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We live in deeds, not years;
in thoughts, not breaths;
In feelings, not in figures on a dial.
We should count time by heart-throbs. He most lives
Who thinks most, feels the noblest, acts the best.

—PHILIP JAMES BAILEY, Festus
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PROLOGUE


CHANCE, NECESSITY, AND GENIUS

Genius is present in every age, but the men carrying it within them remain benumbed unless extraordinary events occur to heat up and melt the mass so that it flows forth.

—DENIS DIDEROT (1713–1784), “On Dramatic Poetry”



ON OCTOBER 16, 1957, ALBERT CAMUS WAS HAVING LUNCH AT Chez Marius in Paris’s Latin Quarter when a young man approached the table and informed him that he had won the Nobel Prize for Literature.

The new laureate-to-be could not hide his anguish.

Sure, the Algerian-born French writer had been an international figure for more than a decade. He had earned great public admiration for his moral stands as well as for his novels, plays, and essays. But not yet forty-four years old, Camus was only the second youngest writer ever to receive the Nobel. He thought that the prize should honor a complete body of work, and he hoped that his was still unfinished. He dreaded that all of the fanfare surrounding the prize would distract him from his work. The demand for interviews and photographs, and the many party invitations that followed the announcement soon confirmed his fears.

Camus also worried that the prize would inspire even greater contempt on the part of his critics. Despite his public popularity, Camus had many foes on both the political right, to whom he was a dangerous radical, and the left, among them many former close comrades who had ostracized him for his clear-eyed, damning critiques of Soviet-style Communism. Both camps took the Nobel as proof that Camus’s talent and influence had already peaked.

“One wonders whether Camus is not on the decline and if…the Swedish Academy was not consecrating a precocious sclerosis,” wrote one scornful commentator.

After the demand for interviews subsided, he paused to reply to a few well wishers. One handwritten letter was to an old friend in Paris:


My dear Monod.

I have put aside for a while the noise of these recent times in order to thank you from the bottom of my heart for your warm letter. The unexpected prize has left me with more doubt than certainty. At least I have friendship to help me face it. I, who feel solidarity with many men, feel friendship with only a few. You are one of these, my dear Monod, with a constancy and sincerity that I must tell you at least once. Our work, our busy lives separate us, but we are reunited again, in one same adventure. That does not prevent us to reunite, from time to time, at least for a drink of friendship! See you soon and fraternally yours.

Albert Camus



Camus knew well many of the literary and artistic luminaries of his time, such as Jean-Paul Sartre, George Orwell, André Malraux, and Pablo Picasso. But the recipient of Camus’s heartfelt letter was not an artist. This one of his few constant and sincere friends was Jacques Monod, a biologist. And unlike so many other of Camus’s associates, he was not famous, at least not yet. However, despite his pantheon of numerous, more illustrious colleagues, Camus claimed, “I have known only one true genius: Jacques Monod.”

Eight years after Camus, that genius would make his own trip to Stockholm to receive the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, along with his close colleagues François Jacob and André Lwoff.

Each of the four men’s respective prizes recognized exceptional creativity, but they also marked triumphs over great odds. The adventure to which Camus referred in his letter began many years earlier, in a very dark and dangerous time. So dangerous, in fact, that the chances each of these men would have even lived to see those latter days, let alone to ascend to such heights, were remote.

This is the story of that adventure. It is a story of the transformation of ordinary lives into exceptional lives by extraordinary events—of courage in the face of overwhelming adversity, the flowering of creative genius, deep friendship, and of profound concern for and insight into the human condition.

CHANCE AND NECESSITY

Several years after he won the Nobel Prize, Jacques Monod wrote a popular, philosophical perspective on the significance of modern biology for understanding humankind’s place in the universe. The title he chose, Chance and Necessity, was taken from Democritus’s dictum “Everything in the universe is the fruit of chance and of necessity.” It would have been an equally apt title for Monod’s autobiography, or that of any of the other three laureates. The paths their lives took, and the twists that brought them together as comrades, friends, and collaborators, were very much a product of the circumstances imposed upon them and the responses those compelled—of chance and necessity.

Many years before the honors they received in Stockholm, in the spring of 1940, the four men were living in Paris, quietly pursuing separate, ordinary lives. Camus was an aspiring but unknown twenty-six-year-old writer, working as a layout designer for the newspaper Paris-Soir to make ends meet while toiling on a novel in his spare time. Jacques Monod was an underachieving and, at age thirty, relatively old doctoral student in zoology at the Sorbonne. François Jacob was a nineteen-year-old second-year medical student intent on becoming a surgeon. Thirty-eight-year-old André Lwoff was the only established professional among the four; he directed the department of microbial physiology at the Pasteur Institute.

Then, in May 1940, catastrophe struck.

The German Army invaded and quickly overwhelmed France, plunging the country into chaos. This stunning event was the perverse catalyst that, as Diderot prescribed, allowed their genius to flow forth, that set the men on new paths to future greatness and into one another’s lives.

Knowing of the merciless destruction wreaked upon Poland by the same army the previous fall, millions of French citizens fled the approaching Germans. Jacob was horrified at the sudden disintegration of the country but determined to carry on the fight against Hitler wherever he could. He made the agonizing decision to leave his family and France, and boarded one of the last available boats to England. There, he joined the Free French forces. He would not see his family or step foot on French soil for four years. The next time he saw Paris, it was from the stretcher of an ambulance, encased in a body cast, recovering from near-fatal wounds. The Stuka’s bomb that ended his career as a surgeon was the beginning of his eventual path into science.

Monod, Camus, and Lwoff remained in France, bearing witness to the progressively harsher life under Nazi occupation. Over the next four years, occupation evolved into oppression and enslavement, accompanied by torture, deportations, and mass murder. Each man was inspired to join the Resistance against the Germans and to contribute whatever talents were useful.

For Camus, tubercular and not fit for physical action, that meant working for the underground Resistance newspaper Combat. During the Occupation, Camus had managed to publish his novel The Stranger (L’Étranger, 1942), along with a book-length essay The Myth of Sisyphus (Le Mythe de Sisyphe, 1942), and had even completed two plays. He was becoming known in literary circles around Paris. But the need for secrecy and anonymity in the Resistance was such that he could not reveal his identity to his comrades. Introduced under an assumed name, he simply offered his previous newspaper experience to the group. Camus began by helping select and edit articles and prepare the layout of the paper. Later, he took over as editor. Camus’s voice, which in peacetime might have been limited only to the salon or the theater, found a much grander stage at the pivotal turn of the war. In his inspiring, albeit anonymous, essays and editorials, Camus exhorted Combat readers to take action against the German occupiers and their French collaborators: “Frenchmen, the French Resistance is issuing the only appeal you need to hear…Anyone who isn’t with us is against us. From this moment on there are only two parties in France: the France that has always been and those who shall soon be annihilated for having attempted to annihilate it.”

After being involved in the dissemination of some underground newspapers, Jacques Monod sought more direct action against the Germans. After getting his Jewish wife settled under a false identity outside of Paris, he joined the best-armed and most militant resistants, the Communist Francs-Tireurs et Partisans (FTP). He emerged as a highly capable officer and rose to become a high-ranking member of the general staff of the French Forces of the Interior (FFI), the organization that coordinated Resistance activities in the latter stage of the Occupation. Monod organized the gathering of weapons and ammunition, planned sabotage that disrupted troop movements and supplies, and helped coordinate the civilian uprisings in Paris as the Allied forces approached.

It was nerve-wracking work with deadly stakes. The threat of discovery and arrest by the Gestapo was ever-present. Capture meant either deportation to a concentration camp or execution. Several of Monod’s comrades and superiors in the Resistance were arrested, deported, or shot. Monod had to go completely underground, wear a disguise, and hide out—in Lwoff’s laboratory in the attic of the Pasteur Institute. Lwoff also participated in the Resistance: in his Paris apartment, he sheltered Allied airmen who had been shot down so that underground networks could smuggle them out of the country.

Many of Camus’s associates were exposed. Combat’s printer shot himself in order not to be taken alive and to risk divulging the names of other resistants. One of the few members who knew Camus’s real identity was arrested on a day she was to meet with him, and was deported to the Ravensbrück concentration camp. Camus himself was questioned by the police while carrying the layout for an issue of Combat. They did not find the layout, and Camus was released.

Such risks of participating in the Resistance were necessary, as Camus argued so compellingly in Combat. For individuals, to join was to acknowledge that the ongoing fight concerned every citizen. In taking action one person could inspire others and, Camus suggested, “at least share in the peace at heart that the best of us take with them into the prisons.” Courage and sacrifice in the face of extreme danger were the only available remedies for the humiliation of military defeat and, perhaps more important, for expunging the shame felt over those French who collaborated with the Germans and heaped suffering and death upon their fellow citizens.

Resistance was also a matter of strategic importance to the Allied military effort. Supreme Allied Commander Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower credited the FFI with greatly accelerating the advance of the Allied forces after their landings in Normandy and on the Riviera, speeding the liberation of the country, and reducing Allied losses. Eisenhower estimated the effect of the Resistance to that of fifteen divisions (approximately 150,000 regular army troops). Their losses were certainly significant: some 24,000 resistants were killed in the battles for France.

Regardless of its exact quantitative effect, the effect of the Resistance on repairing the French psyche was enormous. On the eve of Paris’s liberation, Camus declared: “Four years ago, a few men rose up amid the ruins and despair and quietly proclaimed that nothing was yet lost. They said that the war must go on and that the forces of good could always triumph over the forces of evil provided the price was paid. They paid that price.”

Only after the liberation of Paris did his readers learn who had actually composed such moving passages in the middle of the battle, and they loved him for it.

For his part, Camus had learned just how much words matter. He later admitted, “To risk one’s life, however little, to have an article printed is a way of learning the real weight of words.”

SECRETS OF LIFE

After the war, each man returned to his livelihood or, in Jacob’s case, forged a new one. Like many others for whom normal life had paused during the war, and whose experiences had imparted a profound appreciation of the fragility of life and freedom, they were each imbued with a much greater sense of urgency and purpose.

Camus focused much of his writing on the moral and political renewal of the French nation. From the moment of the liberation of Paris, Combat enjoyed a unique prestige. The newspaper would sell out as soon as it was published. In what Claude Bourdet, a leader of Combat, described as one of “those accidents which condition the life of individuals, if not societies,” Camus had a perfect national pulpit from which to voice his concerns and ideas. In scores of articles, Camus urged that France be rebuilt upon basic principles of equality, individual freedom, and social justice. His editorials were often the talk of Paris.

Readers also had the opportunity to discover the literary and philosophical works that Camus had written and managed to publish during the war. The terror and cruelty of the Occupation, the slaughter of tens of millions in the war (the second such war in a generation), and the horrors of the Holocaust that were coming to light had made many despair and abandon any hope for the future of humanity. Denial of any meaning or purpose in life—nihilism—was a widespread response.

But Camus vehemently rejected nihilism and took an entirely different path. In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus addressed what he contended was the fundamental issue of philosophy—“judging whether life is or is not worth living.” To Camus, the crux of the matter of life was the certainty of death. The practical question that certainty prompted was: How could one live a meaningful life in full knowledge of the inevitability of death?

Camus asserted that by recognizing the reality of the physical limits of one’s life, one attained the clarity and freedom to make the most of life as it is. He reasoned that the logical response to the certainty of death was a revolt against death—a revolt that took the form of living life passionately and to the fullest: “Being aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maximum, is living, and to the maximum.”

Camus’s recipe for living life to the fullest was to do nothing in hope of an afterlife, and to rely on courage and reasoning: “The first teaches him to live without appeal [to religion] and to get along with what he has; the second informs him of his limits. Assured of his temporally limited freedom…and of his mortal consciousness, he lives out his adventure within the span of his lifetime.”

For Camus, even Sisyphus—condemned as he was to rolling his rock uphill each day, only to have it roll back down and to begin again—was master of his own fate. Sisyphus created meaning in his own life by deciding that “the struggle towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.” Camus concluded the essay, “One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

His reasoned optimism, born as it was in the middle of the Occupation and war, struck a chord with readers recovering from the tragedies of World War II. Camus once wrote, “In the depths of winter, I discovered that there lay within me an invincible summer.” Readers in France, and then as his works were translated, millions more readers around the world, responded to that invincible summer. Camus offered a practical philosophy for living without succumbing to nihilism or appealing to religion. In the aftermath of the great calamity, Camus offered the masses a picture of a brighter future for France and the world, an alternative to the cycle of war that had darkened a half century, and that threatened to continue. He offered a choice, as he put it, “between hell and reason.”

His influence was widespread and profound. One Combat comrade stated, “Camus taught me reasons for living.” François Jacob later described his pursuit of scientific research in the most Camusian terms, as “the most elevating form of revolt against the incoherence of the universe.” The author and philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, who was a close friend for many years, described Camus as “an admirable conjunction of a person, an action, and a work.”

AS CAMUS EXPOUNDED the philosophical reasons for living, Monod and Lwoff were exploring the biological secrets of life. They were joined by Jacob in 1950.

In the early 1940s, the mysteries of life were vast. Little was known, for instance, of how cells operated. At the time, physics and chemistry were the dominant sciences. While it was certain that organisms were composed of molecules, the identity of the molecules that endowed cells with the properties of life were completely unknown.

In 1944, the famous physicist and Nobel laureate Erwin Schrödinger wrote a very influential, short book entitled What Is Life? that examined life from a physicist’s perspective. At the time of his writing, the concept of the gene was well established, but no one knew what genes were made of. Schrödinger’s account of the mysteries of the matter underlying living organisms inspired many young scientists to enter biology, not the least of whom were James D. Watson and Francis Crick, who solved the structure of DNA a decade later.

It was a time for simple but fundamental questions. Monod pursued the mystery of how cells grow. He rediscovered a phenomenon in which bacteria, when given two sugars as sources of energy, used one first and then the second. Monod was asking a simple question: How did the bacteria “know” which sugar to use?

Lwoff was interested in viruses that lay dormant within bacteria. He discovered that under certain conditions these latent viruses could, in effect, come back to life. When Jacob joined the research group, they asked another question: How did the virus “know” when to become active?

The pursuit of these two apparently unrelated simple questions began in cramped and spartan laboratories in the attic of the Pasteur Institute, and led to one of the most creative, original, and influential bodies of work in modern biology. Monod and Jacob, in particular, discovered several of the major secrets of life (after DNA). Foremost among them were the first understanding of how genes are switched on and off as cells grow, and the discovery of messenger RNA, the molecule that serves as the intermediate (hence “messenger”) between genes in DNA and the proteins they encode. Monod and Jacob’s insights were far ahead of their time. Biologists barely had a foggy picture of what a gene was when Monod and Jacob delivered an exquisite synthesis of the general logic governing how genes were used. Walter Gilbert, who shared the 1980 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, described the two Frenchmen as having “made things that were utterly dark, very simple.”

Their discoveries were certainly deserving of the Nobel Prize, but Monod and Jacob also displayed an extraordinary creative style that was often described in such literary terms as “taste” and “elegance.” Their exceptional eloquence was coupled with bold extrapolation. The two scientists anticipated and explained the broader implications of their work for understanding one of the greatest mysteries of biology—the development of a complex creature from a single fertilized egg. It would take several decades for biologists to penetrate that mystery in depth, but Monod and Jacob provided the conceptual foundations of that effort. And their scientific impact reverberated beyond academia, for their discoveries about the inner workings of bacteria and viruses provided key tools for the birth and growth of recombinant DNA technology and genetic engineering.

REBELS

Such achievements would be admirable legacies for any scientist, but these men’s concerns and talents reached far beyond the laboratory. For the former resistant Monod, the battle against totalitarian regimes was not over when the war against Nazism was won. Monod’s next major clash brought him into the orbit of and friendship with Albert Camus.

Soon after the end of World War II, a new war emerged—of ideologies. It was a war between capitalism and socialism, between democracy and Communism, and the beginning of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. In France, those along the entire spectrum of political ideologies from the far left to the far right vied for power and influence. The Communist Party enjoyed strong support, particularly among the intelligentsia and workers, many of whom looked to the Soviet Union as a model of where socialism in France should be heading.

During the war, Monod had joined the Communist Party as a matter of expediency, so that he could join the FTP. But he developed reservations about the Communists’ intolerance of other political views and quietly quit the Party after the war, at a time when many fellow citizens were joining. That might have been the end of Monod’s involvement with Communism, were it not for bizarre developments in the sphere of Soviet science.

In the summer of 1948, Trofim Denisovich Lysenko, Joseph Stalin’s anointed czar of Soviet agriculture, launched a broad attack on the science of genetics. Lysenko believed that virtually any modification could be made rapidly and permanently to any plant or animal and passed on to its offspring. His belief, while consistent with Soviet doctrine that nature and man could be shaped in any way and were unconstrained by history or heredity, flew in the face of the principles of genetics that had been established over the previous fifty years. Nevertheless, Lysenko demanded that classical genetics, and its supporters, be purged from Soviet biology.

Lysenko’s outrageous statements were heralded in Communist-run newspapers in France. Monod responded with a devastating critique that ran on the front page of Combat. Monod exposed Lysenko’s stance on genetics as antiscientific dogma and decried Lysenko’s power as a demonstration of “ideological terrorism” in the Soviet Union.

The public scrutiny damaged the credibility of Soviet socialism in France. The episode thrust Monod into the public eye and made him resolve to “make his life’s goal a crusade against antiscientific, religious metaphysics, whether it be from Church or State.”

AT THE TIME of Monod’s editorial in Combat, Albert Camus was having similar thoughts about the evils of the Soviet regime with its show trials and labor camps, thoughts that would eventually be articulated in his book-length essay The Rebel (1951).

Monod and Camus were introduced at the meeting of a human-rights group and hit it off immediately. Their attraction to each other was deep. Although the two men had nothing in common in terms of their upbringing or professions, they were kindred spirits. Francis Crick described Monod in terms that applied equally well to his new friend Camus: “Never lacking in courage, he combined a debonair manner and an impish sense of humour with a deep moral commitment to any issue he regarded as fundamental.” In addition to the special bond of former resistants, Monod and Camus discovered they shared many similar concerns. Over the course of their friendship, those concerns would encompass a broad spectrum of humanitarian issues, including the state of affairs in the USSR, human rights in Eastern bloc countries, and capital punishment in France.

Monod gave Camus further ammunition for his indictment of the Soviet Union, an indictment that terminated many of Camus’s friendships with left-wing peers. Camus gave Monod access to his world of literature and philosophy.

Monod, too, was a conjunction of work and action. While Camus wrote “The Blood of the Hungarians” (1957) to arouse the world’s conscience about the Soviets’ crushing of the Hungarian revolution, Monod used his clandestine experience from the days of the Resistance to organize the escape of Hungarian scientists. As Monod’s fame grew from his scientific achievements, he used his standing to advance many causes, including reproductive and human rights, and he was a prominent figure in the May 1968 unrest that nearly toppled the French government.

Camus had a profound influence on Monod and the philosophical ideas the biologist pursued in later years. After receiving his Nobel Prize, Monod turned to consider the implications of the discoveries of modern biology—how the answers to Schrödinger’s question “What is life?” bore on the question of the meaning of life. He explained his impulse in Camusian terms: “The urge, the anguish to understand the meaning of his own existence, the demand to rationalize and justify it within some consistent framework has been, and still is, one of the most powerful motivations of the human mind.” The opening epigraph of Monod’s resulting, widely acclaimed, bestselling book, Chance and Necessity, was the closing passage from his friend’s The Myth of Sisyphus.
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THIS BOOK TELLS the story of how each man endured the most terrible episode of the twentieth century and then blossomed into an extraordinarily creative and engaged individual. It is divided accordingly—the first half is the story of how the world shaped these men, and the second half is about how they shaped the world. The dividing line is the liberation of Paris, for the preceding war and occupation were the crucible in which their characters were tested, and from which they subsequently rose to such brilliance.

Their close associates also possessed great courage and risked their lives for freedom. Two such heroines, Geneviève Noufflard and Agnes Ullmann, have allowed their extraordinary stories to be told here largely for the first time. Indeed, this book was made possible by the discovery of and access to a great deal of previously unknown and unpublished material: letters and other exchanges between Monod and Camus, as well as eyewitness accounts of their decade-long friendship; Paris police files on Monod’s initial activity in the Resistance; an unpublished wartime memoir by Noufflard, Monod’s secretary in the Resistance, and original documents concerning their participation in historic events; a trove of private letters by Monod and his wife, Odette, and other family members; and a large cache of documents detailing Monod’s efforts in arranging Ullmann’s daring escape from Hungary.

What emerged from the many threads of Monod’s and Camus’s respective journeys was one story in common, the elements of which define four major episodes in their lives and form the four main sections of this book. These elements are the sudden and shocking fall of France (Part I—“The Fall”); the actions they took to fight back against the Nazis (Part II—“The Long Road to Freedom”); their initial explorations of the questions that would dominate their creative work (Part III—“Secrets of Life”); and the peak of their creative achievements and widening involvement in human affairs (Part IV—“Nobel Thoughts and Noble Deeds”).

The Epilogue (“French Lessons”) examines how, after Camus’s death, Monod assumed part of his friend’s mantle through his public commitments and writing. Both men were deeply engaged with timeless questions about finding meaningful experiences in life. They were forced to ask, by virtue of the experiences into which they were plunged, the most fundamental questions of all: What is worth dying for? And what is worth living for? Once free, they were compelled to ask: What is worth spending one’s life pursuing? World War II, the Occupation, the Cold War, and the Hungarian Revolution belong to the past, but nothing has changed about the fundamental human yearning for meaning, and nothing has changed that alters the validity of their approaches. Monod argued that science had shattered traditional concepts of our purpose and place in the world. That being so, the choice remains of how to find meaning in a scientifically enlightened world.




Part One

The Fall

ALL GREAT DEEDS AND ALL GREAT
THOUGHTS HAVE A RIDICULOUS BEGINNING.

—ALBERT CAMUS,
THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS



[image: ]

The Arc de Triomphe in the blackout, Paris 1940. (Photo by Brassai, Lilliput magazine, June 1940)




CHAPTER 1


CITY OF LIGHT

An artist…has no home in Europe except in Paris.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Ecce Homo



PARIS SLIPPED VERY QUIETLY INTO THE NEW YEAR OF 1940.

It was not the fresh blanket of snow, though one of the heaviest in fifty years, that muted the typically boisterous celebration of Le Réveillon de la Saint-Sylvestre. Nor was it the unusually cold spell that plunged Paris and much of France to well below freezing temperatures that night.

La Ville-Lumière (the City of Light) was dark and anxious. It had been so for four months.

On September 3, 1939, two days after Germany’s invasion of Poland, France and her ally Great Britain had declared war. Blackouts were imposed across Paris to obscure potential targets from aerial bombing. The lights of the monuments and museums—the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower, and the Arc de Triomphe—were extinguished, the street lights along the grand boulevards and squares were veiled with a blue paint, as were automobile headlights, bicycle lights, and even handheld flashlights. Their blue beams cast an eerie, dim hue over the snow-covered city.

The cafés, clubs, cabarets, and restaurants were open on New Year’s Eve, but their outside lights were off. Their windows and doors were covered to block the light from inside. The authorities extended closing time on this special occasion by three hours past the new wartime curfew, to two o’clock in the morning.

For more than two centuries, since the time of Les Lumières (the Enlightenment), when Voltaire and Diderot rethought civilization over coffee at Le Procope in the Latin Quarter, those cafés had drawn philosophers and revolutionaries from all over the world, including Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. For the previous two decades, since the last war with Germany, the cafés and clubs of Paris had beckoned a remarkable generation of writers, artists, and musicians who made the city the artistic and intellectual center of Europe, if not the world.

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Paris literary scene drew the likes of James Joyce, Ezra Pound, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Dos Passos, Gertrude Stein, and Samuel Beckett. Ernest Hemingway often installed himself at his favorite café, La Closerie des Lilas, in its garden of lilac trees, with notebooks, pencils, and pencil sharpener at hand. He composed some of his first novel, The Sun Also Rises, sitting at its marble-topped tables.

Every form of art flourished in the Montparnasse area. Salvador Dalí came to Paris from Spain and was the principal figure of the surrealists, while Russian-born Marc Chagall was a pioneer of modernism. Spanish cubist Pablo Picasso lived and worked at various times in Montmartre and Montparnasse and then settled on the rue de la Boétie, not far from the Champs-Élysées. The prolific painter was represented by Paul Rosenberg, whose well-known gallery was next door to Picasso’s studio. Rosenberg would help make Picasso famous, selling his works alongside those by Monet, Degas, Matisse, van Gogh, Renoir, and Cézanne.

The music scene also thrived. Josephine Baker, Cole Porter, Coleman Hawkins, and Benny Carter came from the United States. In 1934, Belgian-born Gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt, Parisian violinist Stéphane Grappelli, and three others formed the sensational Quintette du Hot Club de France, the most original and influential European jazz group of the era. Native legends Edith Piaf and Maurice Chevalier were immensely popular.

Paris’s creative life was not exclusively the domain of artists. Science prospered as well. In 1939, Frédéric Joliot-Curie, a leading researcher on the splitting of the uranium atom, had his laboratory at the Collège de France in the Latin Quarter. Joliot-Curie, who shared the 1935 Nobel Prize in Chemistry with his wife, Irène (daughter of Nobel laureates Pierre and Marie Curie), recognized the possibility of producing a chain reaction that would liberate massive amounts of energy. Joliot-Curie was one of the key scientists Albert Einstein cited in an August 1939 letter to President Roosevelt alerting him to the discoveries in physics that could possibly lead to the making of “extremely powerful bombs of a new type.”

Fewer than two miles from the Collège de France was the crown jewel of French biology and one of the premier research institutions in the world—the Pasteur Institute. The institute was extending the many frontiers opened or advanced by Louis Pasteur (1822–1895). The primary catalyst to its formation was Pasteur’s pioneering efforts in developing vaccines. It was founded specifically to treat rabies. On July 6, 1885, a nine-year-old boy named Joseph Meister was brought to Pasteur’s laboratory by his desperate mother. A rabid dog had bitten Joseph fourteen times. The severe bites would surely be fatal, so Pasteur decided to try to treat Joseph with an experimental rabies vaccine that, up to that point, had only been tested on dogs. After thirteen injections over the course of eleven days, miraculously the boy survived.

After news of Meister’s case spread, several children from Newark, New Jersey, were sent to Pasteur and also treated successfully with the new vaccine. The resulting acclaim led to an international fund-raising effort to establish an institute, initially under Pasteur’s direction, that enabled thousands to be treated. Pasteur recruited other scientists with a similar, almost monastic, devotion to science. They would come to refer to themselves as “Pastorians.” This tribe of Pasteur’s associates and protégés led the world in understanding, preventing, and treating infectious diseases such as diphtheria, malaria, yellow fever, bubonic plague, typhus, and tuberculosis, and garnered four Nobel Prizes in Medicine or Physiology in just the first few decades after the initiation of the Prize. Those whose lives were touched, or saved, by Pasteur felt deep gratitude. Almost fifty-five years after being the first person treated, sixty-three-year-old Joseph Meister was working as a caretaker of the Institute.

When war was declared, the populace was placed immediately on high alert. Gas masks were issued and air-raid sirens sounded frequently. Thousands of children were moved out of the capital and into the countryside, as were most of Paris’s most treasured works of art. Over the next four months, the Louvre was almost completely emptied. More than two hundred truckloads of paintings and sculptures, including the Mona Lisa and the Venus de Milo, were crated and shipped from the museum and stored in chateaux for safekeeping.

The threat of war prompted some artists and performers to leave the city or France altogether, but not Maurice Chevalier. In late 1939, he recorded “Paris sera toujours Paris” (Paris will always be Paris), a love song to his hometown that captured her new look under the blackouts and was a boost to her defiant, resilient spirit:


Par précaution on a beau mettre

Des croisillons à nos fenêtres

Passer au bleu nos devantures

Et jusqu’aux pneus de nos voitures

Désentoiler tous nos musées

Chambouler les Champs-Élysées

Emmailloter de terre battue

Toutes les beautés de nos statues

Voiler le soir les réverbères

Plonger dans le noir la ville lumière




Even if one puts for precaution

Latticework on our windows

Blue on our storefronts

And up to the tires of our cars

Removes the paintings from our Museums

Turns the Champs-Élysées upside down

Swaths the beauty of our statues in clay

Veils the streetlamps in the evening

Plunges the city of light into darkness




Paris sera toujours Paris,

La plus belle ville du monde,

Malgré l’obscurité profonde,

Son éclat ne pert être assombri




Paris will always be Paris,

The most beautiful city in the world,

Despite the profound darkness,

Her luster cannot be dimmed
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WITH THE EXPERIENCE of World War I, during which France lost 1.4 million lives, still fresh in their memories, political and military leaders and civilians alike had been hoping there would not be another war. But Hitler’s actions over the previous two years had convinced many of the likelihood, and some even the necessity, of battle with Germany. Nonetheless, even after the war declarations, there was still some glimmer of hope that an all-out conflict could be averted. Indeed, France and Britain had retreated from the very brink of clashing with Germany just one year earlier, in September 1938.

The path toward war began with Hitler flouting the terms of the 1918 armistice by rebuilding Germany’s armed forces, and then expanding the Reich’s territory through a series of military threats and political maneuvers. The Führer’s moves were guided by his perception of the will, or lack thereof, of France and Britain to oppose him. He assumed that both nations wanted to avoid another bloody conflict at almost any price, even if that meant ceding the control of much of central and eastern Europe to Germany. Hitler tested the Allies’ resolve at every turn.

In March 1938, Austria was intimidated by the specter of an armed invasion and manipulated politically into accepting annexation by Germany. France and Britain made no significant objections or gestures. Encouraged by his swift, bloodless takeover, and the Allies’ reticence, Hitler then set his sights on Czechoslovakia, which would push all of Europe to the brink.

Hitler’s aims were to absorb the Sudetenland and to conquer what remained of Czechoslovakia. How to do so without arousing France, which was bound by treaty to come to Czechoslovakia’s aid if it were attacked, and Britain, which was committed to aid France if she were attacked, was a tricky proposition. But Hitler assumed that neither France nor Britain would risk a European war over Czechoslovakia, so he plotted a takeover.

After months of military, political, and diplomatic maneuvering, the situation reached a crisis in September 1938. With Hitler threatening an invasion of Czechoslovakia that would trigger their obligations, Britain and France sought some resolution that would appease Hitler and relieve them of their respective commitments. The balance of considerations was delicate. On the one hand, Britain and France could not appear too reluctant for war, or the Führer would take that as a sign of weakness to be exploited. On the other hand, they could not take too aggressive a stance, as that might provoke the belligerent dictator into a war that might escalate quickly, with unknowable consequences. There was also the matter of honor, a commitment to an ally that, if broken, would undermine the reliability of all commitments and the security of the Continent. And finally, there was public opinion, which shifted unpredictably as events unfolded. Governments that ignored this last variable did so at great risk to their longevity.

Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, initiated face-to-face negotiations with Hitler on September 15, 1938. It soon became clear to Chamberlain that the price of peace would be Czechoslovakia, or at least the Sudetenland. France’s premier, Édouard Daladier, supported Chamberlain’s efforts to avoid war. Chamberlain and Daladier pressured the Czech leadership to concede to Hitler’s demands for the Sudetenland in order to keep the peace. The Czechs rejected the demands. France then upped the pressure by asserting that in rejecting their proposal, Czechoslovakia assumed responsibility for military action by Germany, and informed the Czech government that France would now not act if Germany invaded. The Czech government was cornered and had no choice but to bow to the demands; it could not resist Germany on its own.

Chamberlain brought the Czech concession back to Hitler on September 22. Although only a week had passed, Hitler now rejected the Czechs’ capitulation as insufficient and increased his demands, which included the immediate military occupation of the Sudetenland. Chamberlain was surprised and exasperated at the Führer’s change in posture and returned to London crestfallen. His cabinet rejected Hitler’s new demands, as did the French and the Czechs.

In the meantime, the Czechs mobilized their armed forces and the French followed suit. The white posters plastered all over France on the morning of September 24 announced the immediate call-up of nearly a million men. French armed divisions were moved to the border with Germany.

To the general populations of all countries involved, war now appeared inevitable and imminent.

Daladier conferred with Chamberlain in London, who decided to attempt one last diplomatic effort to dissuade Hitler. Britain and France made an about-face from their previous abandonment of the Czechs a week earlier and informed Hitler on September 27 that they would stand by Czechoslovakia if Germany attacked.

Hitler was apoplectic. He replied by vowing to destroy Czechoslovakia and to be at war with France and Britain within a week.

But, aware that the Czechs and French were mobilizing, that their combined armies were double that of the German forces, and that Britain was also readying for battle, Hitler shortly reconsidered. He wrote to Chamberlain that he was now prepared to “give a formal guarantee for the remainder of Czechoslovakia.”

Chamberlain seized on the reopening of dialogue. While the citizens of each country braced for war, with many fleeing the cities via traffic-choked roads, a last-ditch campaign unfolded. Chamberlain proposed a conference to Hitler, and asked Italian prime minister Benito Mussolini to do the same. Mussolini complied; Hitler agreed and proceeded to invite Chamberlain, Daladier, and Mussolini to a summit of the four powers in Munich (the Czechs were not invited).

At the news of the invitation, Britain’s war-anxious House of Commons erupted with cheers. Paris was equally relieved and hopeful. The heads of state went to Munich determined to secure the peace—the price of which was Czechoslovakia, which was to be partitioned along lines that would satisfy the Führer. The four powers promptly signed the accords on September 30. The Czechs were left with no option; as their official communiqué stated, they had been “abandoned.”

Chamberlain and Daladier were greeted at home by cheering throngs. Daladier addressed the nation: “I return with the profound conviction that this accord is indispensable to the peace of Europe. We achieved it thanks to a spirit of mutual concessions and a close collaboration.”

The Paris newspapers gushed with praise and relief. Former premier Léon Blum said in Le Populaire: “There is not a woman or man in France who would refuse MM. Neville Chamberlain and Édouard Daladier their just tribute of gratitude. War is spared us. The calamity recedes. Life can become natural again. One can resume one’s work and sleep again. One can enjoy the beauty of an autumn sun.”

Privately, however, Daladier had learned the lessons of dealing with Herr Hitler. “We can never deal with Germany except with force,” he told two of his generals just days after the Munich pact.

When Daladier became premier, he maintained his position as minister of war and national defense. Shortly after the Munich pact, he committed 40 billion francs, nearly 85 percent of France’s tax revenue for 1939, to rearmament, as well as an additional 2.5 billion francs in a secret deal to acquire one thousand aircraft from the United States.

Daladier’s mistrust of Hitler was validated in March 1939 when the Führer, mocking the assurances given in Munich just six months earlier, engineered a full Nazi takeover of what remained of Czechoslovakia. Britain and France could merely protest what was an overnight fait accompli. Poland was then surrounded on three sides by the Reich, and surely would be its next quarry.

Daladier told his cabinet: “There is nothing more to do than prepare for war.” In order to increase the standing army, he increased the length of service for military reservists. With respect to future spending, he insisted to a cabinet committee, “We should not devote a single dollar of our reserves to nonmilitary purposes. It is indeed necessary to go further: the dollars and gold of which we dispose should be devoted entirely to the purchase of airplanes in the United States…With that sum, we will be able to create a powerful air fleet, thanks to which we will crush the Ruhr [an industrial center in Germany] under a deluge of fire, which will lead Germany to capitulate…it is the only means of finishing the war. I do not see another.”

The time for appeasement had passed. The military leadership prepared war plans. By July 1939, Gen. Maxime Weygand claimed that, due to the rearmament initiatives, France had the best-equipped army in the world and that there was no doubt of victory. The general’s confidence was bolstered by the facts that the French Army, which had reached more than 2.4 million men by late August 1939, was comparable in size to the German Army, and that the French held an advantage in the number and quality of tanks. With the additional security of the heavy fortifications of the Maginot Line, which ran the length of the French-German border, the French leadership firmly believed that it would be folly for Germany to attack, but if they did so, together with the help of France’s Allies (mainly Britain), Germany would be defeated, as in the previous war.

Public opinion had also shifted as Hitler’s territorial thirst appeared ever more insatiable. France and Britain had commitments to aid Poland if it was attacked, and by late August Poland was clearly in Hitler’s gun sights. This time, however, last-minute diplomatic heroics similar to those during the Czech crisis of the previous year failed. Hitler gave the order to attack, and on the morning of September 1, the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe began to pummel Poland.

Daladier ordered a general mobilization on September 2.

While split along many political and ideological lines before September, the diverse press quickly adopted the same themes. L’Intransigeant said, “War has been imposed on France and she has no other choice but to fight; France and her Allies are fighting a Nazi-created religion of hatred, brutality, and lies.”

In Le Populaire, former prime minister Léon Blum wrote, “The Nazis have compelled the most peaceful of nations to go to war for the defense of her liberty, existence, and honor.”

Across the political spectrum, from Socialists to conservatives, the war was unwanted but had become a necessity. It was to be a “just war,” according to the Catholic daily La Croix, to decapitate “the modern Attila,” a “struggle between civilization and barbarity.”

If the last war was to be any guide, this spirit and unity were going to be essential for the struggle ahead.

The French military leaders, however, did nothing to save Poland in the first crucial moments of the war. After a week’s delay, they finally launched an invasion of the German Saarland. The offensive was given enthusiastic coverage in the press, one newspaper calling it a “brilliant attack.” But in reality, the Army moved just five miles into Germany, into territory where villages had already been evacuated.

Despite overwhelming superiority on the western front—with some eighty-five well-armed French divisions facing thirty-four largely reserve German divisions—the French did not attack and thus did not draw away any of the pressure from Poland, and neither did they threaten any vital German areas. Poland crumbled in eight days. With Poland annihilated, the French command secretly ordered a retreat from the Saarland at the end of the month.

But Germany took no significant action against France, either. Days, then weeks, passed. Troops worked and even played in full sight and range of each other across the front. The military communiqués published on the front pages of the Paris newspapers became progressively shorter and repetitive: “Night calm on the entire front” or “Nothing to report” or “Routine patrols” were standard entries.

The war acquired new names. At first it was la guerre d’attente (the war of waiting). In England, it was dubbed the “Bore War,” then the “Phoney War.” Soon, a new moniker was offered by Henri Lémery in Paris-Soir—“la drôle de guerre”—the funny war.

[image: ]

BY THE NEW Year, four months had passed, and still nothing had happened. The long pause nourished hope that perhaps with further patience, resolve, and diplomacy, calamity might again be avoided, as it had been so narrowly in 1938.

There were many soldiers on leave in Paris restaurants, cabarets, and theaters that cold night of La Saint-Sylvestre. Neither they, nor the citizens who toasted the New Year with them, could know that the Phoney War was then half over, that there would be four more months of waiting. Nor could they imagine that this would be the last such celebration in a free Paris for a very long time.

THE LAST VERSE of Chevalier’s song played on radios and phonographs that night:


Même quand au loin le canon gronde

Sa tenue est encore plus jolie…

Paris sera toujours Paris!

On peut limiter ses dépenses,

Sa distinction son élégance

N’en ont alors que plus de prix

Paris sera toujours Paris!




Even when the cannon is roaring in the distance

Her dress is even prettier

Paris will always be Paris

One can limit what she spends

Her distinction, her elegance

Are only all the more priceless

Paris will always be Paris



As Parisians pondered what the New Year would bring, Le Figaro assured that: “Throughout this night, on each floor, deep in everyone’s heart, the same burning hope arose: ‘that 1940 will be the year of victory.’ ”


CHAPTER 2


PLANS

Since France, the deadly enemy of our people, is pitilessly choking us and depriving us of power, we must not shrink from any sacrifice on our part that will contribute to the destruction of France as the master of Europe.

—ADOLF HITLER, Mein Kampf (1926)

(banned in France)



ACROSS THE BORDER IN BERLIN, THE NEW YEAR’S MOOD WAS DECIDEDLY different. In a thirty-minute radio address, Joseph Goebbels, the Reich minister for public enlightenment and propaganda, reviewed the past year and looked ahead to 1940:


The year 1939 was so dramatic and filled with historical splendors that one could fill a library writing about them. One hardly knows where to begin…our people began to restore its national life in 1939, beginning a great effort to throw off the chains of constraint and slavery and to once again take our place as a great power after our deep fall.



He justified the takeover of what remained of Czechoslovakia after annexation of the Sudetenland in late 1938. Then he rationalized the invasion of Poland, blaming the “London warmongering clique,” a series of purported incidents against Germans, and provocations by Poland (such as mobilizing its reserves) as warranting action by Germany. “The Führer had no alternative but to answer force with force,” he claimed. Goebbels exonerated Germany of any blame for the current climate in Europe and railed against the French and British governments:


On September 2, London and Paris gave Germany an ultimatum, and declared war against the Reich soon after…The war of the Western powers against the Reich had begun…No one can doubt that the warmongering cliques in London and Paris want to stifle Germany, to destroy the German people…We 90 million in the Reich stand in the way of their brutal plans for world domination…They have forced us into a struggle for life and death.



Finally, Goebbels looked into the future:


It would be a mistake to predict what will happen in the New Year. That is all in the future. One thing is clear: It will be a hard year, and we must be ready for it…As we raise our hearts in grateful thanks to the Almighty, we ask his gracious protection in the coming year.



THE SPEECH WAS reported and quoted prominently in the Paris papers. Le Matin described it as a “harangue.”

Goebbels’s speech did not tip the Führer’s hand. Nowhere in the bombast was any specific hint about the plans for 1940. Would the Germans attack and, if so, when and where? Allied intelligence and the High Command had to weigh scenarios and plan accordingly.

The one possibility that was thought to be least likely was a direct invasion from across the border with Germany, along which France had constructed the Maginot Line. The cornerstone of France’s strategy for the defense of the homeland, the Line was an extensive system of fortifications built along the entire frontier with Germany. The Line was born out of the costly experiences of the French military in World War I, when the French leadership was caught by surprise by the German invasion in August 1914.

French forces suffered very heavy losses in the opening months of the war. In just a few weeks, the German Army had reached the Marne River, only forty-three miles from Paris. There was great fear that the capital would be captured. However, the deep thrust of the German armies had left gaps and weaknesses in their lines that French commanders identified and exploited. French and British forces counterattacked, pushing the Germans away from Paris and into defensive positions that began four years of stalemate on the western front. More than 2 million soldiers fought in the battle of the Marne, with the two sides suffering more than 500,000 casualties. The French alone lost more than 80,000 men. One key aim of the Maginot Line was to hold up any surprise invasion long enough for sufficient forces to be mobilized that could thwart the assault before it advanced deep into France.

A second inspiration for the construction of the Maginot Line was the epic battle of Verdun in the late winter and early spring of 1916. The city was surrounded by eighteen large underground forts that had been constructed around the turn of the century; these would save its French defenders. Flanked on three sides by German forces determined to take the stronghold, the French forces led by Gen. Philippe Pétain endured massive artillery bombardments, including poison gas shells, while resisting the German offensive. Although they took several forts, the Germans were not able to sustain the attack and take the city. For his leadership, Pétain was hailed as a hero—the “Savior of Verdun”—and was named marshal of France after the war.

Pétain’s experience in defending the Verdun forts and his great stature made him a key proponent for the building of the Maginot fortifications. Pétain believed very strongly that the Line would provide multiple strategic advantages. One of the foremost concerns of the French leadership was the conservation of manpower. During World War I, France lost 27 percent of all able-bodied men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven. This greatly reduced the birthrate in France, which was already considerably smaller in population (39 million) than Germany (59 million) at the end the war. Fortifications could be manned with fewer troops than open field formations. Furthermore, the Line would not only deter enemy forces from directly attacking France but force them to take routes through Belgium or Switzerland and therefore perhaps divert major battles from French soil.

The Line stretched across the length of the German frontier, from Switzerland to Luxembourg, at a depth of ten to fifteen miles from the border to the French interior. It was comprised of a series of large fortresses and smaller forts that were spaced about ten miles apart in order to allow for mutual artillery support during battle. Each fort contained underground structures for housing, feeding, and arming the crews, as well as extensive networks of connecting tunnels, telephone lines, and supplies intended to last at least three months. The forts were connected by rows of antitank obstacles and dense barbed wire all along the front. The formidable challenges presented to attackers instilled great confidence in both the leadership and the public that the country was well protected.

As early as 1935, however, some dissenting voices were making themselves heard. Col. Charles de Gaulle, who served under Pétain in World War I and was taken prisoner in the battle for Verdun, was concerned that the focus on defense compromised the opportunity to take the offensive. De Gaulle thought France needed armored forces capable of rapid offensive movement. That notion was rebuffed by the then minister of war, who stated, “How can anyone believe that we are still thinking of the offensive when we have spent so many billions to establish a fortified frontier!”

De Gaulle continued to press the case for armored motorized divisions, to the point where his relentless advocacy earned him the nickname “Le Colonel Motor.”

The protection of France’s northern frontier with Belgium, however, posed a different set of considerations. For centuries, the favored invasion route into France was through the Belgian plain, as it had been in 1914. Pétain, French minister of war in 1934, insisted that to meet the threat of an invasion, French forces “must go into Belgium!”

Entering Belgium raised some sensitive issues. Because Belgium was a sovereign country, France was reluctant to enter preemptively without a request or permission from the king. The difficulty that waiting for permission posed was that Belgium might either decline to ask for assistance or refuse entry to Allied troops, as it did in the first days of World War I. Any delay on Belgium’s part could handicap the Allies’ war plans and increase France’s vulnerability.

Some parts of Belgium were well protected. The Maginot Line connected to the Belgian fortification system, the strong point of which was Fort Eben-Emael, a fortress between Liège and Maastricht (the Netherlands) that protected key bridgeheads into Belgium from Germany. There were also some natural obstacles protecting Belgium’s frontier with Germany, including the Meuse River and the hilly Ardennes Forest. At the same Senate commission hearing in 1934, Pétain was asked about the possibility of an invasion through the Ardennes, which lay immediately northeast of Sedan, France. Pétain replied, “It is impenetrable, if one makes some special dispositions there. We consider it a zone of destruction…the enemy could not commit himself there. If he does, we will pinch him off as he comes out of the forest. This sector is not dangerous.”

In accord with Pétain’s analysis, only very sparse, light fortifications were constructed on the Franco-Belgian frontier. French war planning focused on countering an attempted invasion that was expected to cut through the Belgian plain. The centerpiece of the plan was for Belgian forces to delay the German advance while French and British troops rushed into Belgium to form a defensive line as far east as possible.

IN JANUARY 1940, Allied intelligence and war planners were analyzing and debating invasion scenarios when the German plans fell into their laps.

On the foggy morning of January 10, German major Erich Hoenmanns was flying another major, Helmuth Reinberger, in his Messerschmitt to Cologne when he lost power. Thinking he was over Germany, he attempted an emergency landing. He crash-landed in Mechelen-sur-Meuse, Belgium, a few miles from the border. Reinberger happened to be carrying detailed plans for an attack on Belgium and the Netherlands. Once the two majors realized where they were, Reinberger tried to burn the documents. But Belgian border guards arrived on the scene and salvaged some of the papers from the fire.

Belgian intelligence officers were first concerned that the papers were a plant intended to throw them off the actual German plans. But after interrogating the prisoners and examining the documents, they concluded that the papers were probably authentic. The bits they could read indicated the Germans were planning to invade the Netherlands and Belgium, and to do so very soon (though not written on the documents, the planned date was January 17). The plan also included a diversionary attack on the Maginot Line.

The German command learned of the plane crash and was deeply worried that its plans had been compromised. Hitler was furious. Rather than delay, he ordered that the attack go ahead as planned, before the Belgians, the Dutch, and their Allies could respond.

The Belgians passed on to the French, British, and Dutch the information gleaned from the charred documents, as well as additional intelligence warnings pointing to an imminent invasion. Dutch and Belgian troops were put on alert, and France began to mass formations on the Belgian border in preparation for entering.

The Germans, however, got wind of the alerts and realized that they had lost the element of surprise. Then the weather deteriorated. Chief of Staff Gen. Alfred Jodl explained to Hitler that for the attack to succeed, they would need at least eight days of good weather; he suggested that the attack be postponed until spring. Hitler agreed, telling Jodl that “the whole operation would have to be built on a new basis in order to secure secrecy and surprise.”

The planned route of the German invasion was, in fact, exactly the one expected by the French command. They were satisfied that they understood the German command’s reasoning and methods.

COLONEL DE GAULLE, however, was deeply concerned that the Allied plan to form a defensive line did not take into account the new capabilities of mechanized warfare.

On January 26, just days after the crisis of the Belgian invasion had passed, he made one more attempt to alert the High Command of the need for greater mobility. He sent a memo to eighty high officials, an unusually brazen gesture for a lower-ranking officer.

With the specter of Poland’s destruction still fresh, he warned:


The enemy would take the offensive with a very powerful mechanized force both on land and in the air;…because of this our front could at any moment be broken;…if we ourselves had no equivalent force with which to reply there would be a grave risk of our being destroyed…The French people must not at any price fall into the illusion that the present military immobility conforms to the character of this war. On the contrary, the motor gives to the means of modern destruction a power, a speed, a range of action, such that the present conflict will be marked by movements…[the] speed of which will infinitely surpass the most amazing events of the past. Let us not fool ourselves! The conflict which has began [sic] can well be the most widespread, the most complex, the most violent, of all those which have ravaged the earth.



The generals had long before heard enough from de Gaulle, and ignored his pleas.

With hard evidence that Hitler had aimed to invade Belgium and the Netherlands—two neutral countries—and would in all likelihood try again, Premier Daladier took to the airwaves on January 29 to deliver a scathing assessment of the Nazis’ intentions. In a radio address to the French people entitled “The Nazis’ Aim Is Slavery,” he left no doubt about the nature of Hitler’s regime:


At the end of five months of war one thing has become more and more clear. It is that Germany seeks to establish a domination over the world completely different from any known in history.

The domination at which the Nazis aim is not limited to the displacement of the balance of power and the imposition of supremacy of one nation. It seeks the systematic and total destruction of those conquered by Hitler, and it does not treaty with the nations which he has subdued. He destroys them. He takes from them their whole political and economic existence and seeks even to deprive them of their history and their culture. He wishes to consider them only as vital space and a vacant territory over which he has every right.

The human beings who constitute these nations are for him only cattle. He orders their massacre or their migration. He compels them to make room for their conquerors. He does not even take the trouble to impose any war tribute on them. He just takes all their wealth, and, to prevent any revolt, he wipes out their leaders and scientifically seeks the physical and moral degradation of those whose independence he has taken away.

Under this domination, in thousands of towns and villages in Europe there are millions of human beings now living in misery which, some months ago, they could never have imagined. Austria, Bohemia, Slovakia and Poland are only lands of despair. Their whole peoples have been deprived of the means of moral and material happiness. Subdued by treachery or brutal violence, they have no other recourse than to work for their executioners who grant them scarcely enough to
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