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PREFACE BY WILLIAM BOYD

Consider this brief thought-experiment: your country is invaded; the city you know and love is overrun by foreign, enemy troops; the occupiers are not going away; you become a powerless, humiliated citizen of a vassal state. What would you do in this situation? What would anyone do? Keep your head down? Adjust to the new status quo, business as usual? Or react in some fashion, find some way of resisting, of fighting back?

This situation is timeless (and contemporary, it hardly needs adding), but for the French such a scenario immediately conjures up World War II and the five years of the Occupation by Nazi Germany. One of the consequences of this remarkable memoir is that it shows us one individual's response to the exact thought-experiment adumbrated above. Agnès Humbert found herself in precisely this terrifying state of affairs in Paris in 1940, and this book, Résistance, is the chronicle of her response to it and the consequences she suffered thereafter.

Her reaction was instinctive and spontaneous – some way of fighting back or, at the very least, not yielding had to be found. More intriguingly, more astonishingly, Agnès Humbert was forty-three years old in 1939 when the war began, a respected art historian, left-wing 'intello', and the divorced mother of two grown-up sons. She wasn't a 'firebrand', or young; she was comfortably off and had a reputation, a good job in a museum, yet she simply could not stand by and do nothing. She became one of the first members of one of the first Resistance cells in France, and the journal she kept at the time charts her slow evolution from angry, unfocussed patriot to active Resistance member: disseminating black propaganda, publishing an underground newspaper, passing on military information and sheltering Allied airmen. But the genuine zeal of Agnès and her colleagues was both naïve and amateur. Her group was betrayed in 1941 after a few months of activity, and the baleful journey that ensued – arrest, imprisonment, trial, execution of her fellow résistants, deportation to Germany and years as a slave labourer – makes up the larger part of her wartime story. Liberation, Nazi-hunting and repatriation followed, and in every sense Agnès Humbert (who died in 1963) was vindicated: she had not surrendered, she had fought and suffered to help free her country, she had done the right thing.

Résistance is written in the form of a journal, and this is what gives the book its vivid immediacy and incomparable verve. Written in the present tense (and originally published just after the war's end, in 1946), it benefits hugely from its tone of voice (superbly captured and rendered in English by Barbara Mellor's translation). We live through Agnès Humbert's excitement, danger, terror and eventual ordeal as if we were by her side: her candour, her recall, her eye for detail and her incredibly tenacious sense of humour are conveyed with a freshness that a more considered memoir, adulterated by post-war hindsight, could not have provided.

Agnès Humbert bears devastating witness to her time: here is an insider's account of the germination of the French Resistance in all its fascinating detail – and all the more rare for being written by a woman. But her journal goes further than this: many fine, memorable and enduring books have been written about war and human conflict by eyewitnesses and combatants, winners and losers, but most of them stay in the field of harrowing testimony, of personal history, of fascinating documented fact. Very few indeed move beyond this and into the realm of literature. A small handful of examples come to mind: T. E. Lawrence's Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Robert Graves's Goodbye to All That, Ernst Junger's Storm of Steel and Keith Douglas's Alamein to Zem Zem. Agnès Humbert's Résistance can now join that elite few.
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refused to utter a word in betrayal of his companions in arms.
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1
The Fall of the Third Republic

Palais de Chaillot, Paris, 7 June 1940

Rumours are flying, all flatly contradictory, but it seems clear that the Germans are advancing on all fronts. It's only a matter of advance units of motorized troops – naturally – but however they try to explain it away in the newspapers and on the radio, I'm convinced that our position is extremely serious. Life at the museum1 has become positively sinister. Most of the collections have been evacuated. All that's left is the library. I have just been given instructions to pack up the most valuable volumes – a more or less mechanical task that takes my mind off the turmoil going on all around me . . . The entire population is leaving Paris; we are living in an atmosphere of panic; people seem to have lost all capacity for reasoned thought. Just now on the place du Trocadéro twenty or so people were simply standing there, craning their necks and staring up into the sky – where, so they said, they could see parachutists! Do they even know what a parachutist is, I wonder? My eyes are pretty sharp, and all I could see were swallows . . .

Palais de Chaillot, Paris, 8 June 1940

This morning Georges Friedmann came to see me at the museum. He found me packing the last books into the last case, though without much enthusiasm as I am perfectly well aware that there is no longer the smallest chance of evacuating them. Friedmann wouldn't tell me the current whereabouts of his regiment. It is not hard to deduce that there has been a major retreat. He is deeply distressed by the disintegration of the army, and by the current barrage of orders and counter-orders. What can a humble lieutenant do, when chaos and arbitrary inconsistency are the order of the day at every rank, from the highest to the lowest? He remains admirably calm, and attempts to reassure me without masking the truth. He doesn't hide the fact that it's all going extremely badly, though he says the army is organizing a line of resistance along the Seine. He thinks this might hold the Germans up for a while – two or three weeks at most – and after that the invasion could be contained along the Loire. Despite everything, he has managed to keep his confidence, and I find that contagious.

I forgot all about lunch. Now it's three o'clock, and I am sitting in my office doing nothing. Every now and again I pick up the telephone and listen to the news bulletins on the Informations parlées. The news is depressing, conflicting, faltering. The doors of the Palais de Chaillot are shut. The silence is deathly. There is nothing to do but wait.

Paris, 10 June 1940

I have catalogued Friedmann's library. His books, manuscripts and documents are in packing cases stacked in my cellar. I write to him to tell him that I have undertaken this little enterprise purely and simply as a precaution against bombing raids. Against bombing raids . . . oh, but of course. To myself, however, I can admit the truth: I know full well why I have moved these precious books – and these compromising documents – to my house, where no one will think of looking for them. It is as a precaution against enemy occupation. We have to get used to this appalling possibility: Paris may fall. It's one thing to think it, but it's quite another to say the words out loud: 'Paris may fall.' I'm stopped by a superstitious dread: I can't do it. Some things should never be said out loud, for fear they may come true . . .

Paris, 11 June 1940

Never has Paris looked more beautiful, never has it been such a mass of flowers. The Cour du Carrousel looks as if it is ready for a flower show. I gaze at it from the office of the Director of the Musées Nationaux, where we have all gathered, suitcases in hand. We talk in low voices, as though in the presence of death. M. Jaujard moves from one group to another, so calm and controlled. I hear him say: 'I would like my Jewish colleagues to leave first.' The trucks are in the courtyard. We take our places in them, invited to do so by our director with the same unruffled cordiality, the same attentiveness to every detail, the same encouraging smile for each of us as he hands us our evacuation orders. We talk among ourselves. Yesterday I could not bring myself to utter the words 'Paris may fall'; today we say them almost carelessly, confident in the knowledge that the Allied armies have retreated only in order to regroup, to reorganize for the final phase of the war, which will be fought out along the Loire; confident in the absolute conviction that once the harvest is over the Soviet Union will enter the conflict. It's just a matter of holding out till then . . .

With our spirits lifted and our minds almost at peace, we leave Paris for the Château de Chambord. Although the weather is glorious, the sun is blanketed by a thick black fog that leaves greasy black smears on our faces; as we said our goodbyes this morning, my son Pierre explained that this fog is man-made and designed to offer protection to the people of Paris as they flee. Then, after a moment's pause for reflection, he added: 'At least that's what they say . . . but it's much too well done to be the work of that Civil Defence mob . . .'

Vicq-sur-Breuil, 20 June 1940

Two days I have been here now, in what my head tells me is a lovely region of rolling hills. My heart, meanwhile, is filled with the scenes of savagery I have witnessed over the last nine days, on a journey that defies belief. Paris–Limoges. A speeded-up film full of double exposures, unreeling at a hectic pace as though the projectionist were drunk. So many images, chaotic and incoherent, jolting and jostling for space in my head. Leaving Paris among so many thousands of others, on foot or by bicycle or in cars – cars that had to be abandoned almost immediately for lack of petrol or spare parts. Mothers carrying small children . . . One young woman, dropping with exhaustion, pushing a strapping baby squashed into a doll's pram that was far too small for it, so that it looked as if it would topple out at every step. How shall I ever forget the sight of her? Such a mass of people, laden down with the most unlikely looking parcels and packages – almost invariably including a washtub and a birdcage.

At Chambord, a beautiful sixteen-year-old girl called Emilienne was brought to us. That morning she and all her family had abandoned their farm in the Cher, heading southwards on foot and without any idea where they were going. A French army truck in headlong flight from the enemy had run over this lovely child. We telephoned the hospital at Blois: no reply. No doctors, no pharmacists. A passing army medic was good enough to stop off at the chateau for a few minutes. There was nothing to be done, he told me. We clustered round her, dumbstruck: a handful of administrators and curators, including Jean Cassou. I tried to staunch the blood; someone else gave her an injection of cacodylate: futile gestures that fooled no one. She died, apparently without pain. Jean Cassou and I knew each other already and have a lot in common, but this half-hour together at the side of a dying girl has bound us to each other with deep bonds of comradeship. We both know it.

At La Celle-sur-Cher, amid this impenetrable, heaving mass that choked the road, I saw a French general – a general – get out of his car and beg the crowd to let him through in a manner that was truly pathetic. I shall never forget his wheedling voice: 'Oh come on, let me through. I have to get through.' No one paid him the slightest attention. Only picture the scene: a general of the Debacle . . .

Another sight that will haunt me was that of six haggard soldiers, their uniforms hanging in shreds. They'd abandoned their weapons long before. Between the six of them they had only one possession left: a frying pan.

At Valençay I heard the frantic screams of a mother who had gone out of her mind. She had lost her two little daughters and was shrieking for them everywhere. It was at Valençay that we learned that France was seeking an armistice. All around me, men were weeping silent tears. Jumping out of the car, I stamped and yelled: 'It's all lies, it's all lies, it's the German radio that's saying that just to demoralize us. It can't be true, it's not possible.' I can still hear my voice, as though it were someone else shouting. Within a few hours there was no longer any point in denying it: we had no choice, we had to admit that the unthinkable had happened. The people of France were on their knees, begging for mercy, still fighting here and there, fleeing in all directions, and now all I could hear was, 'Paris has fallen!'

Paris has fallen! Paris is in the hands of the Germans! Somehow we had to make our minds admit this abomination, somehow we had to grasp what it meant, because it was the truth!

At the army petrol depot at Limoges we wait our turn, hour after hour. Six huge Italian bombers fly overhead. I know only too well what would happen if a bomb were to fall on this vast fuel reservoir. But I'm past caring now; I'm too exhausted, too disheartened. I don't feel anything any more, no fear, no anxiety; I'm just numb. Ahead of us in the queue stands an army ambulance. I still have two oranges: perhaps the wounded it is carrying are thirsty? Then, through the half-open rear door, I catch a glimpse of the interior. Strewn on the floor are items of female clothing and a couple of empty champagne bottles. Sprawled in the stretcher berth is a woman in a jade-green crêpe satin slip heavily trimmed with lace, her bloated face mottled with powder and sweat. She is drunk, and dead to the world. Her companion flings his arms about and shouts. He needs petrol, and fast. So this is what our ambulances are carrying, while our wounded are abandoned and left to die.

Vicq-sur-Breuil, 20 June 1940

At last I have found Maman, comfortably installed at cousin Daisy's house in the little village of Vicq-sur-Breuil. The house is filled to bursting with refugees, both French and Belgian. I share a bed with Maman. After so many nights spent in rain-lashed fields, it's wonderful to sleep in a bed. I tell them about my journey, but I can see that no one believes me. An endless stream of refugees troops through the village, all heading for the south, where they hope to find food and safety. I watch this interminable procession from the dining-room window, stupefied. In front of the house a veteran captain directs the traffic, so saving the village streets from becoming completely choked. Where are my sons? Jean was in Newfoundland. Is he still there? And Pierre? Killed on the road, perhaps. People who left Paris after I did have been subjected to terrible bombing, I am told. If I listen hard I can hear artillery fire: so the armistice hasn't been signed. There is still fighting north of Limoges. Oh, how I long to know what is happening! Where are my friends? Shall I ever see them again? What are they thinking? Are they suffering the same torments as me? Or am I 'over-reacting', as Friedmann implied?

I turn the knob on the wireless set, which is tuned to London. By a pure fluke I find myself listening to a transmission in French. A voice announces an appeal to be made by a French general. I don't catch his name. In a delivery that is jerky and peremptory – not at all well suited to the radio – the general urges all Frenchmen to rally round him, to carry on the struggle. I feel I have come back to life. A feeling I thought had died for ever stirs within me again: hope. There is one man after all – one alone, perhaps – who understands what I feel in my heart: 'It's not over yet.' I hurtle outside and across the garden like a lunatic, charging up to the captain – to whom I have not so far spoken a word – panting and breathless. I couldn't care less, I just have to tell him the news: 'Captain, captain, a French general – I don't know his name – has just spoken from London: he says that the French army must regroup around him, that the war will go on, that he will broadcast again to give orders!'

The old captain looks up wearily: 'That'll be de Gaulle, the general. Oh yes, he's a right one, that de Gaulle. Oh, we know all about him, don't you worry! It's all a lot of nonsense. Me, I'm a reservist anyway. All I want is to get back to my business in Paris. Me, I've got a family to feed . . . he's a crackpot, that de Gaulle, you mark my words.'

It is thanks to that 'crackpot' that this evening I decided not to put an end to everything after all. He has given me hope, and nothing in the world can extinguish that hope now.

Vicq, 20 July 1940

Long walks every day help to calm my nerves. If I didn't have the excuse of foraging for food – we still have to eat, after all – I would stay shut up in the house in a stupor, stewing over the fate that lies in store for us, and how we can continue the struggle and 'pull through'. Jean has telegraphed to say that he is still a naval officer on board the Ville-d'Ys, currently in Newfoundland. So he is safe and well. And I've had a letter from Pierre at last. He appears to have experienced all sorts of adventures on the road out of Paris, but was cut off by the German army before he could get as far as the Limousin region. He is waiting for me in Paris, and he tells me that orders to return to my post will soon reach me. Maman remains remarkably calm, and listens to me talking for hours on end. Should I go back to Paris and hand in my notice at the museum? What should I do? I have written to Mme Osorio. Why not go to California? Palo Alto, where she lives, is a university town: surely I could teach history of art there? Or find a job as a curator in a museum or library? Or would it be better to hole up in some Provençal village and live off our savings? At times anything at all seems preferable to living under the swastika, and then just as suddenly I can't envisage any possible alternative to going back to Paris to be with Pierre. This is the solution that is the least creative and the least risky (or is it the most risky?). It is quite likely that I shall waste no time in getting dismissed from my post for my beliefs. The very occasional Lyon editions of Paris-Soir that I have managed to read here and there leave no room for doubt (for those still inclined to harbour any) as to the inclinations of the Laval government. But still, this puppet administration can't last for ever. The radio is my sole pleasure. On 14 July there was a broadcast from London of the Romain Rolland play Le 14 juillet. What a consolation! This morning we heard that as fast as German posters are put up in Paris they are slashed and torn down again. The people of Paris are rebelling already. So that's decided then: I'm going home!
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