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  PREFACE

  IN MAY 2013, MY WIFE AND I DROVE A GOOD PORTION OF THE ROUTE of what would be that year’s Tour de France, its hundredth running, taking a path through a countryside abundant with landmarks of historical significance to the race, to France, and to the world: Nice, Marseilles, Ax 3 Domaines, Saint-Malo, Mont-Saint-Michel, Lyon, Mont Ventoux, Alpe d’Huez, and of course the fabled cobbles of the Champs-Élysées in Paris. There was so much to see in this beautiful country, so many treasures like the Bayeux Tapestry, châteaus and vineyards and mountains and cathedrals—all of them jewels to our eyes—but something in Paris struck me as particularly poignant: I remember standing inside Sainte-Chapelle in Paris, with its medieval stained-glass windows that transformed daylight into lilac. We were bathed in majesty and from this feeling coming to a profound understanding: a cultural monument—a cathedral, a statue, a bicycle race—is a jewel for the world to keep and to cherish for as long as humans live on this earth.

  A year later, I was in my living room watching a CNN newscast when crackles of an explosion resounded from my TV. A stone building erupted in the Iraqi desert from a bomb blast deep in the ground, sending a shock wave of black-gray dust and smoke over a dry field. Cannonballs of sandstone fragmented in all directions. The voice-over reporter spoke: “More than three thousand years of history obliterated in seconds. This video was released by ISIS. CNN cannot independently verify its authenticity, but it purports to show the radicals destroying Nimrud, one of the most important archaeological sites in Iraq.”

  In the video, I saw a bearded youth wielding a sledgehammer and smashing it into a stone wall covered with relief carvings. Pieces fell to the floor. He struck again and shoved it off the wall. It crashed onto the stone floor and scattered fist-sized chunks and dust.

  Another man on a ladder swung a hammer and severed a white plaster sculpture from a wall. It was a man’s face, flat and round, with prominent forehead, Roman hair, and dark holes for eyes, which looked straight forward, almost smiling. When the blow struck, the eyes looked down despondently, while the face ripped loose and crashed to the ground, breaking into chips and dust.

  Again, the voice-over: “These are remnants of the ancient Assyrian civilization. Nimrud used to be its capital. They’ve stood since the thirteenth-century BC and survived many wars but were destroyed by the militants—probably in less than a day.”

  ISIS had posted this video within weeks of the destruction.

  The following year, in the public square under the ancient Arch of Triumph in Palmyra, in Syria, built in the second millennium BC, ISIS publicly beheaded Khaled al-Asaad, a university professor and Palmyra’s general manager for museums. He had spent his life preserving antiquities. “His crime,” according to a Syrian official, “was refusing to pledge allegiance to ISIS and refusing . . . to reveal the location of archaeological treasures and two chests of gold” that ISIS thought were in the city.

  ISIS claimed that it destroyed the antiquities out of religious duty, but its real motivation was purely financial and hypocritical: “looting archaeological sites to support its thriving illegal trade in antiquities.” When I saw the CNN video, a sense of loss and anger welled up inside me. Elise Blackwell wrote, “It is a tragedy when human gifts that have survived across generations are disrespected for any reason short of basic survival. To loot artifacts for spending money—or to allow that to happen—is a violation of history.”

  Around the same time, I’d also been listening to some lectures about great cathedrals, including Saint-Denis, Notre-Dame de Paris, Reims and Rouen Cathedrals, and Notre-Dame de Chartres. In World War II, the lecturer noted, Chartres’ stained-glass windows had been removed and hidden in the countryside to protect them from war damage.

  I was amazed. I wondered how a project of such magnitude could be accomplished. I imagined scores of French workers in 1939, under threat of German invasion, working through the night—hoisting cranes, scaffolding, cables, and packing cases from trucks into the cathedral, and then craftsmen dismantling and removing thousands of glass pieces to be packed and transported. Where did they hide them? Who planned the project, and who did the work?

  Unconnected in space and loosely connected in time, these three experiences are how this book started.

  Over the years, I’d heard of cultural monuments and artworks under attack during World War II. Yet hearing of Chartres in the wake of seeing that ISIS video propelled me to learn more about what’s been done in the past to protect cultural treasures. How have people prepared to avoid such destruction and looting?

  Chartres’ 176 windows are the largest collection of twelfth- and thirteenth-century stained glass in one place on Earth, consisting of twenty-seven thousand square feet of glass. Many individual windows are more than a dozen feet wide and twenty feet tall and have as many as fifty panels. The collection comprises 5,500 panels.

  But among the thousands of books written about the nine-hundred-year-old Chartres Cathedral—and the many about its windows—none describes this story of the windows’ removal during the war.

  What better demonstration of reverence for the distinctly human achievement the windows represent than to dismantle, pack, and transport them to secret locations to protect them? That task, I later learned, had also been accomplished in World War I at Chartres Cathedral, another chapter in the nine-hundred-year story of the windows’ survival through religious wars, fires, and revolutions.

  I set out to learn enough about stained glass and about Chartres to appreciate the difficulty and risks of the task—not even imagining that much of the work was done as German bombs fell around Chartres and ground forces approached.

  During my research, I came across multiple blog references to a career American Army colonel, Welborn Barton Griffith Jr., from rural Quanah in north Texas, who was the headquarters operations officer—the number-three man—in the Twentieth Corps in Patton’s Third Army in 1944. Twentieth Corps was one of what one might call the “A Teams” in the Army. Its job was to wait and come ashore at Utah Beach three weeks after D-Day to break out of the beachheads and chase the Germans across France and toward Berlin until ordered elsewhere. And Chartres was its first sizable, challenging battle after the breakout. Scattered German units had been ordered to reassemble and resupply at Chartres to resume the fight—and they did, overseen by virtue of the commanding 360-degree view from the twin four-hundred-foot towers of Chartres Cathedral, over the wheat fields that surrounded Chartres.

  Those blog references to Griffith echoed strangely similar language that credited him with having “questioned” an order for Allied forces to shell and destroy the cathedral and having “volunteered” to “go behind enemy lines” to personally inspect the cathedral and determine whether the Germans were using it as an observation post to direct artillery fire on Allied forces. The blogs went on to say that Griffith found that the towers were “not so being used by the Germans . . . and [that he] managed to call off any further Allied firing” on the cathedral.

  They said he then headed to the commune of Lèves northeast of Chartres, where he directed a tank “toward enemy forces [that] he had located and [he] was killed in action.”

  The common source I found for those many blog posts was the Army’s 1944 citation that awarded the Distinguished Service Cross to Griffith posthumously. What it didn’t mention was that Griffith had chosen to ride outside on the rear of the tank. He was killed by intense enemy machine-gun, rifle, and rocket-launcher fire, his body to be found that afternoon on the street by villagers with his empty rifle in one hand and empty pistol in the other. The next day the corps retrieved his body and buried him in a simple funeral in a nearby field.

  To this day, the French honor Griffith annually in Chartres and in Lèves as the man who saved the cathedral. Yet nothing centered around his story has been published.

  So the story of Chartres Cathedral and its windows and the story of Colonel Griffith are separate but intertwined narratives.

  I have set out to explore the colonel’s background and role in the corps to understand his motivations. It seems that simply calling him a hero is inadequate. But the further I’ve dug, the more questions have arisen.

  My challenge has been not just to seek the truth but also to spot where truth can’t be determined. During my work on this book, I have traveled several times to Paris and in 2015 twice to Chartres, and I have twice visited the cathedral, searched archives, retrieved project documents and more from Chartres and Paris, and visited Colonel Griffith’s home-town, Quanah, Texas, and have been astounded by what I have found. I’ve interviewed Griffith’s daughter in Florida and his nephew—a retired US Army lieutenant general—and also Eugene G. Schulz, a surviving GI in Milwaukee who worked as Griff’s clerk-typist during the war for more than a year up to the time Griff died, and I’ve corresponded with two other of Griff’s grandnephews and the surviving husband of one of his nieces, who provided me with family photos, letters, and other documents; I’ve also reconstructed Griff’s military career, his Army personnel file having been destroyed in a fire at the National Archives in Saint Louis in the 1970s. From those interviews, Army combat records, and an unpublished diary written by a Father Douin—a French priest who, to his surprise, encountered Griff as Griff was inspecting the cathedral during the battle—I have uncovered more questions.

  Despite all my research, there are times when I’ve had to use my imagination to depict aspects of both stories.

  Why had Griffith left his desk to take up a frontline combat role for the first time? Why had he gone to the cathedral himself rather than order military intelligence to do so? Why had he assumed command of the tank column? And why had he exposed himself to danger by riding on the back of the tank? He seems to have been driven by something. Unanswerable questions leave ambiguity and mystery in his story.

  He was consumed by a personal drive to take command—not just to lead but also to exercise his full talents, and for a once-in-a-lifetime purpose. He had a clear path for promotion to the rank of general within a month; yet, by risking his life, perhaps he needlessly chose not to take it. He was a fierce competitor, respected and valued by his superiors, revered by his peers and subordinates. He wanted something, and he discovered something big was at stake. His daughter described him as “very serious” and told me he would have been annoyed to be called a hero.

  I’ve spent several years trying to know and understand Griffith. While his saving of the cathedral was honorable, he was not a saint. In author Tilar Mazzeo’s words, making him a saint in the telling of his story would “dishonor . . . the true complexity and difficulty of [his] very human choices.” Like most of us, he was flawed and conflicted.

  Did Griffith have a public purpose, or was he driven by private vanity or ambition?

  I have come to appreciate that it is important to save historic monuments. It is important because monuments are our means to symbolize ancestors, civilizations, and ideas that teach many of us who we are, the foundation whence we have come.

  Forces of the universe have conjoined—by natural selection or higher power—to create the human mind, heart, and emotions. Humans have capacity to be aware—of themselves, other humans, other life forms, and surroundings. We can think and feel emotion, and we discern joy and have capacity to harness emotions into campaigns larger than ourselves.

  Churches are venues in which individuals’ core life events occur, through which they garner memories. For entire parishes, communities, and nations, churches host rituals that spawn similar remembrances on a communal scale.

  Historic French cathedrals reveal art and history apart from religion. As buildings owned by the state, they represent the nation’s patrimony, symbolizing France’s political essence.

  We must save monuments because without them evildoers can distort and fabricate, and impose savagery. Nazis destroyed monuments in conquered countries to eliminate symbols of culture, like Poland’s statues of Chopin. ISIS and others do so today.

  Chartres Cathedral has meaning to millions. Hundreds of thousands depend on it as their vessel for negotiating life’s passages, and the French economy has depended every year on money from millions of visitors and pilgrims.

  The tale of the World War II rescue of the Chartres windows has its roots in the French Revolution, which decimated many cathedrals. As a result, Chartres Cathedral—like most others in France—became a state-owned historic monument. The French have since developed leading methods for protection of monuments, which were invented because they had to be. The modern phase of this tale began in World War I, with the theretofore-unthinkable 1914 German artillery bombardment of the city of Reims and its cathedral (France’s Westminster Abbey). The attack destroyed Reims Cathedral and most of its stained-glass windows. Then, as the war dragged on, a string of deadly accidental explosions surrounding Paris led at long last to the first precarious protective actions at Chartres.

  During the war, General Eisenhower declared that historic monuments symbolize to the world all we are fighting for and ordered that when destruction is unnecessary and can’t be justified, commanders must preserve them through exercise of restraint and discipline.

  Apart from Griffith’s story, the story of the rescue of the Chartres windows revolves around four central characters, two of whom—Jean Zay and Jean Moulin—are among the most famous of French Resistance martyrs. The others are compelling in other ways.

  But without volunteer assistance and financing that was provided by local Chartres citizens—and, probably also, the last-minute strains and sweat and grit of refugee volunteer workers—the windows wouldn’t have been saved from danger and later would have been destroyed during the battles.

  At Chartres, ordinary people took responsibility for saving these symbols. A group of dedicated men and women felt compelled to protect their cathedral. Most were French. Griffith was an American whom we remember for choosing to join their cause during battle and by risking his life to prevent needless destruction, and in the process perhaps he learned who he was. Griff’s bravery saved the cathedral, and his drive to press his column forward through Lèves contributed to the corps’ success in cutting off the enemy at the Seine and liberating Paris—even allowing for the day they stopped the war to bury him.

  As I was completing this book, the April 2019 fire at Notre-Dame de Paris erupted. Frightening video reminded the world that even elaborate precautions don’t relieve us of the need to vigilantly gauge how historic monuments would hold up against all perils. Notre-Dame de Paris is the preeminent cultural and religious landmark—the romantic symbol—of France, the landmark against which all others in France are compared. Professor Peter Sahlins, who grew up near Paris, describes it as “the focal point of Parisian life in ways that surpass religion.” The 2019 tragedy at the Paris cathedral suddenly shined the spotlight of relevance on this story of how Chartres Cathedral and its windows were rescued during World War II.




  PROLOGUE—REIMS, A BURNING SYMBOL OF HOPE FOR PRESERVATIONISTS

  ON SEPTEMBER 4, 1914, AFTER HE HAD FINISHED HIS MONTHLY FIRST Friday Mass at the cathedral, Monseigneur Maurice Landrieux—archpriest of Reims for the previous two years and a cardinal for twenty-five before that—was walking near the cathedral. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a round face with a large forehead and dark hair, and his generous smile revealed strength and invited confidence. Most Reims citizens were outdoors that morning, because the fighting had ceased—for the moment. Landrieux would have seen and greeted locals—a shopkeeper minding his store, a nun heading to her convent, a civil servant nearing city hall, a child holding her mother’s hand.

  This was barely twenty days since the German armies had thrust into France at the start of World War I, and the French, in retreat, had declared their northeastern city of Reims an open city. Its hundred thousand residents expected the invading Germans to simply march in to occupy the city, and this had come to pass: an advance German Saxon Guard unit had arrived at Reims’s gates and taken city hall for the night, while French forces had continued their retreat southwest of the city. The Germans’ next moves, however, were not what the citizenry expected.

  Normally Landrieux’s walk around town helped him maintain pastoral contact with the citizens, but now it served a more complex purpose: to observe the Germans and assess their intentions. The city’s crown jewel was its cathedral, the largest in France, which could seat three thousand for Mass, with another thousand standing. Germans entering the city were assembling around the cathedral and the nearby city hall to collect orders from commanders. A line of German cars and caissons clamored into the cobblestone courtyards and plazas, followed by horsemen, infantry, and artillery. The masses of men and equipment rattled, screeched, and yelled, but their ruckus was generally peaceful. The prevailing concerns of the townspeople, Landrieux knew, were how soon and how adamantly German command would force the people to accept officers for billeting in their homes and how severe the German requisitions would be for food and supplies.

  Landrieux heard a strange detonation. Then he heard a second and a third. At first, he was not greatly concerned about the explosion, thinking the Germans were blowing up bridges or celebrating the anniversary of their victory in the last war. But as he walked a few blocks east of the cathedral, the distant whistling sounds and booming in the air startled him when a shell splinter fell at his feet. He knew then what it meant: the Germans were bombarding the city.

  He headed back to the cathedral. On the way, ten shells whistled over his head. He arrived to see the west side of the cathedral covered in a cloud of smoke and dust and could barely make out the outline of the Palace of Justice adjacent to the cathedral on the north side. Explosions continued near the cathedral’s entrance and surrounding houses. Stone trim under a cathedral porch fell from the coping. He circled the cathedral, finding his assistant, Abbé Andrieux, with a church employee, Mr. Huilleret, taking refuge in the clock tower staircase.

  Mr. Rouné, a civil defenseman, ran up to the cathedral, carrying from city hall a bed sheet nailed to a Turk’s head broom. He and Andrieux climbed the cathedral’s north tower, raised the top stairway door off its axis to get to the top, and flaunted the sheet as a flag in the brisk wind. But the cannonade stormed on. Dust rose to the roof. They heard the echoes of glass from the cathedral’s windows crashing onto the floors of the naves. Jets of smoke and dust in the town marked places hit by shells, including several houses. Fires broke out in the surrounding quarter.

  It was not only Landrieux and his fellow citizens of Reims who were astonished by the bombardment. Two German officers couldn’t believe they were being bombarded by their own guns. So they sent a car with two German soldiers and a city employee in the direction of the firing to get it to stop. Those soldiers found that batteries of a different German unit—the Imperial German Army, Prussian guards—not the Saxon Guard, were firing from Les Mesneux, more than four miles southwest of Reims. The Prussians claimed that they hadn’t known the Saxon Guard was in the city and that the shelling was a mistake.

  By 10:30 that morning, another churchman joined Landrieux to inspect for damage. He was forty-year-old Abbé Rémi Thinot, master of the chapel. The cathedral seemed to tremble, and its structure magnified the intensity of the explosion like the shell of a mammoth bass viol. They found no points of explosion inside but did locate damage to cathedral sculptures outside. A shell had hit the street on the north side, gouging a ditch that had filled with water by the time they’d reached it. Landrieux dipped his hand in the water to find it still warm from hot metal fragments. Splinters had splashed across the high arches of the buttresses. A shell had hit the cathedral at the north crossbar of the transept and dislodged large masonry. In the clock tower staircase, a violent gust of air pushed Abbé Andrieux and his companions to their knees.

  Even if the Germans had tried to miss the cathedral on September 4, their intention changed within a week. The next day, the Germans requisitioned from the town tons of meat, vegetables, bread, oats, petrol, straw, and hay. German soldiers bivouacked all over the city, including in front of the cathedral, surrounding its bronze statue of Joan of Arc, on her horse, holding her bent sword high. Soldiers and horse-drawn carts squatted in the square, horses whinnied and clopped, farriers’ hammers clanked, and everything smelled of horse manure, petrol, and grease. In this scene, the chortling German soldiers surrounded fires and gobbled sausages, black bread, and wine.

  Abbé Landrieux and his fellow priests felt hurt to see their Joan of Arc standing there lonely, lost in the middle of the German bivouac, surrounded by Prussians, as if she were their prisoner. German commands spread around the city to force—under threat—the billeting of German officers in commandeered homes, where they appropriated families’ food, water, and wine and displaced them from their beds.

  A week later, Landrieux learned that the Germans would be putting all their wounded into the cathedral. He went to headquarters to ask for reconsideration. Weren’t there other places for better quartering where the wounded German soldiers could be assisted? But on arrival he sensed quickly that there was electricity in the air. German senior officers were distracted and edgy, flustered, talking abruptly. Soldiers with fixed bayonets scurried about and fenced in automobiles that brought to the German commander the mayor, the secretary-general of the city, the deputy mayor, and the president of the chamber of commerce. The Germans were assembling one hundred French hostages. By order of the German commander in chief, the mayor posted his proclamation that the hostages would be hung and that the town would be burned, partially or totally, and its inhabitants hung on any attempt at disorder. To choose the hostages, the Germans ordered the city leaders to present themselves and name other prominent citizens.

  That evening, word circulated of signs that the Germans were ordering their men to evacuate the town, with fighting in progress around Reims. Late in the day, workers, under German orders, brought fifteen thousand bundles of straw into the cathedral to cover the floors in the three naves. The clatter of workers and soldiers removing hundreds of wooden chairs, and piling them in heaps in the choir and sanctuary, resounded through the great space. But that evening, before the Saxons could put their wounded in the cathedral, all German soldiers evacuated the town. The French Army had arrived eighteen miles west of Reims while convoys of Germans filled the road southwest to Vitry-sur-Seine, drawing the French hostages with them.

  A citizen the next day brought a large Red Cross flag to the cathedral’s north tower and hoisted it next to the white flag the Germans had left. When the French troops entered the city, they replaced the white flag with a French Tricolor. And the Red Cross flag, although in shreds, remained and was soon replaced with a larger one that had been pieced together by locals from a clergyman’s vestment and a rose cassock. But it also was quickly ruined by the wind.

  Landrieux tried, starting on the fifteenth, to get the straw removed from the cathedral. The work finally began the next day, but the French military quickly issued an order to stop. French commanders had heard a report that a German senior officer had let slip a comment “expressing pity for the coming disaster.” From that, the French commanders suspected the Germans of planning some new attack and determined, as a deterrent, to add more German prisoners to the wounded Germans who were already in the cathedral.

  The next afternoon, French military moved a dozen wounded Germans from the hospital into the cathedral on stretchers and open carriages, followed by more of the same the next day. The military carried out those transfers very conspicuously, in Landrieux’s view, to be sure the Germans’ spies—who lurked in Reims—would see the movements, in the hope that they would report to German command and deter any plans to create a “disaster.”

  There were no doctors available in the cathedral for patients—only a chaplain, a deaconess, and a couple of nuns. More than a hundred wounded men lay on the floor of the nave with only blankets, accompanied by a German major, himself bandaged, wounded in the head. French soldiers guarded the doors.

  On the eighteenth, with Mass under way, a shell crashed through a window of the archbishop’s palace adjoining the cathedral, penetrating interior stone, killing three men, and wounding fifteen. Repeated explosions hit the roofs and buttresses. Landrieux saw the wounded men lying in the cathedral panicking, believing themselves lost, mad with fright, not knowing where to find cover. Those who could not move groaned, begged, and cried.

  Landrieux arranged for the wounded to be bundled into the clock tower staircase, which seemed to him safest in view of the direction of the firing. Those who could move, moved together. The others drew themselves to the staircase, bucking and jerking, hauling on all fours, wound coverings as their boots. Those whose legs had been amputated, shifted ahead with their stumps. The priests helped the disabled, dragging those unable to move by themselves, and though the wounded were barely clothed, the priests sat them down on the naked stone stairs. Five German officers among the wounded called out that they were under no illusion: they were convinced that fellow German units were aiming at the cathedral. Landrieux and his helpers had to repeat the process of moving the wounded a second time that evening and again the next morning.

  Most shells fell in the neighborhood of city hall and the military barracks. Others fell throughout the town. Three struck the cathedral.

  Landrieux had just left the cathedral by foot to visit the stricken hospital when a shell fell behind him. He retraced his steps in the smoke and found a man bleeding, stretched out on the steps, gashed in the stomach. Soldiers carried the man into the church, where the wounded German major could assess his injuries. By evening, the wounded man was taken to the hospital, nearly dead. Some wounded had been reinjured by falling stones or by pieces of lead severed from windows. Their heads bled. Landrieux and Abbé Schemberg gave last rights to those who were Catholic. A wave of sunshine through the windows lit the carnage and suffering. The wounded lay on piles of straw, in all stages of suffering. Their bluish-gray uniforms contrasted with the black of the attending priests’ robes. In the background on the steps outside, French soldiers in their red uniform trousers stood by.

  The wounded German major begged Landrieux to send an emissary to the German front to tell them they were shooting at their own soldiers. But the major acknowledged that they probably already knew it and that it was the cathedral they were trying to hit, even at the cost of killing their own soldiers. How could this be a strategy? Wasn’t it unthinkable for civilized commanders to order such a thing?

  When explosions hit, the cathedral’s pillars quavered. Landrieux and his colleagues heard the thunderbolt and thud of jolts pummeling the naves, the blows absorbed by the resilience of the arches’ vaults. At one point, the noise of falling stones thundered so loudly that Landrieux and his companions thought the apse was collapsing. He ran outside to see. A flying buttress of the first retaining wall had broken and fallen through the roof of the lady chapel, its remaining lower section pointing toward the sky. Stone chunks littered next to a crack in the roof, exposing timbers, broken masonry still moving through. The remaining rubble perched nearby, threatening further collapse.

  During Mass on the next morning, the nineteenth, the bombardment began again. Landrieux told the altar boy assisting him, “Leave me. Go. Get into shelter.” But the boy said, “I would rather remain,” and stayed until the conclusion. The bombardment lasted throughout the day. During a lull, some of the staff ran across the plaza to the archbishop’s palace to get bread for the wounded, who were moved again to the tower. At two o’clock, Landrieux and the other priests entered the chapel to pray. The a cappella lament of their chants conjured withdrawal, sadness, and serenity as backdrop to the brutal clash and concussions of the attack’s striking shells.

  That’s when the fire started. At about three o’clock word spread that smoke was coming from the scaffolding of the north tower. They rushed outside to see. Landrieux and Abbé Thinot huddled outside the west portal, searching to spot whether an incendiary shell had hit. To Landrieux, there was no doubt: Massive scaffolding of heavy lumber—which had been in place for a year of repairs, covering the north half of the west facade—had now been hit. The shell had lashed through the wooden scaffolding half way up the north tower, erupting in a flash fire. The two men ran down the steps, flinching, and were cowering away from the portal when the cathedral’s forty-foot round stained-glass rose window burst from the fire’s heat, showering sparks into the cathedral’s interior.

  With that, the straw beds ignited. Fires flared in the wooden roof. Lead sheets that covered the roof’s oak frame boiled, scattering a fine rain of molten lead inside the cathedral. On the exterior, streams of the molten lead ran under vaults and out the mouths of stone gargoyles that had overseen the church for centuries. Firefighters struggled in vain to contain the fires. The nearest fire station—now empty—had been destroyed by bombing, its firemen struggling to deal with other fires in the Wool Quarter of town. Overwhelmed rescue services anguished over their incapacity to help.

  Water pipes burst. Winds drove the flames up the staircase of the north tower, whose draft fanned the inferno surrounding the scaffolding as the fire consumed the carpentry of the cathedral’s superstructure and destroyed the archbishop’s palace. The combustibles that had been left throughout the cathedral, including the straw in the nave and chairs in the choir, fueled the flames. All ignited, including the wood columns that framed the main door.

  Landrieux and Thinot, hoping they could help, tried to climb the scaffold. Above them, four cylindrical fires swirled, blazing one above another in stages. The two abbés tried with their arms to dismember the dense girders but could not, their calls for help drowned out by the roar of shell explosions convulsing the town.

  The two men retreated, in the hope that the wooden scaffolding not supporting the building would burn, fall away, and leave the building standing. They tried, with the help of prisoners, to gather and cast the straw out clear of the building into the terrace. But outside, the fire was intensifying and eventually reached the facade. As they felt the fire approach, red tints appeared in the light, as if permeated with blood, which flushed the windows at the entrance. And with a loud cracking report, the scaffolding broke and crashed to the surface of the Place du Parvis plaza in front of the west facade.

  Landrieux and the other priests collected the wounded beneath the organ and also in the apse. Those who could, dragged themselves. Others, who were ill or missing limbs, were hauled on stretchers.

  The flames devoured the apse, scaled up the steeple, and spread over the roofs. The flames’ tentacles stroked the lead plates of the roof as if with hot tongues, melting the scales away, little by little, and revealed the raw enormous cluster of woodwork whose frame stood out, across the entwined arcades above the vaults, like a colossal bony structure of fire. Streamlets of lead ran in the grooves as through conduits and discharged through the gargoyles, dribbling down as if tears and then spreading on the floors and flying back in granular fragments as dust, with fiery particles passing through the air encircling in the airborne soot.

  When the priests realized that the woodwork of the roof was aflame and would be lost, they turned to save the pieces of the Sacrament at the altar and then the gold and silver altarpieces, and other medieval relics stored in the sacristy as the cathedral’s treasure. Landrieux and Thinot, joined by Abbé Andrieux and one Mr. Divoir, forced open the doors of the cupboards and ran outside to find hands to help. Several workmen responded, helping to move the treasure. The molten lead splashed and mixed with sparks flying all around, in the smoke, lit by the flames. The sparks pricked on their faces and hands as the priests and helpers traversed the courtyard carrying their pieces of treasure.

  All told, the time that passed between the priests’ ascent into the scaffolding and the moment when the fire died out was about an hour. The cathedral burned at both ends, though the middle was still intact. Landrieux eventually concluded that it wasn’t the scaffolding that had set fire to the roofs: it was a shell falling on the apse and then two other shells hitting the roof of the central nave. Four distinct fires had consumed the cathedral.

  And if the fire had not been catastrophe enough, after carrying the treasures, Abbé Landrieux saw a small group of French soldiers in their red uniform trousers lined up, kneeling, their rifles raised, facing the cathedral entrance. At first, he didn’t realize what was happening. But when the door opened, he saw the wounded assembled in the lobby, not being allowed to come out, as the fire roared behind them. They stood frozen, staring into the rifles.

  Landrieux confronted the sergeant, yelling, “Wretched man, what are you going to do?”

  “We have our orders.”

  “It is impossible,” Landrieux said. “There is a mistake. What has now occurred was not foreseen. They must come out. You will not fire upon unarmed wounded men, even if they are Germans! On the battlefield it is war, but here it would be a crime.”

  “We are obliged to do it. Those are our orders.”

  So Landrieux placed himself in front of the door and yelled, “Very well; you will commence with me!”

  After a pause—as an opening—Landrieux assured the French soldiers that none of the German prisoners would try to escape; he and the other priests would escort the wounded to city hall and hand them over to the military. The prisoners, through an interpreter, agreed and followed in a procession, those who needed supports using brooms, sticks, and boards as crutches, others being carried on stretchers.

  The wounded prisoners and priests confronted a hostile crowd of townspeople, who surged forward, bringing the procession to a standstill. Fearing the crowd and seeing a French military captain with a squad riding by, Landrieux called to the captain to intervene. The captain warned Landrieux that the crowd, growing in anger, would never let the wounded prisoners and priests reach city hall and that the abbé, therefore, should give up his futile quest. Landrieux and his flock pressed forward, hesitated, resumed, and then halted. Crucial minutes passed, the two groups at an impasse.

  The captain spotted a nearby factory. He ordered his squad to use their mounts to separate the crowd and Landrieux’s column, forcing all parties to freeze in place. The captain ran to the factory, appealed to its proprietor to open his manufactory doors, and, having been satisfactorily persuasive, before his horsemen had to resort to force, shuffled the German prisoners to safety. On the night of the nineteenth and twentieth, stretcher-bearers and soldiers transferred the 124 wounded to ambulances for evacuation by rail to a safe zone.

  Despite the menace of that mob, most of the townspeople of Reims had made no trouble: they either had run to escape the German approach on the city or had been hiding in their homes.

  That evening a French pilot, a Commandant Capitrel, flew over Reims while returning to his base and reported seeing the burning glow of the cathedral: It was a silent, glowing furnace, without flames or smoke. Its contours, outlined by the cathedral’s nave and the transept, stretched over the city as though a giant blazing cross—the Cross of the Redemption. It was as if disaster had stretched out beneath the heavens and forged itself into a symbol of hope.

  The giant cross formed by the cathedral fire had awakened the world to the new dangers posed by modern warfare and eventually—but only after subsequent disasters—played a part in stirring to action the government powers charged with protecting historic monuments in France.

  Cathedrals are, in Malcolm Miller’s words, “embassies,” noting that in medieval times bishops were thought of as “celestial ambassadors.” Churches are vehicles of culture and evangelization. Each such building, for its congregants, is the locus of intimate remembrances. France’s great cathedrals have served as venues, pantheons for national solemnities, for coronations and royal marriages and burials, and many cathedrals—such as Notre-Dame de Reims, the Basilica of Saint-Denis, Notre-Dame de Paris, and Notre-Dame de Chartres—have been assets of economic necessity, in need of civil defense.

  Before 1914, it had been unthinkable that any army would intentionally target a cathedral, let alone one of France’s great cathedrals like Reims. And yet Reims Cathedral was hit by seventeen shells in the weeks following that first bombardment. For four years, with only brief respites, Reims was besieged by German guns, which sometimes fired for a few hours, sometimes all day long, at the rate of one shell every three minutes, and again at night.

  After that initial week of attacks, Abbés Landrieux and Thinot carried on ministering to the faithful of Reims. In this “total war” that the French were suddenly facing, the German shelling of Reims Cathedral would, in the end, account for some of the greatest damage the war would inflict. The Germans did not loosen their grip on Reims until October 1918, after 857 days of bombardment. During that time, life around the city was a terrifying disaster: Over three hundred people were hit directly by shells, and portions of the city were largely abandoned. But a remarkable number of townspeople remained, in hiding. More than five thousand people were killed in the bombardments and resulting fires. The German justification for shelling the cathedral was that the French were somehow using it for military purposes—as an observation tower to aim French artillery. The French denied it. There was no evidence to support the German allegation.

  The day before the first shells would be fired on Reims, on September 3, 1914, the French government had evacuated tapestries and artworks from the town and other locations as part of a southward convoy. But the stained-glass windows had not been removed. The Historic Monuments Department began taking defensive measures (beyond evacuation of nonfixture artworks) at the cathedral only in 1915—many months after the outbreak of war—even as the bombardment continued. The measures included removal of statues and installation of sandbags and supports. Most stained-glass windows had by then been destroyed, but some had survived. But the authorities feared that construction of scaffolding in the cathedral might give the Germans the false impression that the cathedral was being used for military observation, furnishing the Germans with an excuse for further bombardment, and so remedial work on the windows was postponed.

  At that point in the war, much of the population of Reims had remained in the city, and they stayed on for another year still, continuing their lives and work, adapting themselves courageously to the trying and dangerous circumstances. But in April 1917, the shelling resumed, eventually rising to a level previously unimagined, which included a stretch of four days punctuated with seven-hour periods in which German barrages struck at five-minute intervals. For quite some time after this, any further work on proactive preservation of historic monuments and stained glass was subordinated to more pressing matters.

  What else would it take for the authorities to protect the French cathedrals and their stained-glass windows from war damage?




  PART I

  WORLD WAR I




  CHAPTER ONE

  Chartres Cathedral and Its Windows

  IN EARLY 2015, I VISITED CHARTRES CATHEDRAL ON BACK-TO-BACK days with my wife. We walked up the hill from the train station toward the sanctuary in the center of the old city. The curved cobblestone streets leading to the cathedral were lined with two- and three-story stucco buildings, and near the top, an ancient wall enclosed the church and its school, seminary, and archbishop’s palace. The twin spires stood watch.

  Construction had begun in the early twelfth century to build a cathedral over the Romanesque church on the site that dated to the fourth century. For those who built it, the work was in effect an act of penitence, for them to feel assured of the forgiveness of their sins. The privilege to participate was granted only to those who were willing to forgive enemies. Any man who carried bitterness in his heart was deprived of the right.

  At the west entrance, we entered through the lower-right quadrant of an aged wooden door, as tall as a giraffe. A frieze above displayed weathered stone sculptures that recalled the death and resurrection of Jesus, and over our door a carved image of infant Jesus on Mary’s lap professed the cathedral’s dedication to her, like the more than 180 other images of her that dress the building inside and out.

  The dim light surprised us. Scaffolding draped with curtains extended along the sides of the nave and transept and reached up high from the floor to cover most of the windows. We could hear chiseling and scraping coming from behind the curtains. A sign announced that the stained glass was being restored as part of an EU–funded project. We could see only the low windows on the sides of the ambulatory and those forming a crown high above the altar at the far east end of the building.

  My disappointment that so many windows were covered soon faded as an insight came to me: the sounds of the workmen and the covered scaffolding reminded me of how the windows had been removed in both world wars. I wondered what it must have been like for teams of workmen to be dismantling the windows and packing and hauling them in wartime inside the expanse of the cathedral. Now I could hear, in the clanking of tools and the voices of workmen hidden from sight, how it might have been done.

  In the vast interior space—almost eight stories tall—lancet-shaped stained-glass windows occupied most of the ascending stone walls. The paramount purpose of the walls was not to support the roof but to feature—to extol—the great windows. Most were more than three stories tall. When the windows are uncovered, one’s eyes follow their two parallel rows wrapping around the building from west to east, circumventing the apse and returning to the west facade, where the great western rose window is poised over its three large lancet windows. In the center of each end of the transept, north and south, a rose window stands above its own set of five smaller lancets.

  On a normal sunny day, with no scaffolding, a visitor who enters the cathedral is greeted by an ocean of light that changes during the day with the movement of the sun. Early in the morning, the visitor seems to be gaining access to the interior of a huge ship, with the high band of lancet windows glistening like a ship’s sails in sunlight. The light that strikes the high windows on the east end above the altar is so bright that it becomes saturated with colors, bleaching into a white brighter than the human eye can process. Then, as the visitor’s eyes pass to each successive window, the saturation subsides and the rich colors of the glass capture the light like a bright parasail aloft into the great space illuminating the sanctuary, first in a wash of transfiguring color and then moderating for the human eye to focus on the images of the windows’ story panels, which portray ancient tales and depict medieval benefactors who paid for the windows and artisans who forged the windows from sand and iron.

  Almost a millennium ago, the windows taught vital lessons to masses of illiterate congregants eager to learn. To be in this place on a sunny day was like standing inside a jewel as it rotates through the day, the light evolving and transforming as it transits the sky, each movement altering light patterns reflecting off of surfaces inside the sanctuary, the movement and color changes continuously reinventing the experience every few minutes, dawn to dusk.

  The cathedral’s wonders did not begin with the windows. Its location, on the hilltop with subterranean grottoes where Chartres now stands, was once the site of a sacred forest, a patch of holy ground where—according to mystics—powerful currents come out of the earth, and the cathedral itself has been a fountain of innovation in building, sculpture, window making, and other fields. The cathedral school at Chartres, which was founded in the twelfth century, has served as a European center of learning.

  The cathedral also represents the evolution of high Gothic art, containing not only the windows but also around four thousand sculptures, whose faces show a new stage in Western culture. Rodin called it the “Acropolis of France.” The cathedral is the best preserved of all Europe’s Gothic cathedrals. Most of its sculptures are intact. The Royal Portal illustrates twelfth-century technical innovation of the column statue, combining support and decoration in a single stone block.

  The cathedral for centuries has held precious relics that have brought a stream of pilgrims and money to Chartres.

  The cathedral’s groundbreaking innovations included side doors in its transept, features created to display the array of windows to project light in a new way, higher vaults to provide more room for stained glass, and among the earliest flying buttresses for the same purpose. And its two towers, of different heights and differing architectural styles, illustrate an older symbolism, the dimensions of the taller tower relating to the solar calendar and those of the shorter to the lunar cycle. Their sun-moon and masculine-feminine symbolism echoes pagan traditions.

  And the windows themselves tell thousands of stories. Malcolm Miller likens this cathedral to a modern public library. He said, “Its texts are written in the stained glass and sculpture of the 12th and 13th centuries. Printing had not yet been invented; paper did not exist in Europe. Most of the population could not read or write, but people knew how to ‘read’ a window. The lives of the saints were well known, and the educated could understand the more complex symbolic interpretations of the biblical texts.”

  The windows’ colors are uniquely intense, especially the blue. The light pouring through the windows casts reflections in moving patterns throughout the day over the limestone walls, the floor, and the columns inside the cathedral. The blue, made eight hundred years ago, is said to no longer be replicable today. Even the purest and brightest natural colors, such as the madder-root orange, are actually blends of many colors, such as yellow, blue, red, and white. They can be distinguished under a microscope. By contrast, chemical colors often consist of only a single color.

  The glass, although it appears flat, is not. Its uneven surface and impurities mixed with its coloring elements (gold for pure red, cobalt for blue, and manganese for purple) cause the glass to shimmer. These impurities highlight that in striving for perfection, imperfection, accident, and vulnerability play a vital role. The itinerant glassmakers lived close to forests, where they obtained their supplies of wood, resulting in the bumpy glass, full of bits of leaves and dust motes.

  In all, the light at Chartres has special significance. Joan Gould describes it as inner space and outer light, not light in the twentieth-century sense showing us a view, but “light for its own sake, sent through windows that filter the colorless air of day and make the rainbow inside it visible to our eyes.”

  I imagined a Sunday in late August 1939, when the cathedral and its priceless windows faced the peril of a threatened new German invasion. I could feel the history surrounding me. In the glow of candles and lingering scent of burnt incense, I imagined hearing shuffling feet of generations of congregants who’d passed through its portals for christenings, confirmations, marriages, funerals, and more and the thousands of craftsmen who’d devoted years to constructing this monument and the hundreds of artists who’d forged and fashioned and painted the windows. And now on this imagined August Sunday in 1939, war would threaten Chartres again—just as war had in 1918. Even a single bomb hitting any nearby site would obliterate the stained glass.

  My wife and I strolled down one of the pair of ambulatories to the other end of the structure and back through the opposite passageway. In the limited light that filtered through the remaining stained glass, we smelled the incense and heard indistinct voices of priests and visitors faintly echoing through the building, and I felt the cool air on my face and the underlying peace of the ancient space.

  We descended a flight of worn stone steps but were blocked by a locked heavy iron gate through which we peered down to the crypt through a long dark passageway with its stone floor, rubbed smooth by centuries of passing feet, and the long, low, barrel-vault ceiling.

  We returned to the nave and bought our tickets to climb the 195 spiral steps of the north tower. As we climbed, I imagined Colonel Griffith must have seen and felt the same as he inched his way up slowly, his weapon aimed up, step by step, fearing German soldiers were hiding up there, ready to fire. We emerged onto the tower’s sunbathed balustrade, its dominant view before us. As we lingered at the top to drink in the sights, I ran my hand along the rough, cool vertical granite exterior and across the horizontal stone surface of the balcony banister, and then I reached up to touch one of the ancient stone gargoyles that overlooked the cathedral and the city and countryside below.

  We took a few photos and then descended the same spiral stairwell. With each step down, I touched the surrounding stone wall, and I peered out through the series of small leaded tower windows that lined the stairwell to see the green copper roofs and plaza below. I imagined that these were the same things the colonel must have seen and touched and the sounds he listened for as he climbed down and tasted his relief from the fear he must have felt in his throat as he risked his life to save this monument.




  CHAPTER TWO

  Groceries: Quanah, Texas, 1914–1918

  ONE SEPTEMBER MORNING IN 1914, NOT LONG AFTER LABOR DAY, Welborn Barton Griffith Jr.—Web to his fellow sixth graders—walked toward the two-story Old Reagan School near the center of Quanah, Texas. Up the street, a railroad engine waiting at the depot hissed steam, and horses clopped down the road pulling wagonloads of ranch supplies.

  It had been less than a month since war had erupted in Europe. Just that morning the Dallas Morning News had reported that the French Army—with aid from six hundred taxi cabs helping move troops to the front—had counterattacked thirty miles northeast of Paris and forced a German retreat sixty miles to the Aisne River. But the young boy, not yet thirteen, had his mind on more local concerns.

  Web’s schoolmates jabbered about the previous weekend’s family picnics, swimming at Lake Pauline, Lake Copper Breaks, or old Gyp Rock, and getting a chance to help their dads in the harvest and ride in the cattle drive. As they walked up the school steps, they were greeted by their teachers—Web’s aunt Ella Smith among them—who hoped a cheerful welcome would distract their charges’ thoughts from the war, which was already affecting Texas ranchers and its cotton and wheat farmers. The war represented change, something all too familiar to folks in Quanah.

  Quanah had sprouted up as a railroad town in the north Texas prairie and marsh country below the Red River, east of what would become the Dust Bowl, where the Oklahoma panhandle joins the pan. Quanah’s 1,500 inhabitants voted it the county seat in 1890, when windblown native grasses, prickly pears, and scattered mesquite trees were the area’s primary vegetation. Web’s parents, Welborn and Lula, were originally from outside of Temple, where Welborn had sold groceries wholesale for W. A. Harkey, and had started their life together some 130-odd miles north of their hometown, in Dallas, where Welborn then sold groceries at the store of a friend, James Wilson. After a time, Welborn acquired a farm to the east, near Cobb Switch in Kaufman County, but he sold it a year later because Lula preferred living in town.

  The Welborn Griffiths moved to Quanah in 1909 with Web and his two little brothers, Philip and Lawrence. There Welborn’s brother Fuller—who went by F. O.—owned a grocery he’d bought out from and operated with two brothers. Upon arriving in town, Welborn worked for F. O. for a year and then bought in as partner at F. O. Griffith & Co.

  Now, in 1914, change was driving Web’s world. Familiar smells of cattle, horse, and sheep manure were being overpowered by coal smoke, fueled by the arrival of hundreds of settlers annually, enticed to Quanah by cheap railroad tickets and promotions for ranchland, principally promoted by the Quanah Tribune-Chief—run by Harry Koch, grandfather of the entrepreneurial Koch brothers. Quanah’s settlers tried to convert their farms in part by plowing ranch grass into fields
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