of 25 barracks each, women and children separated from the men and boys over 14. They were surrounded by barbed wire. Hanne and Ella and her sisters were in îlot K, hut 13. Watchtowers and more barbed wire encircled the camp. The straight track that ran from one end of it to the other was almost two kilometres long. Bales of straw were handed out to act as mattresses, but there was too little of it to go around. Hanne and her family made a little encampment in one corner. Paper was stuffed into the cracks between the planks to reduce the draught, but even so the winds from the Pyrenees felt like ice to people so thinly dressed and so hungry. Each hut had a stove, but there was no wood, and it was almost entirely dark inside, the only light coming from two weak electric bulbs in the ceiling, and the doors at either end, kept shut against the cold. Their suitcases had finally been delivered, but everything inside was soaked through, having stood for several days in the rain.

The sandy clay soil of Gurs was impermeable, and there was no slope down which the rain could run away. The deep gluey mud, so thick that it was impossible to leave the hut without boots, never dried. There were just five taps for every îlot, and the water was only put on for a few hours each day. For the sick, the elderly and small children, the walk to the latrines, through ankle-deep mud, was an ordeal that led to frequent falls. The elderly broke bones.

What Hanne would remember all her life was the feeling of constant, insatiable hunger. There was very little to eat beyond ersatz coffee, coarse bread and watery soup made of root vegetables. The internees collected it in metal bowls, like prisoners, standing in a queue. Soon after the arrival of the Jews from Baden and the Palatinate, rations in Gurs were reduced. The internees were now losing weight steadily and beginning to show the first signs of malnutrition: loose skin, weakened muscles, trembling. The cold brought rheumatism. Fleas made people itch and scratch, their bodies covered with sores, eczema and impetigo. People lost their teeth. There were signs of rickets. A former prisoner in Dachau observed that the food there had been more plentiful. There were now some 50 to 60 deaths every week.

Writing to her brother-in-law in the US, Ella described Babette’s ‘terrible suffering’, the ferocious cold, the incessant hunger. Begging him to send warm sweaters and stockings, as well as overalls for herself and Hanne, she wrote: ‘I rely on your help and think that you will not desert us in our unspeakable misfortune . . . We need help immediately before we perish. Paper, toothpaste, skin cream, everything is welcome, even polish. Never in my life could I have imagined being in such a situation, as poor as beggars.’ She asked him to pass the letter on to her brother, because she did not have enough money for two stamps.

Gurs was not3 the first of France’s internment camps, of which more than 20 were dotted around the country, most of them in the unoccupied south, in disused army barracks, abandoned factories and prison buildings. But it was one of the worst. As the months passed, more and more people kept coming, stateless Germans and Austrians, communists, Freemasons, Gypsies, Jews, all Vichy’s ‘undesirables’, from 59 countries. According to the German Kundt Commission, which carried out a series of inspections, looking for German dissidents to deport to face imprisonment or execution, there were already some 32,000 detainees in custody. And they kept on coming, from new rafles, police raids, and the ever more stringent policies to exclude more recent immigrants from the protection of French citizenship. Many spoke no French. All were fearful, depressed; the older among them were often silent and apathetic, traumatised by what had happened to them. Some, like Ella, kept busy, cleaning the huts, collecting and dividing up the rations of bread, according to ferociously monitored fairness. One of Hanne’s aunts had been a seamstress in Karlsruhe, and she made a dress for her out of a petticoat and an apron.

Berta was growing sicker, her untreated diabetes beginning to affect her eyes; when there was light, Ella read aloud to her. Occasionally the women were allowed to visit their mother, still living in the hut for the very elderly. Hanne was with her one day when the old lady, in a rare moment of lucidity, asked where she was. Told that she was in a camp, she asked why. ‘Because,’ said Hanne, ‘we are Jews.’ What shocked her most was the way that every morning a man would push open the door to the hut and shout out: ‘Have you got anything?’ He was part of the burial detail, come to collect those who had died in the night, often of cold, having frozen to death in their sleep. She could not bear the heartlessness of it. All night she would listen to the groans and tears and the constant dripping of the rain on the bitumen roof.

When there was news of a fresh arrival of internees, people would hasten to the barbed wire to see if they included relations or friends. They stood in silence, staring. ‘We had lost our pasts,’ wrote one woman many years later. ‘We no longer had a homeland. Over our future hung a black cloud.’

In November, Alex Cramer, a Swiss doctor with the rank of colonel with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Geneva, was finally allowed in to inspect three of the larger camps. One of these was Gurs. His report to Vichy was angry. There were no tables and no chairs, he wrote, the cold was ferocious and the elderly were dying. Rats were devouring the supplies and biting the small children, whose wounds grew infected. There were no special provisions for babies, though there were very few of these. The rudimentary hospital was lacking in medicines, disinfectants, equipment and linen. He had seen many people in rags, and children without shoes. The barbed-wire division between the îlots left no room for exercise, and the wire itself was being used, on the few sunny days, to dry the laundry. The situation in Gurs, he concluded, was ‘very serious’; he recommended that it should be pulled down and the inmates either housed elsewhere or released. ‘We are currently witnessing, impotent and appalled,’ he wrote, ‘the brutal expulsion of entire populations, who have been forced to abandon everything to invaders.’

The ICRC4, allowed access by virtue of the Geneva Conventions, was in a weak position. War had been declared before it had been able to get through a new convention regarding the treatment of civilians in wartime, so that the delegates’ jurisdiction covered only camps for prisoners of war. For civilians there was no protection. Cramer proposed asking the British to release the ships currently blocked in Dakar and Casablanca and allow them to be used to ferry the Jews to safety, but who would take them? How much notice Vichy accorded his report is unclear, even if, on one of his only visits to the camps, Pétain had conceded, with casual unfeeling, that the inmates were indeed ‘emaciated, wan’ and speculated as to how they might survive ‘the winter and the hunger’.

There were people, however, who did pay heed to what Cramer had said.

It was by pretending5 to be the wife of a Protestant pastor that Madeleine Barot got into Gurs. Madeleine was the 31-year-old general secretary of Cimade, an association of mostly Protestant women drawing on a generation marked by the scouting and Christian youth movements of the 1930s and founded by Suzanne de Dietrich, herself a theologian and translator of Karl Barth. Cimade’s first task had been to help refugees when Alsace-Lorraine fell to the Germans. Madeleine was a plump young woman with short brown hair; behind her seemingly easy-going manner lay tenacity and a fierce sense of justice. She had been working in Rome as an archivist at the French school, but with Italy’s entry into the war in May 1940, she had returned to Paris and joined Cimade, soon taking over from its general secretary, Violette Mouchon, who moved up to become president. Madeleine’s roots lay in Alsace and in her mother’s strong feminism, and she felt considerable sympathy for the German Jews of the border provinces, expelled so ruthlessly from their homes. As a student in Paris, she had worked in the bidonvilles, the slums surrounding the capital, and had been much influenced by the theology of Karl Barth, the idea of total obedience to Jesus Christ, and the need to bear witness and speak out. In Gurs, she found her cause.

Having unexpectedly wormed her way past the guards and into the camp, Madeleine learnt that the officer in charge had just been informed that one of the new babies had died. He was a decent man and he lamented to Madeleine the lack of baby clothes and nurses. She offered to provide both. Installing herself in the nearby village of Navarreux, she recruited a nurse from Pau, Jeanne Merle d’Aubigné, who had been caring for her dying mother. Jeanne was a tall, strong woman who looked, said her friends, like a Valkyrie. A few days later, she reported to Madeleine that she needed help, desperately: there were more than 16,000 people in Gurs and many of them were ill. It was not enough, Madeleine realised, to visit the camps: you had to install yourself and live there. In ones and twos, Madeleine began to send in other young nurses and social workers. A small hut was taken over to act as headquarters. Though nothing was made official, the gates to Gurs had effectively been breached. Others stepped through.

One of the first6 of these was the OSE, the organisation to which Madeleine Dreyfus and André Chouraqui belonged and which was helping children like Simon Liwerant and Jacques Stulmacher get away from Paris. The OSE was an older organisation than Cimade. It had been founded in Russia on the eve of the Great War to help improve the health of destitute Jews, and later moved on to work in Romania, Poland and Latvia. In 1932, it had made Paris its headquarters; its president was Albert Schweitzer and one of its patrons Baron Robert de Rothschild. As German and Austrian families escaping the Nazis after Hitler’s rise to power crossed into France, the OSE had set up children’s homes. Never quite believing in the impregnability of the Maginot line, it had been one of the first organisations to go south, taking all the children to Montpellier and Lyons. And there it stayed, employing Jewish doctors as they lost their jobs under the Statut des Juifs and creating medical and social work programmes among the refugees.
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Madeleine Dreyfus

It was in Lyons that Madeleine Dreyfus set up her office. She was a restless, conscientious woman and a natural organiser. Born Madeleine Kahn in 1909, she had worked as a bilingual secretary in an import-export business before discovering the surrealists and making friends with Cocteau and Breton. Through them she learnt of the work of Adler and began studying psychology. In 1933, she married Raymond Dreyfus, and after the birth of their two sons, Michel in 1934 and Jacques in 1937, the family moved to Lyons and Madeleine went to work as a psychologist with the OSE. Both Madeleines – Barot and Dreyfus – one Protestant, one Jewish, were now in Lyons, and both play a crucial part in this story.

Gurs having been breached by the welfare organisations, Madeleine Barot dispatched Ruth Lambert, a young French social worker, to join the team. Slowly, inching their way forward, the young women began to organise. Paradoxically, it was the very haphazard and unbureaucratic nature of the camps, the uncertainty about who was in charge, that made them susceptible to infiltration. The men sent in to run them in the early days were army officers, the guards often former policemen and soldiers disbanded after the fall of France; checked for alcoholism, criminal records and any hostility towards Vichy, they were left with surprising powers of initiative. Some were brutal; many were anti-Semitic.

The inmates in Gurs needed everything – food, medicines, blankets, hot water, books, religious services and distractions. Donald Lowrie, an American7 working for the YMCA, had become aware of conditions in the internment camps. He had been one of the founders of the Russian Student Christian Movement in France in the 1930s and spoke good French; he also had contacts in Vichy. As the US had not yet entered the war, Americans were still moving freely around the country, and Lowrie got permission to take books and musical instruments into Gurs. What seemed obvious to Madeleine Barot and Madeleine Dreyfus was the need for some sort of committee to coordinate relief for the camps. Lowrie put the idea to the Minister of the Interior in Vichy.

On 5 November 1940, 25 welfare organisations – Jewish, Protestant, Quaker and lay – met in Toulouse to decide on tactics. It was to be a ‘complete and sympathetic collaboration of Christians and Jews’. From the first, however, not everyone present saw the situation the same way, some being more hesitant than others about what they considered should be the proper attitude towards the Vichy government. When Daniel Bénédite, from the American Welfare Committee, suggested stirring up a political scandal about conditions in the camps, there was an uneasy silence. Though cooperation with Vichy was still regarded by most organisations as the sole way forward, collaboration was beginning to ensnare people whose instincts might originally have caused them to act differently. A Service Social des Etrangers had been set up by Pétain, and its director, Gilbert Lesage, attended this first meeting; several of these present mistrusted him – unfairly, as it happened – suspecting him of having spies in the camps.

On one basic question they were all agreed: the need for immediate, concerted material aid, and a commitee to organise it. With France itself hungry and on ever-diminishing rations, and the Allied blockade preventing deliveries of anything that might be useful to the enemy war effort, the problem was where to find supplies. A recent medical report drawn up for the Committee had found that while the population of Marseilles was down to an average of 1,700 calories per day, the internees were getting just 832. The YMCA accepted the task of coordinating the work and Lowrie took on the role of president. The Hôtel Imperator in Nîmes – which gave its name to the new body – was chosen as the most convenient place for monthly meetings. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the JDC or Joint, consisting mainly of liberal Jews in the US, had been supporting French Jewish welfare organisations – the OSE among them – for some years. It now set about raising money and funnelling it towards the internment camps, some of it by borrowing francs from French Jews, against promissory notes to be redeemed after the war. Other money came in from Switzerland, smuggled over the border.

Because foreign organisations wishing to enter the camps were denied passes by Vichy – which had little desire to see its dirty linen paraded before the world – once news of Madeleine Barot’s success reached Geneva, delegates from Swiss charitable groups became nominal workers for Cimade. In Geneva, a committee to coordinate funds and gather information was started at the World Council of Churches, under a German refugee called Dr Freudenberg. A ‘Miss Lieven’ turned up at the camp, bringing supplies in a Simca from the Quakers; she was in fact Princess Bernadotte of Sweden.

A ‘commission for children and old people’ was set up and arranged for deliveries of fruit, olives, jam, cereals, rice, milk products and, just occasionally, chocolate. A rota was established, providing extra meals to the most malnourished for a fixed number of weeks. Since the spot allocated for these meals lay at some distance from the children’s huts, small figures could be seen wading through the mud, clutching their blankets around their shoulders, carrying the tins that served them as plates. Secours Suisse started a vegetable garden, but rats got into it before anything could grow. Groups of people from the surrounding countryside came together to ‘adopt’ those most in need, to whom they sent food and clothes. The Quakers got hold of some wool and gave it to the female prisoners to knit. The OSE managed to install some showers. A drainage system was dug, and the barracks were disinfected and whitewashed. Money was found for bicycles and a piano. The YMCA sent in footballs, chess sets and ping-pong. Cimade opened what it called the ‘barraque de la culture’, where musicians could come to practise and books could be taken out on loan. Soon there were queues waiting for books every morning. Dr Cramer, who paid a return visit to Gurs, observed that ‘many are the internees who are here finding a reason to live and to hope’.

They found some of it in the determination and cheerfulness of the young women from Cimade and the OSE, who became8 as subversive towards the authorities as they dared to be and who were often at odds with the guards; they saw themselves as ‘civilian resistance’. They took to mocking the few nurses sent into the camp by Vichy as ‘little dolls, artfully made up, with brilliant red nail varnish’. For their part, the authorities complained constantly that the young women were disrespectful.

For the adolescents, life in Gurs was bleak and confusing. Many parents seemed to have lost all sense of how to look after them and spent the days either agitating for release or sunk in apathy, crouching on their filthy straw mattresses in the almost totally dark huts. To see their mothers and fathers so reduced, so frightened, so
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The cemetery at Gurs, 1952
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Three of the 5,000 children interned in the camps
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Hanne Hirsch and Max Liebmann before the War
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Part Two
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