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For the people who opened the doors they did not have to open,

and for the families who came through them.

 


 

"Wine is the most civilized thing in the world."

Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms, 1929

"The limestone is always in the wine. It does not go away when you go above ground."

Henri Moreau, Domaine Moreau-Lafarge, 1949
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Author's Note on History

 

A Note on History

The Burgundy wine region of France was, during the German occupation of 1940 to 1944, both a target and a refuge. A target because the finest wine cellars in the world lay beneath its limestone hills, and the German occupiers, from the Wehrmacht officers who commandeered the great chateaux for billets to the officials of the Reich's wine procurement office who arrived with their ledgers and their expertise, wanted what was in those cellars. A refuge because the same limestone that produced the wine also produced something else: an extraordinary labyrinth of tunnels, caves, and excavated chambers that had been growing beneath the surface of the Cote d'Or since Roman times and that, in the right hands and with the right knowledge, could shelter a great many people that the Reich had decided should not exist.

The specific geography of concealment depicted in this novel is drawn from documented features of the Burgundian underground landscape. The limestone karst formations beneath the vineyards between Beaune and Nuits-Saint-Georges are real. The ancient Roman quarries that became medieval wine cellars that became in some cases elaborate private tunnel systems are real. Several winemaking families of the region are documented in the records of Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center, as having provided shelter to Jewish families during the occupation. The precise scale depicted in this novel, two hundred families sheltered for three years by a network of winemakers, is fictional in its specific detail while being grounded in the documentary reality of what was possible and what was attempted.

The character of Henri Moreau is fictional. The Domaine Moreau-Lafarge is fictional. The network of winemaking families that forms the novel's collective protagonist is fictional. The German occupation of Burgundy, the conditions faced by Jewish families under the Vichy regime and the German occupation, the specific requirements of the Statut des Juifs of October 1940 and June 1941, the deportation operations, and the ultimate liberation of the region in September 1944 are all documented historical realities.

The wine is real. The courage required to make the choices depicted here was real, and it was not unusual in the ways that accounts of heroism tend to make courage appear unusual. Most of the people who hid Jewish families during the occupation were not, before and after the war, remarkable in any way that the world normally measures remarkableness. They were farmers and shopkeepers and teachers and winemakers. They made a choice, once, and then they kept making it every day for as long as it needed to be made.

This book is for them, and for the families they kept alive.

Readers who wish to learn more about those who risked their lives to save others during the Holocaust may consult the resources of Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem (yadvashem.org), which maintains the world's most comprehensive database of the Righteous Among the Nations, the formal recognition given to non-Jews who risked their lives to save Jews during the Holocaust. The Musee de la Resistance in Besancon (resistance-besancon.fr) and the Musee de l'Ordre de la Liberation in Paris (ordredelaliberation.fr) maintain extensive documentation on French Resistance activities during the occupation.

 


PROLOGUE

Beaune, September 1944

Beaune, Burgundy. September 1944.


When the German garrison left Beaune, they left in the night, which the people of the town understood as a sign of a specific kind of defeat: the kind in which the defeated party knows itself to be defeated and is not prepared to perform the acceptance in front of an audience. The sound of their vehicles on the Route Nationale faded south and then was replaced by the sound of a town in the process of understanding that something that had been happening for four years had stopped.

Henri Moreau heard the vehicles leave from the courtyard of the Domaine Moreau-Lafarge, where he had been standing for the past twenty minutes pretending to check the condition of the vines, which at this time of year and in this kind of darkness required no checking and provided no information. He was standing in the courtyard because the alternative was to be inside, where the only sound was the careful, disciplined breathing of a hundred and forty-three people in the spaces below the cave floor, in the rooms that had no name on any architectural plan and that had held these people since November of 1941.

When the last engine sound had been gone for ten minutes, and when no new sounds had replaced it, he walked to the small wooden door in the east wall of the cave and knocked twice, then once, then twice again.

He heard the sound of movement below. He heard the specific sound of people who have been very still for a very long time beginning to move, and it had the quality of something released rather than something begun, the way a held breath sounds different from a fresh one.

The door opened from the inside. A face appeared in the gap, a man named David Szymanski who had been the director of a textile company in Lyon before November 1942 and who had been, for the preceding two years and ten months, the informal leader of the community that lived below the Moreau domaine. He was fifty-four years old and looked older in the way that years underground make a person look older, not through physical deterioration but through a specific quality of patience that accumulates in the face when patience is what survival requires.

He looked at Henri. He said: is it over?

Henri said: they have gone south. I believe it is over.

Szymanski looked at him for a moment longer. Then he turned back into the darkness below and spoke in a voice that Henri had never heard him use before, which was not the careful low voice of concealment but a voice from some earlier life, a voice that assumed the right to be heard across a room without regard for who else might be listening.

He said, in the Yiddish that Henri had learned enough of, over three years, to follow: the winemaker says they have gone. He says it is over.

The sound that came












