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INTRODUCTION

FROM THE MOMENT IT BEGAN, THE LIBERATION OF PARIS WAS an almost mythical affair. Even while some of the city’s German occupiers still remained in the city, a visiting American journalist described Paris as “a magic sword in a fairy tale, a shining power in the hands to which it rightly belongs.” Even American general Omar N. Bradley, who had never been to the city and had some deeply ambivalent feelings about liberating it, came to understand that Paris meant much more than any other city in Europe, not just to the French but to the Americans as well. Recalling the fever that “seized the US Army” as it approached Paris, he wrote in his memoirs that, “to a generation raised on fanciful tales of their fathers in the AEF [American Expeditionary Forces from World War I], Paris beckoned with a greater allure than any other objective in Europe.” In the heated days of August, when the fate of the city still hung in the balance, Albert Camus, writing in the clandestine newspaper Combat, spoke of Paris returning to its historic role of purging tyranny with the “blood of free men.” The liberty that the city was buying with its own blood, Camus argued, was the liberty not just of Paris and not just of France, but of mankind itself. Parisians and visitors alike could not help but see in the events of 1944 clear reverberations of  the history-making Paris of 1789, 1830, and 1848—revolutionary years when the people of the city had taken a stand against tyranny in the name of democracy and freedom everywhere.1

No other city in the world captured peoples’ imaginations like Paris. No other city could have motivated such intense feelings of love from people around the world. And no other city during World War II so symbolized freedom and liberty suffering under the boot of naked aggression and bloodthirsty hatred. When, after more than four years under Nazi rule, Paris returned to French control, church bells across the globe rang out in celebration. As far away as Santiago, where members of the Chilean Parliament joined together to sing La Marseillaise , the liberation of Paris represented the end of one era and the start of another, more hopeful one. A free Paris meant that, even if the war was not yet over, the outcome could no longer be in doubt. A free Paris meant that the end of the Nazis was near.

War correspondents were so awed by witnessing the liberation that men who relied on words to make their living were rendered speechless. One Australian correspondent wrote a dispatch that simply read, “The whole thing is beyond words,” signed his name, and sent it to his editor. Time magazine’s chief war correspondent walked around Paris with photographer Robert Capa. Their eyes were too filled with tears of joy to report anything for hours. The city also attracted the rich and the famous, many of whom sped to Paris as quickly as they could. Ernest Hemingway assembled his own private platoon and drove through the night to see Paris at the greatest moment of its illustrious history—and to liberate the wine cellar of one of his former haunts, the elegant Ritz Hotel on the Place Vendôme.2

But if Paris in 1944 appeared as a magic sword to foreign journalists and others attached to the liberating armies, it did not seem so magical to those living there. Before the liberation Paris bore only the faintest of resemblances to the majestic city that had once captivated people from all over the world. Four years of Nazi occupation had reduced the City of Light from the world’s once-proud capital of art,  diplomacy, and fashion to a place that a Swiss diplomat called “black misery” for its inhabitants. Hungry, desperate, and terrified, Paris in 1944 sat on the abyss of yet another period of the violence and bloodshed that had so often marked its history.3

Nor would the liberation of Paris come without a price. Cut off from the outside world for four years, the members of the city’s various Resistance cells had developed their own view of what the future of France should hold, including the proper punishment for those who had collaborated with the Germans. Having suffered directly under the Nazi regime, moreover, they believed that they were due a disproportionate voice in deciding France’s future. Ecstatic though they were to see Allied, especially French, troops liberate their city, they remained anxious about ceding power that they felt they had earned through their blood. Paris, they wanted the world to know, had liberated itself. Not all of their fellow countrymen agreed with either their interpretation of the liberation or their plans for the future, leading to widespread fears of a civil war once the Germans left. Expatriate English journalist Sisley Huddleston was among those who saw in liberated Paris not just sheer joy but a dangerous political brew that had the potential to be no less savage than the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror.4

As Huddleston and others knew, Paris’s long and tortured history of revolution and political turmoil hung over the ecstasy of the liberation like a dark cloud. The real and ever-present specter of widespread famine made many Parisians think of the terrible days of the Paris Commune in 1871, when the city was starving and surrounded by Prussian troops. The Commune was part of a bloody civil war that followed the Franco-Prussian War. It left thousands of Parisians dead and bitterly divided the Left and the Right. The 1930s reawakened those divisions and made them even more intense. What would happen if Paris were again cut off from the outside world and on the verge of starvation? Could the liberation lead not to joy and freedom but to a new round of civil war, bloodshed, and revolution? The specter of 1871 hung over the city as surely as the presence of  the Germans did, and the lack of food underscored the desperate plight and uncertain future that the city faced.

Those who had seen Paris before the war knew firsthand the depths to which it could sink. In the 1930s Paris had been the scene of constant political chaos and, at times, violence. The rise of fascism on France’s borders and the civil war in neighboring Spain both highlighted the complexity of Parisian politics and brought into sharp focus the essential divisions that characterized them. The formation of the antifascist Popular Front in 1936 temporarily united the Left and center of French politics against the growing fascist tide that had already swept Italy and Germany and threatened to sweep Spain as well. Although France avoided the fate of those three nations until 1940, it nevertheless had a powerful and violent fascist movement of its own that shared the anticommunist and antidemocratic beliefs of its fellow travelers across Europe.

In France, as elsewhere, fascist ideologies were popular not just with avowed racists, although avowed racists there surely were. Extreme right-wing and fascist ideas also had their supporters among conservative Catholics and members of the urban middle class who feared communism’s atheism and opposition to private property more than they feared the unknowns of fascism. Paris, with its history of class struggle and its tradition of political agitation, always stood at the center of these disagreements. The outbreak of war with Germany in 1939 did surprisingly little to quell these intense debates, so deep were the hatreds that had built up inside France. Although few people realized all of its implications, the decade of internal fighting had left France unable to meet a challenge from the outside.

The humiliating and disorienting collapse of the French Army in May and June 1940 led to the decision of the French Parliament to ask the aging World War I hero Marshal Henri-Philippe Pétain to assume control of the government. In impossible circumstances, he did so, surrendering the northern and western parts of the country, including Paris, to outright German occupation. A rump state, with its capital at the spa town of Vichy and maintaining formal, if limited,  control of the overseas French empire, remained as a legally independent political entity with the authoritarian and antirepublican Pétain as its head of state. Pétain placed the blame for France’s failures on Freemasons, Jews, and communists, as well as the weaknesses of the French Third Republic, with its divisive and corrosive party system. He promised a National Revolution to return France to its traditional values—which were, in the Vichy formulation, largely agricultural and Catholic. Revolutionary and democratic symbols like Bastille Day, La Marseillaise, and the French tricolor flag vanished in favor of more traditional, rural symbols. Even France’s legendary motto “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” disappeared in favor of Vichy’s “Family, Work, and Fatherland.”

In order to achieve their domestic goals, Vichy officials needed to come to terms with the Germans. In October 1940, Pétain coined the term collaboration, which, in his eyes, meant that France and Germany would work together under French recognition of German dominance in Europe. Pétain and Hitler met at Montoire, in the occupied zone, for a meeting and a photo opportunity that cemented the new relationship between the triumphant Germans and the defeated French. Pétain and the collaborationists hoped in exchange for their cooperation to get a guarantee from the Germans of Vichy French sovereignty in the unoccupied zone and in the French overseas empire, a return of the 1.6 million French prisoners of war in German camps, and a reduction of the enormous indemnity the armistice of 1940 required the French to pay to cover the costs of Germany’s war in the west.

Defenders of collaboration argued that it promised the best future that France could expect given the collapse of French arms and the inability of Great Britain to defeat Germany on its own. Collaboration also put an end to the fighting, the dying, and the killing; recalling the murderous 1916 battle that claimed 163,000 French lives (and 143,000 German lives), some Frenchmen concluded “better Vichy than Verdun.” That Pétain, the great French hero of Verdun, was the man in charge of the Vichy state only made it seem all the  more legitimate in the eyes of many of his countrymen. So great was Pétain’s reputation that even many of those who vilified his Vichy state refrained from attacking him personally and held out hope that he alone could forge a better future for France.5

The United States and other nations recognized Vichy France as an independent nation, giving it diplomatic legitimacy to match the veneer of legality it had inside France. Vichy’s retention of control over the powerful French fleet (based in Toulon and Algeria), and the support given to it by most senior French officials, bestowed upon it the aura of a long-term solution to the new power structure in Europe. To be sure, not all French officials supported Vichy, but the armistice had been a legally binding agreement approved by both the French Parliament and the cabinet that brought with it the force of law; thus did many officers feel honor and duty bound to respect Vichy even if they disliked the circumstances of its birth. For this reason, many of Free France’s future heroes, such as Generals Alphonse Juin and Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, offered Vichy their support in 1940.6

Most French citizens, stunned by the pace of events in 1940, saw little choice but to accept the new regime. Indeed, until 1943, Pétain had the support of the French people, who grudgingly accepted his Vichy government because he had kept France out of the fighting then raging across Europe. The Vichy regime could plausibly claim to be the legitimate government of France, and it had the recognition of many foreign governments as well. Until 1944, moreover, neither the Soviet Union, nor the western Allies, nor the Free French movement of Charles de Gaulle in London were urging the Resistance to start an uprising. As a result, most Frenchmen saw little choice but to become attentiste, a word that came to signify those who were waiting for something better. An early Resistance pamphlet, “33 Hints to the Occupied,” advised, “On the outside, pretend you do not care; on the inside stoke up your anger. It will serve you well.”7

For those on the French Right, however, collaboration opened up opportunities to rid France of traditional domestic enemies—the same Jews, communists, and Freemasons whom Pétain blamed for  France’s troubles. As a result, the war years in France resembled a civil war, fought not so much between Germans and French as between collaborationists and their real and perceived enemies. Vichy officials and collaborationists imprisoned 135,000 people (many for little more than their political beliefs), sent 650,000 more to Germany as “guest workers” under an obligatory labor scheme, and, most notoriously, sent 76,000 Jews to Nazi death camps. Less than 3 percent of those Jews survived.

The reconstruction of France after this civil war bequeathed a series of myths to an already wounded French nation. Perhaps the most persistent posited that the Germans had forced unwilling French officials to commit atrocities against other French people. Another suggests that the vast majority of French people supported the Resistance from an early date. Neither one is correct, but both proved useful in reuniting France after 1945 and preventing a repetition of the discord of the 1930s. It was easy for postwar French politicians, some of whom had worked for Vichy, to blame Nazi Germany for all of the crimes and horrors of the war years, but such allegations were historically nonsensical. For decades afterward, the skeletons in the closets of France continued to haunt the nation, reigniting debates and reheating leftover passions. The skeletons also underscored how much more complicated the truth was than the myths.8

The story of the liberation of Paris is the story of much more than the Germans and the French. It is a story of the Germans who physically held the city, the willing collaborationists who made that hold possible in order to serve their own agendas, the various and diverse people inside Paris who hoped to break that hold, and the advancing Allied armies, who had given surprisingly little thought to Paris. Each of these groups brings to the story its own plans for the city and its own agendas. In some ways, the Germans are the least important of the actors in this story. Most members of what became the French Resistance, made up of more than a dozen different groups, had considerably more hatred for the collaborationists among their own countrymen than they did for the Germans. They  knew that the Germans were headed at the end of the war for defeat, punishment, and occupation. The collabos, however, would have to answer for the crimes they committed against their fellow citizens inside France. Most members of the French Resistance and others with scores to settle looked forward to a postwar épuration, a purging of those who had worked with the occupiers. The potential of the épuration to turn violent and get quickly out of hand frightened Parisians who worried that the liberation might mean not the end of the bloodshed, but just the start of a new phase of violence.

For their part, the Germans saw Paris quite differently than they saw most other conquered capital cities. In German eyes, especially the eyes of the Nazi leadership, France was an obstacle that the German Army needed to overcome before it could turn the full power of its military might east to fight the Slavs, whom the Nazis despised. Haunted by the two-front nightmare that Germany had faced in the last war, German diplomats had even cut a deal with the Soviet Union in 1939 to ensure that the Wehrmacht could focus on just one front at a time. German generals had deep respect for the French Army before 1940; only after they had defeated it could the Nazis truly think about shaping a world order.

Most German generals were as surprised as most French and British generals at their ability to do in six weeks what the German Army a generation earlier had not been able to do in four years. Still, success in France did not make the Germans eager to reach for too much. Knowing that Great Britain’s continued belligerence meant that the two-front dilemma remained, and knowing that a war with the Soviet Union was becoming ever more likely, German leaders wanted a calm, easily manageable France. Thus to the Germans, Pétain’s offer of collaboration came as a welcome gift. The Germans could remain in direct control over much of France, including its clear center of gravity in Paris, but the French themselves would do most of Germany’s work. Paris figured so lightly in Hitler’s own plans that he visited the city only once, getting his picture taken like any other tourist at the Trocadéro opposite the Eiffel Tower, but not  even staying long enough to eat a meal. In an ideal world, the Germans hoped to occupy Paris as lightly as possible. The gentler the occupation, and the more reliable the French collaborationists, the less need the Germans would have to devote resources to its security. German officials courted the French Right accordingly; during his visit, Hitler agreed to transfer the body of Napoleon’s son, the Duc de Reichstadt, from Vienna to Les Invalides as a gesture of affection for Paris and a symbol of his admiration for another man who had dreamed of continental conquest.9

As the war dragged on, and as the Russian Front demanded more and more of Germany’s best combat units, Paris increasingly became a rest center for worn-out units and a destination for second-line soldiers. An artificially inflated currency exchange rate between the franc and the mark (to the latter’s great favor) meant that German soldiers could live unusually well in Paris and buy luxury items—often from Parisians who were impoverished as a result of the German takeover—that they could never have owned in Germany. They could also take possession of apartments once owned by the city’s deported Jewish community or those imprisoned for running afoul of the new regime.

German soldiers in Paris could enjoy pleasures unlike any they could have known in their native Germany. First-class tickets to the city’s artistic and cultural wonders were theirs for the asking. For the most part, only Germans could drive cars or ride in taxis in Paris because of the lack of gasoline. Parisians had to content themselves with walking, taking the Métro, or riding the bicycles that soon filled the city’s streets. Even then, Parisians had to cede their place on public transportation and yield on the sidewalks to German officers. Many extended the same courtesy to German enlisted men out of reflex or out of fear. The allure of Parisian women may have trumped all of the city’s other legendary charms; German soldiers could now approach these women with money in their pockets and an aura of power surrounding them. Few of these women could have envisioned the bitter reprisals they would face once their German lovers left. 

Like most occupiers, the Germans took the best of the best whenever they wanted to do so. The Luftwaffe took over the city’s most beautiful palace, the Palais du Luxembourg, formerly the home of the French Senate; its magnificent gardens became parking lots for the Luftwaffe’s vehicles and, eventually, for German tanks. The city’s best hotels served as residences and headquarters for German officers; the dining room of the elegant George V hotel (named for the British king who had allied with France in World War I) became a fancy mess hall for senior German officials. Theaters began to put on shows in German, often with distinctly anti-Semitic themes, although French theater continued with little direct censorship. The German commander of the military district of Paris took possession of the French president’s box at the famous Longchamp racetrack, and his officers took the first-class seats alongside well-connected collaborationists. Street signs, too, began to appear in German, and even the clocks were adjusted one hour to conform with German time. The Germans also banned the flying of the French flag, the playing of the French national anthem, and the celebration of French republican holidays.

Still, in the early months the Germans did what they could to conduct the occupation as lightly as possible. Rather than brutally oppressing the conquered French, as many Parisians had feared, the Germans came to Paris in 1940 trying to seem agreeable, appearing as lambs rather than wolves. Few German soldiers wanted to ruin the cushy and privileged assignment they had doing occupation duty in Europe’s most beautiful city. At least in the early months of the occupation, one Parisian recalled, German soldiers were “sweet and affable. . . . They smiled at children, gave them candy (which they had taken from us), paid properly in the stores (with money they had assessed from us), gave their seats to ladies, and picked up the gloves [that women] had dropped.” They also applied surprisingly few restrictions on French literature, art, and drama. Nor did Parisians have a curfew until April 1942. All in all, Paris had, at least in the early stages, avoided some of the worst aspects of occupation.  It had certainly avoided the miserable fate of conquered and contested cities in Eastern Europe like Warsaw, Leningrad, and so many others. In Leningrad alone more than 1 million Soviets died, most of them civilians. Collaborationists took much of the credit, often blaming the British for continuing the prosecution of an unnecessary war and a blockade that shut off much of France’s commerce (and food supply) from the outside world.10

Over time, of course, German avarice and collaborationist vengeance began to take their toll. As one Briton living in France during the war noted, the occupation began “‘correctly,’ but degenerated into an orgy of assassination. We were plunged back into the horrors of the Middle Ages.” Three events in particular changed the character of the German occupation and concurrently undermined the legitimacy of the Vichy system. The first was the new regime’s targeting of its traditional enemies and scapegoats. As early as September 1940, the Germans began taking a census of the Jewish population in France and dissolved the French Communist Party. By the following summer, Germany and the Soviet Union were at war, meaning that the Communist Party became an even more intensive target of German and Vichy repression. The communists went underground and formed the core of what became the key arms of the French Resistance inside Paris: the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur (FFI), the Francs-Tireurs et Partisans (FTP), and the Comité Parisien de la Libération (CPL).11

Mass arrests of communists and laws banning Jews from public service soon followed. Anti-Semitic propaganda, such as that published in the right-wing journal Je Suis Partout and dramatized in films like Le Juif Süss, appeared across France. As they had done in Germany, the Nazis—with the help of their Vichy collaborators—forced French people to either acquiesce in the persecution of their fellow citizens or be exposed as Jewish or communist sympathizers. While some brave French people did hide Jews or wear yellow stars on their own clothes to protest the discrimination, most stood by, unable or unwilling to help.

The worst of the collaborators looked for ways to make money from the plight of their fellow citizens, buying and selling the possessions of the deported and often denouncing others for personal gain. In most cases, the Vichy state began its anti-Semitic actions well before the Germans did the same in the occupied zone, suggesting that indigenous French anti-Semitism, rather than German pressure, accounted for the hatred. Roundups of France’s Jews began in May 1941 in both zones, starting with foreign-born Jews who had come to France in the 1930s seeking liberty, equality, and fraternity from Nazi tyranny. In July 1942 the Paris police rounded up 3,031 Jewish men, 5,802 Jewish women, and 4,051 Jewish children, almost all of them French citizens. They went first to a cramped indoor bicycle racetrack called the Vélodrome d’Hiver, or, as most Parisians called it, the Vel d’Hiv. From there they went to the notorious camp at Drancy, located in an unfinished housing complex in the northeast suburbs of Paris. Drancy had no heat in winter, no electricity, and just one working latrine for the entire complex. From Drancy, the Germans sent both French and foreign-born Jews to Auschwitz, where nearly all of them died in the gas chambers. Collaborationists not only looked the other way but were often eager participants. Political prisoners, too, increasingly went to jail and to concentration camps, most often starting at the squalid and unsanitary prison at Fresnes, located just south of Paris near Orly airport.12

The muscle for these operations came not just from Germans and the Paris police but also from the violent paramilitary Vichy force known as the Milice whose members swore a personal oath to Pétain. Its chief was a veteran of World War I named Joseph Darnand, described by one man who knew him as “exceptionally brave but completely unintelligent.” Darnand, on the far right politically, was one of the truly despicable people of the new regime who saw in Vichy not the subjugation of France, but an opportunity to use the power of the new state to murder his real and perceived enemies. He had close links to France’s most violent and vicious collaborators, including the man who nominated him to head the Milice, Xavier Vallat, Vichy’s  minister for Jewish questions. The Milice, 30,000 strong and largely funded by Germany, attracted thugs and dedicated fascists from a variety of backgrounds, including middle-class youths and members of the French aristocracy. They had in common a hatred for communism, Jews, and the members of the French Resistance, whom they labeled “terrorists.” The Milice’s oath included the words, “I swear to fight against democracy, against Gaullist insurrection, and against Jewish leprosy.” The members of the Milice were active within occupied France as well as in Vichy itself, and most Frenchmen came to despise them even more than they despised the SS, the Gestapo, or the German Army.13

The second major change in the nature and character of the German occupation came in November 1942 in response to the Anglo-American landings in North Africa. The Germans reacted by taking formal control of the unoccupied zone, but they left most of the Vichy officials in power. Vichy politicians and functionaries now worked for, rather than with, the Germans in both the occupied and unoccupied zones. Consequently, Vichy officials looked less like independent, if unequal, partners with the Germans and more like their outright puppets. Soon Vichy leaders, such as Prime Minister Pierre Laval, were urging the French to volunteer to fight the Soviets on the Eastern Front and openly wishing for a German victory over the British and the Americans.

Fewer than 3,000 Frenchmen volunteered to fight on the Soviet front (those who did, however, received blessings at Notre Dame from the archbishop of Paris). Nevertheless, widespread anger at the British helped to reinforce the Vichy argument that France’s future had to be tied to that of Germany. On July 3, 1940, fearful that the Vichy fleet might work with the Germans to interfere with British maritime operations in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, the Royal Navy attacked the French fleet’s main Mediterranean base at Mers-el-Kébir in Algeria. The attack killed 1,297 French sailors and led Laval to call Britain France’s “inveterate enemy.” Vichy propagandists noted that the British had thus killed more French than German  sailors to that point in the war. In response to the attack, Laval claimed that there was “only one way to restore France . . . to the position to which she is entitled: namely, to ally ourselves resolutely with Germany and to confront England together.” Although few Frenchmen wanted to go to war with Britain, the anger and suspicion that many Frenchmen felt toward their erstwhile allies later played an important role in generating suspicion over Anglo-American intentions for the future of France.14

Events that followed the Allied landings in North Africa laid bare Vichy’s true character as little more than a German puppet. The Vichy Army did not resist the Germans when they violated the terms of the armistice and invaded the unoccupied zone. Nor did Vichy soldiers respond to the calls of Resistance groups to turn over or destroy their arms and equipment before the Germans seized them. Instead, they stood by meekly as the Germans took control of the whole of metropolitan France. Vichy soldiers in North Africa fired on Allied soldiers coming to liberate France, inflicting approximately 4,000 casualties on American and British forces. No longer could even the most obtuse Vichy supporter believe, as many had in 1940–1941, that the Vichy regime was working to pursue the interests of France. Vichy’s true face as a German pawn was now obvious for all to see.15

The third, and probably most important, change in the relationship between the French people and their occupiers resulted from the introduction of the Service du Travail Obligatoire (STO) in February 1943. The STO required Frenchmen aged eighteen to sixty and childless women aged eighteen to forty-five to register for a two-year period of mandatory labor service in Germany if the occupiers so demanded. The STO constituted recognition on the part of the Germans that a previous policy, whereby French prisoners of war from 1940 could be traded for men voluntarily agreeing to work in Germany, had failed miserably. Although the Germans anticipated finding 250,000 skilled workers through this scheme, they got only a small fraction of that number, made up mostly of the desperate and chronically unemployed. The jobs these men did, moreover, were back-breaking and poorly compensated. Some of the deportees worked twenty hours a day in near slave conditions making weapons. Eventually, about 20 percent of all workers in Germany, or 5 million people, were foreigners there against their will.16

The STO, and its Paris chief, an SS general named Julius Ritter, were intensely unpopular. Applied arbitrarily and often unfairly, the STO reminded many Frenchmen of the despised corvée, or labor tax, during the feudal era, which had required citizens to devote a portion of their time to fixing roads and improving buildings on their master’s estates. At least under the corvée, however, Frenchmen had stayed at home. Under the STO they were forcibly deported to Germany. Its unpopularity, even among many Vichy officials, who later claimed that they did all they could to reduce the number of men deported, made the power differential between the Germans and Vichy starkly obvious. While Vichy leaders chose to show their displeasure with the STO with empty words, the French Resistance had slightly more latitude; indeed, the Resistance scored one of its great successes in September 1943, when agents assassinated Ritter in broad daylight—symbolically, right in front of the Arc de Triomphe. The Germans reacted by executing fifty French political prisoners and threatening even wider reprisals if Resistance activities continued.

The STO was a German idea with a Vichy face on it; Laval became its chief public advocate, and the Milice was responsible for ensuring that men reported. But the program had an unintended consequence: Thousands of young men, afraid of the fate that awaited them in Germany, where they might die of overwork or Allied bombardment, escaped to the countryside. There they formed bands of men known as maquis, a Corsican word used to describe the thick woodlands of that island’s interior. Many maquis cells had links to the French Resistance. Maurice Kriegel-Valrimont, an early member of the Resistance, called the STO “the greatest coup de main that the Germans could have given us.”17

The defiance of these young men undermined the STO and infuriated an increasingly frustrated German occupation authority. In  March 1944, for example, only 13,000 men reported for the STO out of a German demand for 270,000. The Germans responded by threatening to deport every Frenchman under the age of twenty-five to Germany. Some men formed French Resistance cells instead, choosing to resist rather than accept deportation. Their efforts to defy the STO showed just how much the French had come to hate the occupation, even if there was little they could do about it without assistance from Britain or the United States.

The lack of help from the outside was the main impediment to the French Resistance becoming an important factor in the war. Hopes for an Allied invasion across the English Channel in 1942, and then again in 1943, came to naught as the Allies went to North Africa and then to Italy instead. French Resistance members, known as résistants , could point with great pride to the contribution of Free French troops to both theaters at places like Bir Hakeim in Libya and Monte Cassino in the Italian mountains, but they wanted to see French troops return to French soil as liberators. Only with the support of an Anglo-American army on the continent, furthermore, could the résistants stand any chance against the powerful German military. Until such an Allied force arrived, the Resistance’s options remained limited to localized, small-scale engagements that could frustrate, but not overthrow, the occupiers.18

At first, most members of the Resistance were as interested in dodging the STO as in making political or patriotic statements, but over time they developed the capability to derail trains, blow up bridges, and deny the Germans unfettered access to large portions of France. The maquis mostly based themselves in the countryside, where they could melt away and conceal themselves from the Milice and from German Army patrols. Some of the maquis groups were highly successful and were able to depend on the active help of local farmers. They could also depend on more regular Allied air drops of ammunition and weapons than their comrades in the cities could. The most powerful such group ruled the so-called national redoubt on the Vercors plateau near Grenoble in the French Alps. This group,  with 3,500 members of the maquis, declared the restoration of the French Republic and defied German authority until July 1944.

The maquis was a mostly provincial phenomenon. Inside Paris, the Resistance was mainly centered inside labor unions and led by members of the French Communist Party. Loosely organized into independent cells containing members of mutually antagonistic political groups, which ran the spectrum from monarchists to communists, the Resistance inside Paris had little choice but to stay underground. The Allies maintained a policy of not air-dropping weapons or other supplies into cities, leaving the Resistance with few means of self-defense. German and Vichy infiltration into the Resistance, moreover, was a constant problem, especially in the early years before the résistants learned how to cover their tracks by developing codes. They also devised a more professional military system of organization. Until 1943, the Resistance in Paris was less important and less active than the Resistance in Lyon, which sat in the unoccupied zone and therefore was spared the direct vigilance of the Germans, at least for the early phase of the war. In March 1943, however, shortly after the Germans took control of Vichy, the Gestapo and its Vichy allies broke the Lyon Resistance, arresting eighteen of its leaders and driving many others, such as the daring socialist Léo Hamon, to Paris. The main Resistance newspapers—Franc-Tireur, Combat, and Libération—all moved to Paris as well. Thereafter, the capital of France was also the capital of the Resistance.19

The German presence in Paris centered along the traditional power axes of the city. The headquarters of the German commander of the Military District of Greater Paris were in the luxurious Hôtel Meurice, located next to the Tuileries gardens and the Louvre. Just a short walk northwest along the famous arcades of the Rue de Rivoli would bring a traveler to the beautiful Place de la Concorde, the most famous buildings of which, the Hôtel Crillon and the French Navy Ministry, now served the German occupiers. Continuing north and west through this upscale section of Paris would bring a pedestrian to the heart of official Paris, the Place Beauvau, home to the  Élysée Palace, the residence of the French president, and the Hôtel Beauvau, the traditional place for foreign dignitaries to stay while in Paris.

As it is today, the Place Beauvau was then also home to the French Interior Ministry, accessible through an entrance on the narrow Rue des Saussaies. Inside the rather innocuous-looking building at number 9, the Gestapo had set up a torture chamber complete with meat hooks hanging from the wall and bath tubs in which to submerge their victims in icy water until they cooperated. The screams from the Rue des Saussaies kept neighbors awake at night and made most passersby cross the street to walk on the other side. Eventually, Parisians learned to avoid the street altogether unless absolutely necessary.20

Walking along the nearby Champs Élysées, in a neighborhood well-known for its collaboration and fascist sympathy, would bring a traveler to the Place de l’Étoile, home to the Arc de Triomphe, where the daily German changing of the guard ceremony took place. Although some Parisians feared that the Germans might destroy the monument, built by Napoleon to celebrate his victories, including those over Germans, it remained standing, dominating the wide avenues that radiated away from it. The Germans did, however, extinguish the flame of the tomb of the unknown soldier of World War I and conduct a daily victory march that enraged city residents. The Germans also banned the traditional flying of a French flag at the Arc. A march to the Étoile by French students in protest of Nazi policies on November 11, 1940, provided early inspiration to the nascent French Resistance. Although the Germans dispersed the march with minimal effort, it represented the first collective act of resistance by Parisians against the occupation.21

One of the wide avenues that radiates from the Étoile is the Avenue Foch, named for Ferdinand Foch, the marshal who led the coalition that defeated the Germans in 1918. Home to some of Paris’s most graceful mansions, it had long been one of the streets of choice for Paris’s most wealthy and conservative citizens; among those  people were many of the industrialists and businessmen who profited handsomely from their collaboration with the new regime. After 1940, the Avenue Foch became an important axis of German and collaborationist power in the city. Along with the Boulevard de l’Amiral Bruix and the Avenue de Malakoff, the Avenue Foch formed the so-called Nazi Triangle, which housed most of the German leadership as well as the Gestapo headquarters. The headquarters were in a particularly stylish building on the Avenue Foch near the Bois de Boulogne, the enormous park on the city’s western edge. Few Parisians could have had any doubts about the building’s purpose, especially after the events of March 22, 1944. On that day, the journalist and Resistance leader Pierre Brossolette threw himself out of a fifth-floor window following three days of unimaginable torture so that he would not crack under the pressure and give his interrogators the names of his comrades.22

The neighborhood thus had two very different identities in wartime Paris. Saying that someone was “on the Avenue Foch” was wartime slang with two possible meanings: It could mean either that the person in question was attending an elegant dinner party in the home of a wealthy collaborationist, or that he was being tortured by the Gestapo. But despite their proximity to some of the regime’s worst atrocities, the neighborhood’s privileged residents experienced a different war from that endured by the rest of the city. Here Germans and wealthy collaborators dined on the best of the best, kept their servants, and led a life that sharply contrasted with the misery of the city’s other residents. Adapting a disparaging French nickname for Germans, Parisians soon renamed the Avenue Foch the “Avenue Boche” to express their disdain not just for the Germans but for the rich lifestyle that some Parisians were enjoying while most Parisians went hungry. The stylish partygoers on the Avenue Foch were often among the first to be singled out after the liberation for retribution. In the eyes of the Resistance, it was a misdemeanor to work with the Germans out of dire necessity to feed one’s starving family, but living the high life through the Germans while the rest of Paris starved was  a clear felony that called out for punishment. As the day of the liberation approached, residents along the Avenue Foch received death warrants written in red ink and small coffins in their mailboxes—none too subtle warnings that a day of judgment for the collaborators of Paris was coming.23

A Métro or bicycle ride across Paris would put a traveler into an entirely different world. In the eastern neighborhoods around the working-class areas of La Chapelle, the Place de la République, and Belleville, communists and trade-union members dominated. In these neighborhoods the Germans were less visible and had far fewer contacts. Instead of the wide, flowery avenues around the Étoile, these neighborhoods featured small roads and blocks of crowded housing units. The Germans did not regularly patrol these areas, relying instead on informers and the Paris police for surveillance. These working-class districts, as well as the even more crowded areas around the Place St. Michel across the river from Notre Dame, became the centers of anti-German activity in the summer of 1944.

The locus of French power in Paris, such as it was, sat on the Île de la Cité, one of the two islands in the Seine River. In the center of the island stands the imposing Préfecture de Police, the headquarters of the Paris police force. The police represented the daily face of collaboration and, like most urban police forces, had traditionally had a tense relationship with the working-class residents of the city. While helping the occupiers keep the peace in working-class neighborhoods, they also made the regime’s roundups of Jews and political foes possible. Without the police, the Germans could not possibly have hoped to hold Paris under anything but the most severe martial law. As a result, “À bas les flics!” (Down with the cops!) was a frequent phrase on posters and graffiti throughout Paris both before and during the war years.

Although they worked for the German occupiers, the police also had four separate clandestine groups that sympathized with the Free French under Charles de Gaulle in London or with the French Resistance inside Paris. They therefore held a crucial position. Despised  for their role in helping the occupiers exploit Parisians, some of them were readying themselves to become a force for change inside the capital. In 1943 and 1944, they became less reliable to the Germans and to Vichy, even if most Parisians failed to see the difference in their own neighborhoods. Although few Parisians could have foreseen it, the eyes, ears, and feet of the Paris policemen held the keys to the insurrection that began in Paris in 1944. Their decisions in mid-August determined much of what followed.

Opposite the prefecture on the Île de la Cité stands one of Paris’s most recognized and most famous buildings, the Cathédrale Notre Dame. For most of the occupation, Notre Dame and its cardinal-archbishop, Monsignor Emmanuel Célestin Suhard, symbolized collaboration even more than the police did. Suhard’s cozy relationship with the Germans and his public support of Vichy’s policies alienated him and much of the Catholic Church hierarchy in France from a working class already deeply suspicious of the church and its prerogatives. The day after the liberation, Notre Dame was to undergo a remarkable transformation, with Suhard kept away from celebrations in his own cathedral by an armed guard, while the hero of the hour, Charles de Gaulle, gave new meaning to the site through an astonishing act of theater from a career filled with astonishing theatrical acts.24

To Parisians in early 1944, these dramatic events still lay in the future. In the meantime, the residents of the city had to live their lives as best they could. Even during the height of the occupation Paris maintained a surface appearance of normality. For those not deported or imprisoned, the timeless rituals of Paris continued. Men still cast their fishing lines into the Seine hoping to find something to supplement their dinner, young people still sunbathed on the quays, and grandmothers still took their grandchildren for walks in the city’s magnificent parks. Until the Allies landed in France, Paris could do little but suffer in silence—and wait. 






1

THE END OF THIS NIGHTMARE

ON JUNE 6, 1944, AT 8:00 A.M., JACQUES BARDOUX’S telephone rang in his apartment near the Arc de Triomphe in the upscale sixteenth arrondissement of Paris. It had been a long night for Bardoux and his fellow Parisians. There had been six different air-raid alerts in the northwest section of the city, each marked by a piercing siren announcing the arrival of Allied bombers. The planes were attacking a wide variety of targets, but were especially focused on factories and transportation nodes like railroad stations, canals, and highway intersections in and around the city. For more than a year, such air raids had been a regular feature of life, sending Parisians scurrying into wine cellars and basements—but not into the Métro, which the Germans reserved for themselves, refusing to open it to city residents despite the safety its underground passageways and stations would have afforded.1

Bardoux, who had been a member of the French Senate in 1940, found the Allied bombings incomprehensible. Although the Allies, especially the Americans, touted the sophisticated technology of their aircraft, most bombs missed their targets because of bad weather,  poor visibility, air crew error, or any one of a thousand other reasons. The bombs were thus just as likely to fall on residential areas with no military importance at all as they were to hit a target of value to the Germans. The attacks had nevertheless become routine in an already tortured occupied Paris, except for those blessed nights when heavy cloud cover or rain kept the Allied planes away and allowed the residents to get a few hours of uninterrupted sleep.

Bardoux wore a black necktie all through the occupation in a silent act of protest as he kept a careful eye on events. He guessed that the increasing number of air raids probably meant that an Allied landing in France was imminent. A young adolescent in the city named Gilles Perrault also thought that “the ever-increasing number of bombers in the Paris sky” indicated that something big was afoot. “We were spending at least half the school day down in the shelters,” he noted with decidedly mixed emotions, the danger of the bombs contrasting with the excitement at the thought of the Allies coming to France at long last. Bardoux was better informed than Perrault, a friend with military training in amphibious operations having told him that June 4 to 10 presented the Allies with the optimal moon phases and tides for a landing on the French coast. Still, Paris had had many nights with six (or more) air raids before. Bardoux’s sleepless night, and Perrault’s days in the school shelter, might not necessarily mean that anything unusual was going to happen soon.2

The phone call changed Bardoux’s thinking in an instant. The man on the other end of the line said, “My mother in law has arrived,” then, after a few words of meaningless chatter, hung up. The message was part of a prearranged code informing Bardoux that the Allies had landed in Normandy. Although he was not part of the Resistance, Bardoux had been working behind the scenes to organize the members of the French Senate of 1940 in the hopes that they could return to their seats as soon as the city was once again free. In his eyes, the Vichy government had wrongly and illegally robbed the French people of their freely elected representatives. Despite his hope that the Allies might attempt a landing that week, Bardoux could  hardly believe what he heard. Nor did he fully understand what the long-anticipated landings meant for France or, more immediately, for Paris. He spent much of the day wandering the streets of his neighborhood trying to gauge the reactions of Parisians as rumors of the landings slowly spread across the city. He found his neighbors’ faces hard to read and wondered why they were not showing more emotion. Had these men and women developed a habit of suppressing their feelings after four arduous years of occupation? Were they afraid to show any happiness in public out of fear of attracting unwanted attention from the Germans? Or did they think that the landings would simply mean more deadly air raids and greater German repression?3

Parisians, whom the novelist Marguerite Duras thought were simply dumbfounded by the momentous news of the landing, might also have been waiting for some reliable information to confirm the rumors, which were flying fast and furious that day. Duras noted that few of her friends believed the initial reports of a landing, although both she and the Parisian journalist Jean Galtier-Boissière noted a “sweet joy” in the subtle smiles that Parisians cautiously exchanged on the streets and in the cafés that day. The increasingly agitated behavior of the Germans in Paris indicated that there was some truth to the rumors, although the possibility of reprisals from anxious German soldiers tempered the enthusiasm of most of the city’s residents.4

At 1:00 p.m., those Parisians with clandestine radios heard the voice of Winston Churchill himself on BBC radio, confirming that the Allies had landed. The British prime minister told the world that a landing “on a scale far larger than anything there has been so far in the world” was proceeding “in a thoroughly satisfactory manner.” To Pierre Bourget, one of those Parisians huddled around a radio playing at low volume, Churchill’s voice meant that the war had entered a new phase, possibly its last. Jacqueline Gaussen-Salmon, a young painter, noted the fear of the unknown that the news provoked in many of her acquaintances, although she hoped desperately that the  news meant “the end of this nightmare.” To the memoirist Charles Braibant, the voice of the British leader meant that “it really is the Landing, with a capital L,” and was thus a cause for cautious excitement. “People are hopeful,” he wrote in his journal, “but they are afraid of getting carried away.” Yves Cazaux, a professor who had kept a detailed journal since 1940, too, was hopeful—he even started a new journal to mark “this historic day.” Still, Braibant was right to be cautious and to guard his optimism. The beaches of Normandy were a long way from Paris.5

Early reports were contradictory. Although the German and collaborationist radio stations said nothing at first about the landings, they soon had no choice but to confirm the news being broadcast into Paris by the BBC and the recently established pro-Allied Radio Rome. The Germans had initially announced that the invasion had failed and that “the protective forces of the German Army annihilated the invaders in a matter of a few hours.” Through its newspaper Le Franciste, the regime tried to turn the city’s residents against the landing, calling the Allies “the valets of Stalin” and warning Parisians that the Allies were acting as the tools of world Jewry and communists, bringing with them only death and Soviet tyranny. The Germans warned the city’s residents against doing anything that might interfere with German military activity as units moved through Paris to the fighting fronts. They also put posters up around the city warning that anyone suspected of resistance activity would be shot on sight .6

Ernst Jünger, the famous author of the World War I memoir Storm of Steel, was then based in Paris and assigned to the German cultural ministry. He noted that most German generals in the city, although expecting a landing at some point, were nevertheless surprised that it had actually occurred. “Why that place? Why this time?” he recalled them thinking. Still, he reported no sense of fear or panic inside Paris headquarters and wrote in his diary for June 7 that the city was calm, displaying its usual “serenity and melancholy.” On June 8, he noted that the Paris stock market was rising and the city was operating as  normal. The D-Day landings, seen today as such a dramatic turning point in the war, did not cause any major changes to daily life in Paris under occupation.7

The Vichy government tried to depict the landings as only another phase in the victimization of a France that did not seek a direct role in the battle between Germany and the Allies. Vichy’s formulation took on the view of the Germans: The British and Americans were the unwitting dupes of a Jewish-Soviet worldwide conspiracy. “We are not in this war,” declared the Vichy prime minister, the increasingly detested Pierre Laval, who urged his countrymen not to choose sides and not to interfere with German military movements. Pétain, the head of the Vichy state, urged his countrymen to remain neutral, warning them “not to aggravate our misfortune by deeds that risk bringing upon you tragic acts of reprisal. It will be the innocent people of France who will suffer the consequences.”8

The Allies were aware of the potential power that the French Resistance held. An uprising by the many groups that constituted the French Resistance formed a key element of the planning of General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s staff for the operations in Normandy and beyond. Churchill, too, placed great faith in the French Resistance. One of his pet projects, the British Special Operations Executive (SOE), had established a network of agents inside France and had parachuted weapons, radios, and other supplies to them. The SOE flew daring agents in and out of France on extremely risky missions. These brave agents distributed code books to allow members of the Resistance to understand messages dropped by parachute or broadcast over the BBC. The SOE also worked with the rural Resistance group known as the maquis to recover downed Allied air crewmen, dozens of whom secretly passed through Paris during the war.

As the day for the landings approached, the SOE and the American Office of Strategic Services increased their activities inside France to prepare the Resistance to play an active supporting role. Through their networks, British and American agents notified their contacts throughout France to listen carefully to the BBC for three lines from  Paul Verlaine’s nineteenth-century poem “Chanson d’Automne.” The lines, “Blessent mon coeur / D’une longuer / Monotone,” were the signal for the members of the Resistance to go into action. They were to blow up rail lines, cut telephone and telegraph communications, and do anything else they could to confuse and disorient the Germans, thus giving the landings their best chance at success. Unfortunately, these lines were also the signal for the Germans to go on high alert, as their agents had already broken the code through torture and interrogation of captured French Resistance fighters. German Supreme Command West, the army headquarters responsible for the defense of France, went on high alert just thirty minutes after the broadcast. Many important German commanders and intelligence operatives nevertheless refused to believe that the broadcast was truly the signal that an invasion was imminent, especially given the poor weather conditions in Normandy that night.9

Soon after the poem went out over the BBC airwaves, another message went out, this one from General Marie-Pierre Koenig, the London-based leader of the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur (FFI). Koenig urged the members of the FFI, known inside France by their nickname the “Fifis,” and at least nominally under the control of the French government-in-exile in London, to rise up. These men and women were among the best organized members of the French Resistance, even if for reasons of necessity and security they were diffuse and hard to command. Koenig’s message urged them to begin a guerrilla uprising in support of the landings and to act as a fifth column for the Allies. Members of the FFI anxiously and eagerly joined the fight that they hoped would lead to the liberation of their homeland. Despite the Germans having cracked the code, the FFI succeeded in carrying out many acts of sabotage. Besides dynamiting railroads and cutting telegraph lines, in isolated instances FFI agents targeted German officials for assassination.

Rising up in Normandy, where confusion reigned and FFI members could melt into the countryside, was easier than rising up in Paris, which was honeycombed with informers. French agents also ran risks if  they tried to move around Paris without proper papers. Nevertheless, many members of the Resistance tried to organize an uprising inside the city. The Comité Parisien de la Libération (CPL), a communist-dominated Resistance group headed by a thirty-one-year-old artisan, labor organizer, and lifelong resident of Paris named André Tollet, ordered its men into action on June 8. Tollet, who had survived fifteen months in a German prison before escaping in June 1942, was one of the many tough, determined communist leaders of the Resistance who both gave the movement its energy and terrified the opponents of communism in Paris, London, and Washington. From him came an order, plastered overnight on kiosks and walls across Paris, that read:The landing of the Allies, so long desired by the population of Paris, has occurred. . . . Sabotage, destroy, or burn anything that can be of use to the enemy. Disrupt his transportation and his production. Paris, capital of combat and capital of insurrection, Paris, capital of liberty, must have the full mobilization of its people.10



The CPL thus represented a way to organize the working class of Paris—but a working class aligned with communism could be a new potential rival as well as a potential weapon. Consequently, Allied agents tried to have little to do with the CPL and its followers.

Good news seemed to follow in the first few days and weeks after the landings. Word quickly spread throughout Paris that Charles de Gaulle had arrived in Bayeux to a rapturous welcome. The leader of Free France, operating as the head of a Provisional Government of the Republic of France, was on French soil. At least a small part of France was back under French control. Parisians also knew that an elite Free French naval commando unit had landed in the first wave of the D-Day assault and had participated in the liberation of the town of Ouistreham on the eastern edge of the Allied lodgment area. It hardly mattered to most Parisians that the unit was small or that its overall contribution to the events of June 6 was minimal. The  unit’s appearance meant that French soldiers were fighting the Germans inside France.

But, as Charles Braibant and many others had correctly guessed, the people of Paris would have to wait for the Allied landings to have a positive impact on them. Although the Allies had overcome stiff resistance in places and had liberated the beautiful medieval town of Bayeux within a few hours, the Normandy landings had not been a complete success. The five Allied landing forces did not achieve the linkage envisioned for the first day, meaning that critical gaps existed between them that the Germans might be able to exploit. More importantly, the vital rail and road juncture of Caen, a target for day one of the operation, remained in German hands until July 18.

Parisians quietly tried to learn as much as they could. They emptied bookstores of maps of Normandy and followed the progress of the Allies as closely as they could. Real news was often hard to come by, forcing Parisians to sort out rumor and propaganda from fact, all the while wondering if the Allied forces moving slowly across Normandy would reach Paris in the near future or if they would stall as the Allied advance into Italy had done. Some also recalled the failed Allied raid on Dieppe in August 1942, which cost the Allies 3,600 casualties but did nothing to change the situation in France. They feared that the landings might in the end be nothing more than a repeat of that disaster on a far larger scale. If the landings should fail, moreover, the Allies might not be in a position to try again for several years.11

The BBC and Radio Rome kept Parisians reasonably well informed, as did the informal grapevines and rumor networks that ran through the city. Anyone who could get near a radio and had a means to power it tuned in, hoping to learn what the Allies were saying about the latest events. Listening to the BBC and Radio Rome was illegal but widespread nevertheless. Every night at 9, the BBC broadcast in French. The thirty minutes of news and entertainment included coded messages to the French Resistance as well as a nightly address from Charles de Gaulle. The BBC made de Gaulle  something more than just a name; his voice was a nightly reminder to France that an alternative to Pétain and Vichy existed. So many people were listening to the BBC that a grim joke circulated around Paris that a Jew had killed a German soldier and eaten his heart at 9:20 p.m. “Impossible for three reasons,” ran the punch line: “A German has no heart. A Jew eats no pork. And at 9:20 everyone is listening to the BBC.”12

Largely because of the BBC’s nightly updates, the journals and letters of Parisians from these weeks show a remarkably accurate picture of the overall military situation despite the torrent of lies and misinformation that the Germans and Vichy authorities released. Not all of the news was good. The slow Allied advance off the beaches led Charles Braibant to wonder if the landings, rather than being the start of a liberation that “had filled our hearts with hope,” instead were “a new Anzio,” a reference to the frustrating Allied landings south of Rome that had stalled on the beaches from January to May. A repeat of that disaster might delay liberation for months.

Parisians also learned, with mixed emotions, that the Allies had turned their main effort toward the major port city of Cherbourg on June 20. The obvious value of seizing one of the largest ports on the English Channel was evident to all—to Braibant it represented “an enormous step on the road to victory”—but it also meant that the Allies were moving their strategic axis west and therefore away from Paris. Allied progress through the rough hedgerow country that began just inside the coast was painfully slow, forcing the Allies to regroup and rethink their operations and tactics. Supply also remained a problem. Allied inability to capture Cherbourg until June 27 (giving the Germans enough time to do serious damage to its facilities), combined with a storm that destroyed one of the two artificial ports custom-designed for the operation, caused massive logistical problems that continued to haunt the Allies until the end of the war. A lack of supplies and reinforcements and the slow progress through the hedgerows worried not only anxious people in Paris but the officers in Eisenhower’s headquarters as well.13

While Allied operations in Normandy slowed, the Germans reacted savagely to the newfound threat, rounding up any Parisian they suspected of having been involved in resistance activities since the landings. Increased German surveillance sent Resistance leaders in the city even farther underground. The Germans arrested hundreds of men, many of them, the young Gilles Perrault noted, for no crime other than being “caught outside the cinema without papers.” Many such men disappeared into prisons like Fresnes or onto trucks bound for prisons or work camps in Germany.14

The slow pace of the Allied advance thus had direct implications for the members of the FFI in and around Paris who were bearing the lion’s share of the fighting. Just a few days after the landings, Koenig reluctantly ordered an end to FFI sabotage activity because the Allies were still stuck near the beaches; any further sabotage outside the battle area, he felt, only risked exposure and death for FFI agents. His telegram of June 10 read:PUT MAXIMUM BRAKE ON GUERRILLA ACTIONS STOP CURRENTLY IMPOSSIBLE TO SUPPLY ARMS AND AMMUNITION IN SUFFICIENT QUANTITIES STOP WHEREVER POSSIBLE BREAK OFF ATTACKS TO ALLOW REORGANIZATION STOP AVOID LARGE GROUPINGS FORM SMALL ISOLATED GROUPS





Although the order made tactical sense, it alienated members of the FFI inside France who had risked their lives for what they believed was a final fight to the finish for the liberation of France. One FFI leader compared it to the surrender of 1940; another warned that it would lead to mass arrests of French Resistance agents. The order created mistrust between the FFI in France and its nominal chiefs in London.15

While the Allies stalled, the Germans and their Vichy allies increased the repression and harassment of résistants. On June 21 came news of the German killing of thirty young unarmed Parisians in cold blood, their bodies left near the waterfall in the Bois de  Boulogne. They had been looking for weapons to purchase but had been betrayed and led to their deaths by a Frenchman they trusted, who was in fact on the payroll of the Gestapo. Because of this and other crackdowns, Parisians quickly retreated back into the scared silence that had marked the city and its inhabitants for four long years; it was the same silence that had led its German occupiers to give Paris the nickname “the city that never looks back.”16

Parisians had to deal with much more than just increased vigilance on the part of the Germans. The air attacks that so terrified Parisians before June 6 intensified as the Allies sought all possible means to help get their troops out of the Normandy beachhead. The attacks, part of the Anglo-American Combined Bomber Offensive, aimed to cripple Germany’s ability to move men and supplies through northern France. Since 1943 the bomber offensive had been striking industrial targets in Europe and forcing German fighters to engage Allied fighters on Allied terms. Because Paris was both the vital center of all communications in northern France and the node through which the vast majority of German rail and road traffic passed, the city was a prime target of this campaign. From a strategic perspective, the transportation network of Paris and its suburbs was the single most important military asset of the capital. Eisenhower’s staff estimated that each of the 59 German divisions in France needed 350 tons of supplies per day plus the operational mobility that the railroads gave them. The airmen concluded that destroying 80 to 90 percent of the French rail network would immobilize those divisions and render them militarily ineffective.

In the months prior to the landings, therefore, Eisenhower ordered his air forces to reduce the amount of bomb tonnage they were dropping on German industry and increase the tonnage of bombs dropped on the French transportation network, especially on the giant roundhouse that Paris represented. The damage to factories caused by an air raid against industrial targets and marshaling yards in the Paris suburb of Trappes in early March inspired confidence in Allied air commanders, who had long believed that air power alone  might bring Germany to its knees. Although some of them were reluctant to slow the bombardment of German industry, others saw a chance for air power to make a direct contribution to the success of the cross-channel invasion. Eisenhower, also impressed by the results of the Trappes raid, made the French railway network a high priority for Allied bombers from April to June.17

Given the notorious inaccuracy of aerial bombardment, the so-called Transportation Plan faced enormous odds. The partial success at Trappes did not change the estimates of British analysts who thought that the goal of destroying 90 percent of the French rail network was absurdly optimistic; they estimated that, at best, aerial interdiction could disrupt 30 percent of German supplies, not nearly enough to debilitate enemy operations in Normandy. The Allies nevertheless increased the bombings, dropping more than 500,000 tons of bombs on France in 1943 and 1944. The damage that these operations inflicted was often far less than the airmen had promised, and the Germans more than made good their losses of rolling stock by seizing almost 60 percent of French rolling stock.18

Most of the important French rail yards and stations, of course, were located in urban areas, presenting a conundrum to Allied planners. Paris, the unquestioned center of the French rail system, had eight large stations and a number of smaller substations as well as important stations in the suburbs. Many of these stations were dedicated to moving heavy cargo and equipment and were obvious targets for air operations. The British and Americans, however, were well aware that the Transportation Plan involved bombing not an enemy country, but an occupied nation that they were hoping to liberate. Some of the planners agonized over the estimated 160,000 French casualties to be expected (half of whom they guessed would be fatalities), not to mention the immense damage the bombing would cause to the very same rail network that they would prefer to maintain in order to feed and supply France in the first winter after the liberation. Churchill and the British foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, also worried that the air campaign—which they described as “criminal” and “murderous”— would give German and Vichy propagandists enough material to turn the French against their liberators, not just during the war but for years thereafter.

Eisenhower, while hoping to spare the city by prohibiting the use of incendiary bombs and promising to do “everything possible to avoid loss of life among our friends,” nevertheless criticized as “sheer folly” any objections that might reduce the Normandy campaign’s chance of success. Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, a senior British strategist, dismissed concerns about French civilian casualties as “sob stuff about children with legs blown off and blinded old ladies” that he believed was insignificant when compared to “the saving of risk to our young soldiers landing on a hostile shore.” President Roosevelt, to whom Churchill also appealed, refused to second-guess his military commander. Consequently, Churchill got nothing more for his efforts than an empty promise from the air force commanders that they would take greater care in aiming their bombs around Paris. Given the inability of air forces to drop their bombs with anything that remotely approached accuracy, this promise accounted for precious little.19

Thus the bombs kept falling on Paris and across northern France. And they kept killing. German soldiers, who had access to solid shelters, rarely suffered, but the French people suffered terribly. Allied bombardments killed 67,078 French citizens in all, 35,317 of them in 1944 alone. One raid, on May 30, killed 5,358 Frenchmen, wounded 7,075 more, and left thousands of men, women, and children homeless. Even when the Americans tried to reduce casualties, people still died needlessly, often because of the inherent inaccuracy of aerial bombardment. One raid, aimed at the Paris suburbs of St. Cloud and Sèvres, attacked factories on a Sunday. The commanders had hoped to damage the buildings without killing the workers. But the bombs missed their targets, killing 380 and wounding 446; it was a beautiful spring day, and many of these people had been out for a walk in a nearby park. Another raid in April destroyed the city’s main Red Cross warehouse along with its irreplaceable stores of badly needed  medical supplies. Each air raid warning (six on the night of May 28, three more on the night of May 29) kept the city on a razor’s edge and suggested momentous events in the days ahead. The raids also filled Paris’s badly stretched hospitals, leading Jacques Bardoux to wonder “if the military advantages can possibly compensate for their political and moral effects.”20

Allied air strategists, many of whom were contemptuous of French military performance in 1940, thought little of France’s suffering. Concerned with minimizing their own casualties, they saw the air campaign as a legitimate form of warfare even if civilians died. For Parisians, however, the raids seemed a terrible price for people already suffering under German occupation. They left even dedicated résistants furious at what they called the “criminal imbecility” of a policy that killed Frenchmen by the hundreds and thousands but rarely did even moderate damage to German positions. Some on the French Left even wondered if the attacks were part of a larger plan to destroy French industry in order to render it incapable of competing with the British and Americans after the war. André Tollet and others in the Communist Party were stupefied and infuriated at the Allied willingness to drop bombs by the ton on innocent civilians, while simultaneously refusing to drop badly needed weapons to the Resistance from those same airplanes for fear of the weapons ending up in German or communist hands.21

The bombings were foremost on the minds of the Frenchmen who talked to the courageous American journalist Alice Moats shortly before the Normandy landings. Based in Madrid for much of the war and tired of hearing about the situation in France from people who had not been there since 1940, she snuck across the Pyrenees on foot and caught a train into Paris, arriving in April 1944. She stayed for a remarkable three weeks before she decided it was too dangerous to remain any longer, but in that time she saw just how badly the Transportation Plan had failed. The Germans, she found, were able to rebuild rail yards almost as quickly as Allied planes destroyed them. Meanwhile, the people of Paris continued to  suffer from both the direct and indirect effects of the bombings. Neither the Germans nor the collaborationist government of the city of Paris provided any aid to those rendered homeless or unemployed by the bombings. On her arrival in Paris, Moats went to the scene of a raid in the La Chapelle neighborhood (near the rail yards of the Gare du Nord and the Gare de l’Est) that had killed 565 people a few weeks earlier. Residents were still digging bodies out of the rubble, and the locals she saw all wore “the same dazed look of suffering.”22

Parisians tried to understand the bombings as a tragic but necessary prelude to their freedom, but the slow Allied progress across Normandy made it harder and harder for them to see any direct connection between their immediate suffering and their eventual liberation. One Frenchman told Moats, “What a terrible thing it is, Madame, to be slaughtered by the very people who are coming to liberate us,” although he believed that Parisians would quickly forgive the Allies if they liberated the city soon. Some, however, feared that there might not be anything left to liberate if the bombing campaign continued. The expatriate English journalist Sisley Huddleston undertook a dangerous trip from his home in the south of France to Paris because he wanted to see the city he loved one last time before, he feared, Allied bombers destroyed it as they had already destroyed Hamburg, Cologne, and Rouen. Jacques Bardoux was also fearful about what might happen if the Allies did not arrive quickly, writing in his journal, “We ask ourselves anxiously what will be left of France if the Anglo-Americans only reconquer it meter by meter all the way to Lorraine!” Bardoux talked with other members of the French Senate of 1940 about ways of appealing to the Americans and the British to warn them that the air attacks were “radicalizing” public opinion against the Allies; they also discussed asking the Vatican to step in and demand that the Allies stop the attacks on humanitarian grounds.23

The air attacks gave the Germans the only possible public relations boon they could have hoped for after four years of occupation. Few Parisians believed the most outrageous claims of German and Vichy propagandists: that the Germans were protecting Paris from an  “Allied army of crime” that was in the pay of the Jews and the Soviets. But the air raids did give some credence to the claims of Vichy supporters that the policy of collaboration served as the only viable option for a nation stuck between two warring parties, neither of which had France’s best interests at heart. Huddleston noted that Parisians were angry and resentful about the bombings, which “definitely did harm to the Allied cause.”24

Vichy leaders moved quickly to take advantage of the growing anti-Allied sentiment. Pétain, the living symbol of collaboration and the man who coined the term, came to Paris in late April for a mass at Notre Dame in memory of the dead from the La Chapelle bombings. It was his first appearance in Paris since 1940, and the city gave an ecstatic reception to the man who had once been France’s greatest hero. Pétain played the role for all it was worth, posing for photographs near bomb craters in Montmartre and in front of the damaged outer walls of the Sacré Coeur basilica, his eyes filled with tears for the cameras to record. Appearing without bodyguards or uniformed security as he moved through bombed-out areas, he basked in the reception the capital gave him. One sympathetic observer noted that “never in the palmiest days of Hitler, in the most triumphant days of Stalin, has a chief been better received than Pétain was in Paris.”

While many in the Resistance might have found comparisons to Hitler a bit too close for comfort, there was little doubt that Pétain’s popularity offered a potential counterweight to the efforts of de Gaulle and the FFI to win over the hearts of Parisians. Even among members of the Resistance, however, there was surprisingly little animosity toward Pétain personally. One Resistance leader told Alice Moats that “the patriots among us hate the Vichy government, but few of us can bring ourselves to hate Pétain.” Moats, who risked exposure and arrest to see Pétain’s arrival at Notre Dame, heard Parisians discussing the hope that Pétain might return to Paris permanently, take control of the government as he had in 1940, and sign a deal with the Americans to end the air attacks. Such hopes were unrealistic, but they spoke to the desires of Parisians for an end to the war and the bombings under almost any conditions.25

Although the bombings continued relentlessly, the Transportation Plan came nowhere near to achieving its goals. It failed to stop German units from getting to Normandy from other parts of France. The German 12th SS Panzer and Panzer Lehr divisions, for example, experienced delays of less than twenty-four hours as a result of transportation problems around Paris. In fact, the Germans did not suffer a single insurmountable supply problem; their supply lines were more secure than those of the Allies, which suffered from a lack of appropriate port facilities. The Germans responded to the damage caused by Allied bombing by taking over more of the French civilian rail network’s capacity. As a result, the Germans made up the difference, while the residents of Paris had to make do with even less. The Transportation Plan harmed French civilians much more than it harmed the Germans. Seen from French eyes, the plan was more than simply inefficient; it was murderous.26

The air attacks were terrifying enough on their own, but they also aggravated the single most important problem facing Paris in the days after the landings: a dangerous shortage of food. As early as the occupation’s first winter Parisians had begun to feel the sting of privation. Those with connections in the countryside wrote to their friends and relatives asking them to send anything edible to the increasingly malnourished city. As the war dragged on and as German requisitions from the French countryside increased, meat virtually disappeared from the Parisian diet, reducing the city’s residents to what one Parisian called “the level of beasts” as they scoured Paris for food. As early as the spring of 1943, Parisians began to suffer from a host of diseases associated with poor nutrition. One visitor to the city that year found the food situation in Paris much worse than in the countryside or in smaller French cities. Huddleston confided to his diary that he “could not understand how the ordinary Frenchman lived at all. The insipid and unnutritive vegetables, the small portion of horrible bread, which was about all he could get,  reduced him to a skeleton.”27 A report prepared by a Swiss Red Cross official estimated that Paris had 25,000 severely malnourished babies and toddlers. The supposedly nutritious biscuits Pétain fed to students at school could not stop the wartime trend of declining average weight and height among French children.28

In another of the tragic ironies of war, the food situation in Paris grew markedly worse as a direct result of Allied efforts to liberate France. Not only did Paris need fully functioning rail lines to bring food into the city, but the landings had also cut Paris off from the fertile agricultural lands of Normandy, the city’s primary source of milk, meat, and vegetables. Even before the landings, milk deliveries had fallen 50 percent and meat deliveries 40 percent because of the extensive damage to the rail network of northern France. Many truck drivers and railroad workers refused to go north of the capital because of the dangers involved. With much of Normandy in Allied hands, moreover, the region’s ample food stocks went more often to England, which also badly needed them, than to Paris. As a result, food prices in Paris were as much as eight times higher than those in the countryside.29

The arrival of 350,000 more German soldiers after the landings and the German requisitioning of 25,000 French cows per month to feed them severely aggravated the food problem. The Germans also seized approximately three-fourths of the available trucks in Normandy, severely depleting the only viable alternative to rail supply. Paris badly needed the trucks, because two-thirds of the French railway network’s rolling stock not requisitioned by the Germans had been damaged or destroyed by the Allied bombardments. The result was a virtual end to regular food shipments into the capital. In July 1943, an average of five hundred railcars had brought food to the city every day; by July 1944, that figure had plummeted to just twenty. Charles Braibant thought that although the city had been hungry for many months, “the real start of the famine” dated to mid-June 1944.30

His observation was accurate. Weekly rations, which even in the early years of the occupation amounted to barely enough to sustain  the city’s 2.5 million people, fell precipitously throughout 1944 and again after the landings. By the time of the liberation, a Parisian’s weekly ration included one-half pound of unappetizing meat, often of indeterminable origin and in the form of a grayish sausage; three-fifths of a pound of butter or equivalent fats; and a handful of fresh vegetables, most often rutabagas. Only fruit and locally caught fish were available in reasonable, if not ample, supply. It could take as long as five hours to get to the front of a bread line, and on any given day, as many as three-fourths of the city’s bakeries were closed because of a lack of flour or fuel for the ovens. Parisians Janet Flanner and Gilbert Reynaud Rémy, who both lived in Paris during the occupation, independently estimated that the average Parisian lost forty pounds. Rémy had seen people die in the streets of hunger in the city’s poorest neighborhoods.31

Parisians did what they could to amass enough food to survive, but life became increasingly precarious in the spring of 1944. The semiregular shipments of food from friends and relatives in the countryside had stopped, owing both to shortages in the provinces and the difficulty of transporting what little extra food was available. One city resident celebrated his ability to save his ration coupons for several days and thereby hoard enough radishes, peas, potatoes, and pasta to form something resembling a regular meal. His joy was tempered, however, when he found himself hungry again after just two hours. Two weeks later, he recorded in his journal, “not a cat to be seen on the streets.”32

Alice Moats, the American journalist who had sneaked into France in April, almost blew her own cover because she was not accustomed to the near-starvation diet of Parisians. In a restaurant near the Gare de Lyon, she was served “a cold, disgusting mess” of “gray and lumpy” mashed potatoes that she found too unappetizing to eat. She left the potatoes sitting on the plate, hoping that the waiter would take them away. The waiter, “unable to believe that a person could possibly leave a portion of potatoes uneaten,” would not clear her plate, and she did not want to ask him again for fear of him noticing  her foreign accent. Soon, all the diners in the restaurant were staring at her, wondering what kind of person would leave food of any kind uneaten. She chose to leave the restaurant as quietly as she could, but she felt the eyes of the others in the restaurant follow her as she did.33

The city authorities in Paris tried to deal with the food shortages by establishing communal kitchens within individual neighborhoods. Like ration cards, tickets for meals in so-called “national restaurants” were not valid outside a family’s neighborhood of residence. This system controlled movement inside the city and limited formal connections between people living in different parts of the city. It therefore made neighbors dependent upon one another through a barter system that often functioned much more effectively than the traditional cash system. The communal kitchens rarely offered much beyond a thin, watery soup and some hard cakes made from second-grade flour. Often they did not have nearly enough food to meet the needs of the neighborhood. Paris authorities also tried to sell sugar, milk, and coffee substitutes as “patriotic” alternatives to goods no longer available, but they rarely succeeded because of the obvious low quality of those goods.

Even when Parisians could find food, they often had no fuel with which to cook it. Gas and electricity were normally available only intermittently, sometimes for as little as thirty minutes per day. Andrzej Bobkowski, an expatriate Pole living in Paris, had so little gas that it took the meager flame on his stove more than two hours to boil a small cup of water for a “patriotic” tea made from dried herbs. Shipments of coal and wood had long since stopped coming into the city, leading residents to search out alternative fuels. They even burned sawdust. Electricity came on only at night, and usually, only then, for an hour or two. The city’s cinemas compensated by hooking generators to groups of bicycles, whose teenaged riders provided the power to run the projectors.34

There was not even enough power in the city to run the Métro, which operated with unpredictable hours. City authorities looked to save power by closing some of the stations. On some nights, less than  half of the stations were fully functioning. Parisians learned to adapt by relying on their feet and the city’s ubiquitous bicycles. A joke even went around the city that the Métro closures were not that important, as Paris would need just four stations for the liberation: Bienvenüe (“welcome”) for the Allies; Cambronne (Parisian slang meaning “shit”) for the Germans; Concorde (“agreement”) for the various elements of the Resistance; and Père Lachaise (named for the city’s most famous cemetery) for the collaborators.35

As such bitterness attests, not all Parisians suffered equally. A thriving black market operated in the city for those with the cash to afford it. Luxuries like butter, eggs, and meat were available but at exorbitant prices well out of the reach of all but the wealthiest Parisians and for those with close connections to the Germans. Before the war, butter cost 15 francs per kilogram. By mid-1943 it cost 1,500 francs per kilogram on the black market. By July 1944, prices had skyrocketed so much that 1 kilogram of butter cost 13,000 francs. Bread, officially listed at 3.75 francs per kilogram, sold on the black market for almost ten times that amount. The Normandy landings only exacerbated the problem. The price of a kilogram of black-market meat rose from 250 francs to 450 francs in the week following D-Day.36

Most Parisians depicted the black market as a place frequented by the rich and the collaborators, although most residents turned to it on occasion in a desperate search for food. They had little choice, as official rations were not enough to feed most families. By one estimate, more than 20 percent of the food coming into the city ended up in the hands of black marketers. Some Parisians even rationalized that shopping on the black market was a patriotic activity, because the food at least stayed in France rather than being shipped back to Germany, as so much of French produce was.37

But if the black market was out of reach for most Parisians, it did not necessarily operate in the shadows. Some restaurants had concealed back rooms and secret menus, but others operated openly, making money selling fine foods to those few who could afford them. Such restaurants posted signs saying that they operated sans tickets  or hors catégoire, meaning that the food inside could not be obtained by ration coupons, but by cash only. Alice Moats observed that such restaurants, mainly frequented by Germans and collaborators, had “butter on the tables, fresh cream overflowing in every dish, juicy meat,” and even unheard of luxuries like pâté, steak, cheese, and vintage wines. For most Parisians, wine and liquor were rare luxuries, being available only in poor quality and sold in restaurants and cafés only three days a week.38

Moats recorded two dinners she attended in her time in Paris in April and May 1944. They tell the tale of the two ways of life in wartime Paris. The first dinner, which she attended under an assumed name at the invitation of an old friend, was in the home of one of Paris’s most famous collaborationist families on the Avenue Foch. There she was welcomed with martinis and a full five-course meal, which was served and prepared by the family’s staff. The meal featured champagne, white wine, red wine, brandy, and the only real coffee she drank during her extraordinary trip. Over dinner the guests spoke openly and with no shame about the best places in the city to find black-market goods of all kinds. Little wonder that the guests expressed their fear of the city’s communists, and little wonder, too, that Moats left that night aware that the small but rich group of collaborators was the only segment of the Parisian population not going hungry during these difficult times.

The other dinner she wrote about was in the small Left Bank apartment of a key Resistance leader, whom she never identified by name. That meal was cabbage followed not by brandy but by the passing of coarse cigarettes to curb hunger. The conversation that accompanied the meal revolved around impressions of the Americans and British, who they hoped would soon liberate France, as well as the desire of working-class Parisians for vengeance against the collaborators. One of the résistants at the meal told Moats that he was far from alone in having “a long list of people he was planning to shoot and there wasn’t a German name on the list.”39

Food remained the city’s main problem. Jacques Bardoux feared an open battle in the city less than he feared starvation. On June 26, he wrote, “Paris might know a disaster [caused by a battle in the city], but it will know famine,” unless something happened soon to change its fate. Jacqueline Gaussen-Salmon, the painter, thought that the city was too hungry even to dream about liberation. On July 12 she wrote in her journal that “the great fear of famine crushes all our spirits. No one thinks of anything but food.”40

But if most Parisians were hungry, at least they still had a bit of freedom. Some Parisians lost much more than their prewar material comforts. In June and July the Gestapo increased its arrests of suspected Resistance members, presumed political opponents, and labor leaders. More and more Parisians found themselves in the torture chambers of the Rue des Saussaies and on the Avenue Foch. The terrible prison at Fresnes overflowed with political enemies of the Reich, most of whom the Germans deported to camps in the east. Roundups of Paris’s few remaining Jews continued as well, with 240 Jewish children being sent to the squalid suburban camp at Drancy on July 21, followed by another 400 children ten days later, and a final roundup of Jewish children on August 17, the day that the last trains left Drancy for Auschwitz. With them went the last Jews to remain in a city that had had a thriving Jewish population before the war. In 1940, some 140,000 Jews had lived in Paris, and two-thirds of them had been born in France.41

If there was any kind of silver lining in these terrible events, it was in the behavior of the Paris police. Since the Allied landings, some Parisians had noted that the police seemed less willing to work with the Germans and had, in fact, stopped arresting Parisians for their political views alone. This refusal on the part of the Paris police may help to explain the increased activity by the Gestapo, which now had to do more of its own dirty work. Jacques Bardoux was one of the Parisians who noted a new attitude among the police. He asked a policeman he knew about this turnabout and recorded his impressions  in his journal that night. The policeman told him that the vast majority of the Paris police force was “against the Germans.” He added, “We want very much to have the opportunity to set things right with the odious and rotten Nazi regime. We are for the Republic, although not a communist Republic.” The Paris police had, in fact, begun to unite the force’s four separate Resistance groups, pledging their allegiance to Charles de Gaulle. The prefect of the Paris police, however, remained loyal to the collaborationist city administration of the right-wing and anti-Semitic Pierre Taittinger, founder of both a successful champagne-making house and the Jeunesse Patriotique (The Young Patriots), a fascist youth movement of the interwar years. And if Parisians detected a change within the police force itself, it was a minor one, as even the most militant members limited their resistance to passive acts.42

The Allied landings, which had inspired so much hope on June 6, had therefore made Paris an even more desperate and anxious place. Streams of alternatively bad news and good news arrived in the city constantly, adding to the fears and uncertainty so many felt. On June 18, Parisians learned of a massacre that had taken place a week earlier in the town of Oradur sur Glane, near Limoges. There, members of the 2nd SS Panzer Division had rounded up the town’s inhabitants into churches and barns then set those buildings on fire, burning 425 men, women, and children alive. Only 17 people survived. The Germans defended their actions by claiming that locals had thrown rocks at them, using this excuse to justify their decision not to punish a single German for the atrocity. The horrors of Oradur were too much even for the officials in Vichy, who demanded that the Germans at least apologize. One German general did go to Oradur to make amends; the local bishop told him, “God may forgive you, but France never will.”43

Oradur was far from the only place that suffered the wrath of the Nazis in the wake of the Normandy landings. At the end of July, the Germans landed glider planes filled with SS troops in Vercors, a southern stronghold of the rural maquis. The Allies had in fact dropped  supplies into Vercors in July; tragically, though, these supply drops were enough to rouse the Germans into taking action without giving the maquisards sufficient arms to defend themselves. At the end of July, the Germans wiped out Vercors, killing 830 people amid atrocities that rivaled in brutality those committed at Oradur. The Allies ignored the final desperate pleas of the men and women in Vercors for more arms, reinforcing the view in Paris and elsewhere that the Resistance could not count on help from de Gaulle, the Americans, or the British. One of those final messages read, “If no aid [arrives] we and population will consider [the Free France government] criminal and cowardly.” The Allied abandonment of Vercors underscored to the FFI in Paris the dangers of rising against the Germans prematurely. Similarly, the Resistance, responding to the Allied landings in Normandy, managed to liberate the town of Tulle in central France for a few hours on June 7 and 8. The Germans responded by hanging ninety-nine people in the town square.44

Fierce fighting erupted in many places. St. Lô, Caen, and many other towns and cities suffered near total destruction. Some became sites of intentional German atrocities; others were simply caught in the middle. FFI commander Raymond Massiet was among those who saw in the fates of those towns, “caught mercilessly between two armies fighting on soil that was not theirs,” a terrible omen for Paris. The Germans had already shown themselves capable of committing mass atrocities in Oradur, Tulle, and Vercors. Other cities, like Stalingrad in southwestern Russia, which had been directly on the front lines in 1942–1943, had been completely destroyed. Parisians knew that their city sat at the edge of an abyss and that calamity was just as likely as liberation. One resident noted that “the Paris air is more highly charged with menace than at any time since the French Revolution. Invasion, civil war, siege, famine, prison—whatever the future may take—Parisians are ominously expecting the deadliest phase of the war.”45

Before she left Paris, Moats talked to an FFI member about the future that awaited Paris. He compared Paris, and France more  generally, to a woman in labor: “At the moment . . . she doesn’t say to herself ‘This is going to be a boy, and I shall educate him to be an engineer.’ All she can think of is getting rid of the burden she has carried for so many months and having the pain stop.” If the pain did not stop soon, he feared, Paris itself might die from the labor it was then suffering. Another Parisian later recalled, “We just could not go on any longer. There was absolutely nothing left. We had thought we had reached the end so many times, yet the finish line kept on moving further back.” With its population depleted both physically and psychologically, the city seemed close to the breaking point. As a symptom of this decline, street violence also began to increase.

While most of Paris was engaged in a desperate struggle for survival, a small but determined band of Parisians planned and prepared to move that finish line forward. They hoped not just to end the German occupation, but to settle old scores and give France a future of security and safety from enemies inside and out. The Resistance had waited for years for this moment and now would attempt to seize it.46
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RESISTANCE

IN OCTOBER 1941, A HANDSOME FORTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD MAN arrived in London to meet with Charles de Gaulle. With the help of British agents, de Gaulle’s visitor had managed to travel from Marseilles to Barcelona to Lisbon, with the original intention of going to America. While living in Lisbon, he had used fake names and changed residences frequently, trying to avoid both German agents and the Portuguese police. He had also begun to write down his observations of the nascent Resistance movement developing in France. The British agents with whom he worked in Lisbon read those notes and, convinced that he was too valuable to leave Europe, insisted that he go instead to London. When he met de Gaulle for the first time, the charismatic fugitive was wearing the silk scarf around his neck that soon became his trademark. It hid a telltale scar that resulted from a failed suicide attempt following his torture at the hands of France’s new German masters.

The man’s name was Jean Moulin, and just a year earlier he had been the youngest prefect in France and a fast-rising star in French politics. Now he had arrived in England with news for de Gaulle that promised to transform the nature of French resistance to the Nazis and Vichy. Moulin had already showed a deep reservoir of courage.   After the German takeover of Chartres, the city outside Paris where he was based, Moulin had refused to sign a Nazi document that falsely blamed Senegalese soldiers in the French Army for the deaths of civilians that had obviously resulted from German artillery. For his refusal, the Germans tortured him, only reaffirming in his mind the necessity of opposing the new regime and its vicious racism. After his failed suicide attempt, the Germans, figuring that he had learned his lesson, released him, but they refused him permission to return to Chartres. With the help of an American consul in Marseilles, he boarded a train for Barcelona under an assumed name. Then, finding Francisco Franco’s Spain too dangerous, he carefully made his way to the British embassy in Lisbon.

It took Moulin almost six weeks to convince British diplomats to put him on a plane to London, probably because the information he wanted to bring to de Gaulle seemed too fantastic to be believed. When at last they met, Moulin told de Gaulle that he had spoken to the leaders of three different Resistance groups in France and they had given him authorization to speak on their behalf. They were willing, Moulin said, to swear their allegiance to de Gaulle and join his movement. The Free France movement in London and the French Resistance in France itself now had their first true linkage. Despite his discomfort with Moulin’s socialist politics, de Gaulle immediately saw the value in Moulin’s offer of alliance. He gave him the title of delegate-general to the occupied territories, making him a kind of ambassador to the various Resistance groups within France. Knowing that Moulin’s politics and his heroism gave him a legitimacy in the eyes of French socialists and communists that he himself did not have, de Gaulle assigned Moulin to fuse together the various elements of the French Resistance and, more importantly, to find a way to tie them to the movement de Gaulle was building in London.1

De Gaulle badly needed Moulin because his own support inside France was thin. Before the war, de Gaulle had been a tank commander and undersecretary of defense who had made a name in French military circles by criticizing the Maginot Line and advocating  the development of a modern mechanized army. Well known, but far from universally admired, inside the French Army for his prewar critiques, he was almost completely unknown to those outside the army. Having led well in the early battles of the war, he had left France in a British airplane on June 17, 1940, rather than accept the armistice that Pétain had signed with Germany. The following day, de Gaulle tried to rally his countrymen with an appeal broadcast over BBC Radio. He said, in part:Believe me, I who am speaking to you with full knowledge of the facts, and who tells you that nothing is lost for France. The same means that overcame us can bring us victory one day. For France is not alone! She is not alone! She is not alone! She has a vast Em- pire behind her. She can align with the British Empire that holds the sea and continues the fight. She can, like England, use without limit the immense industry of the United States.

This war is not limited to the unfortunate territory of our country. This war is not over as a result of the Battle of France. This war is a worldwide war. All the mistakes, all the delays, all the suffering, do not alter the fact that there are, in the world, all the means necessary to crush our enemies one day. Vanquished today by mechanical force, in the future we will be able to over- come by a superior mechanical force. The fate of the world depends on it.





The appeal of 18 June, touted as the start of the Resistance movement that eventually led to the liberation of France under de Gaulle’s leadership, became an important part of the Gaullist legend. According to this legend, de Gaulle, France’s man of destiny, had divined the general outlines of the next four years of war and had developed a strategy for leading his countrymen to victory. After the war, the French government printed copies on metal placards and affixed them to public buildings across the country to remind Frenchmen of this historic moment. De Gaulle’s words also appear on a tablet under the  Arc de Triomphe as a testimony to his foresight during his country’s darkest hour.

The acclaim came later. In 1940 de Gaulle was virtually alone in London with his small handful of supporters. His words did inspire some, such as Agnès Humbert, a courageous woman who helped to form Paris’s first major Resistance cell before her arrest and deportation to a German labor camp. Although she did not know who de Gaulle was, she listened carefully to the “jerky and peremptory” broadcast that moved her to chase away the thoughts of suicide plaguing her mind. Even by the end of the broadcast she still did not know who the voice belonged to, but the words had deeply moved her. “I feel I have come back to life,” she wrote. “A feeling I thought had died forever stirs within me again: hope. There is one man after all—one alone, perhaps—who understands what I feel in my heart: ‘It’s not over yet.’” Days later she marveled at having been so inspired by a man whose photograph she had never seen and who was being dismissed by most Parisians as some kind of crackpot.2

The British put so little faith in de Gaulle that they did not even bother to record the appeal, which happened to fall on the 125th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo, an unfortunate omen for Franco-British cooperation. Rather than rally to de Gaulle, most of France came to terms with the new collaborationist regime under Pétain. Thousands of French soldiers who had been evacuated as part of the Dunkirk operation, who might have formed the core of a Free French Army based in Britain, instead went back to France under an amnesty provided for in the armistice. Known as “de Gaulle le Seul” (de Gaulle the Lonely), the self-styled leader of Free France was then little more than another defeated soldier in a humbled army. He was in fact the most junior general in the French Army, having been promoted just before the armistice. Sentenced to death in absentia by a Vichy court for treason, de Gaulle also saw his property seized by the Vichy state. He was literally a man without a country.

The only resources de Gaulle had in 1940 were a dedication to a vision of a France cleansed of its occupiers and a relationship, however tenuous, with the British government. He certainly did not hold much influence with his hosts. Although he was a determined enemy of Germany and Vichy, and the British could have used him for propaganda purposes, de Gaulle had no real power and little influence outside his small circle of followers. He struggled in vain to get the British, and later the Americans, to recognize and empower him as a leader of Free France, which was then still much more a vague idea than a political entity. The Americans infuriated him by refusing to allow Free France to open an embassy in Washington, choosing instead to exchange ambassadors with Vichy. Not seeing him as a leader in exile or a military commander in anything but a nominal sense, both the British and the Americans largely kept him in the dark on matters pertaining to France. Nor did they seek his advice.

Both Roosevelt and Churchill mistrusted de Gaulle’s ambitions and disliked his arrogance. Acting as if he were the legitimate head of the government of France in exile, de Gaulle had a way of infuriating the same people on whose support he so deeply depended. In return, the Allies infuriated de Gaulle by, for example, landing troops in Madagascar (then part of the French empire) without informing him and, worse still, retaining the pro-Vichy governor there rather than replacing him with a representative of Free France. Later, they invited de Gaulle to attend the Casablanca conference, which, held in the nominal French protectorate of Morocco, de Gaulle felt he should have hosted. He almost refused to attend because of the slight he felt to his, and to France’s, honor. The relationship between de Gaulle and the Allies improved over time and became functional, but it was never warm. At one point, de Gaulle threatened to move his headquarters to Moscow; at another, Churchill threatened to send the obstinate Frenchman to Algiers—“in chains if necessary”—to get him out of London.3

Moreover, de Gaulle was not the only French leader trying to gain recognition as the face of opposition to the Germans. General Henri Giraud, who had led a French Army Group before being captured by the Germans in 1940, also sought the mantle of leadership for Free  France. In April 1942, a group of right-wing but anti-German (and also anti–de Gaulle) army officers from a prewar paramilitary group known as the “Cagoule” sent French commandos into Germany to free the sixty-three-year-old Giraud from the prison at Koenigstein. Giraud scaled down a 350-foot cliff to escape the hilltop fortress and dodged German assassins all the way to Algiers. He briefly became a folk hero for this daring exploit and the obvious embarrassment it caused the Germans. Hoping to lead the new state’s army, he came to Vichy, but his presence there proved to be too politically charged for Laval and Pétain. They could neither allow him to remain in Vichy nor turn him back to the Germans. Giraud refused to go to London despite British attempts to lure him there, largely out of his disgust for de Gaulle, whom he saw as a disobedient subordinate. Eventually he decided to go back to Algeria.

Despite Giraud’s right-wing politics and his close personal and political connections to Pétain, the Americans initially saw him as a viable alternative to the difficult and ambitious de Gaulle. The need for a reliable partner increased after the Allies landed in North Africa, because the Americans hoped to turn civil administration over to French officials as quickly as possible. President Roosevelt and General Eisenhower, who came to think of Giraud as a friend, both much preferred to work with Giraud instead of de Gaulle. They got their chance when a monarchist French student assassinated Admiral Jean Darlan, the head of Vichy’s armed forces, during a visit to Algiers to see his ailing son. The Americans had been working with Darlan, much to de Gaulle’s ire, but they disliked him even more than they disliked de Gaulle. Needing a Frenchman with whom they could work, the Americans named Giraud as Darlan’s replacement and gave him authority over the civil and military affairs of the French colonies in North Africa.

Giraud proved to be a disappointment. His ultraconservative politics and disdain toward democracy offended both the Allies and the French people whom he would need to inspire. He also refused to repeal the anti-Semitic laws Vichy had put in place in North Africa and  demanded the right to command all Allied forces, including British and American forces, deployed anywhere in the French empire. His views on the conduct of modern war, moreover, resembled “a sort of strategic delirium,” according to one of his own intelligence liaisons to Allied headquarters. Whatever courage he had displayed as a soldier, he was obviously unsuited to the world of politics and civil government. His feuds with de Gaulle only intensified as the two men postured for control over the nascent Free France movement.4

Still, the Americans needed French allies, and they wanted above all to avoid a wasteful power struggle that could tear apart the small but growing Free French movement. In early 1943, under American pressure, de Gaulle and Giraud reached a compromise. Giraud agreed to serve as a copresident alongside de Gaulle, even though the animosity between the two men had intensified. The Americans insisted on the arrangement, which they cemented with an awkward handshake in front of cameras at the Casablanca conference in January. The plan to share power never stood a chance of success, and de Gaulle soon proved to be the more skilled operator of the two, slowly edging his rival out of the political picture. Giraud eventually tired of the infighting and the politics and went back to a field command instead. He led the liberation of Corsica in September, then disappeared from the picture altogether. Thereafter, de Gaulle became the unquestioned leader of Free France. The Americans and the British would need to work with him whether they liked it or not.

Neither de Gaulle, based in London, nor Giraud, based largely in North Africa, had much impact in Paris. Neither had any power to change conditions on the ground in the capital, and neither could provide material support to those who wanted to lead a Resistance movement. Nor was it obvious, as late as 1943, that de Gaulle even wanted to help establish a major Resistance movement inside France. In part, de Gaulle feared such a movement would develop into a rival that could challenge his own claims to speak for and lead France. As a professional officer, de Gaulle also tended to discount the military value of civilians in arms, especially lightly armed civilians trying to  fight the most powerful army in the world. He much preferred to liberate France with a regular military force armed with planes and tanks and led by skilled professionals like himself.

De Gaulle also recognized that the various Resistance groups did not form a single, unified movement. Coming from diverse political backgrounds and necessarily operating under the strictest security, they had few links between them. They also lacked common goals, other than the obvious one of getting the Germans out of France and the collaborators out of power. Some were communist based; others, like those who supported Giraud, favored the restoration of the French monarchy or the imposition of an authoritarian form of government. In mid-May 1943, there were no fewer than sixteen Resistance groups operating in Paris, and de Gaulle only had tenuous links to a few of them.

Nor was it clear that the resistance movements spoke for the majority of the city’s population. In mid-1943, less than 10 percent of France could even loosely be classified as pro-Resistance, and an even smaller number was active in any of the various Resistance groups. It is, of course, extremely difficult to assess with any accuracy what was in the hearts and minds of Parisians, but it is clear, understandably enough, that absent any realistic hope of help from the outside world, few Parisians were willing to challenge the German Army and its well-armed allies in the Vichy French administration.5

Thus Moulin’s appearance at de Gaulle’s London headquarters promised to solve a number of problems. Moulin could bring the various arms of the French Resistance together under de Gaulle’s nominal authority and, in doing so, could help to build a power base for de Gaulle inside France. Given new code names, Moulin soon became the most important asset de Gaulle had in France itself. In exchange for their cooperation, Moulin could promise the French Resistance money, arms, and links to the British.

Moulin parachuted into France twice to organize and build a cohesive French Resistance. He spent months living a clandestine life and meeting with Resistance leaders across the country. In January 1943,  he presided over the fusing of three provincial Resistance groups that together pledged their loyalty to de Gaulle. In March, de Gaulle sent him to Paris despite the danger and the enormous challenges he faced in fusing a movement together in the much more difficult political environment of the capital. Moulin knew that if he was betrayed or captured, he would face torture and a painful death.

In March, Moulin and two of the most important Parisian Resistance leaders met in the Bois de Boulogne, the sprawling park on the western edge of the city, for a tense and confrontational discussion. Moulin insisted that the Resistance could only function effectively if it operated under central command and control, an idea that rankled the two résistants. Constantly walking through the park in order not to be too closely observed, the independent-minded leaders of the mostly left-leaning Resistance movements refused to submit to the authority of de Gaulle or anyone else based outside the city.

Moulin stayed in Paris to break the logjam despite the increasing risks he knew he was running; the longer he remained in the city, the greater the likelihood that his activities would be noticed by the Germans. But, using his own powers of persuasion and promises of money and weapons from London, he managed to bring the various parties together. At a tense and often acrimonious meeting in a small apartment in the St. Sulpice neighborhood of Paris, Moulin finally achieved his aim through the formation of the Conseil National de la Résistance (CNR), to which all of the major groups pledged their allegiance. The CNR stated as its three main purposes the reestablishment of a republican form of government guaranteeing the rights of the people of France; full support of the Allies in their war against Germany; and the complete repudiation of Vichy. The CNR also agreed to recognize de Gaulle as the head of the Free French government-in-exile and Giraud as commander in chief of its army. In return, the leaders of the CNR insisted that de Gaulle accept the return of a republican form of government after the war and that he provide them with weapons and other supplies.

Moulin had achieved the impossible, creating a political structure that mutually suspicious groups would accept and that would allow them to work together toward their common goals. He had even persuaded the communists, who held much of the real power in Paris, to accept de Gaulle as their nominal political leader in exchange for a promise of their participation in a postwar government. These decisions had enormous implications for the development of the Resistance movement and for events in Paris in the months that followed. Working in extraordinarily dangerous conditions, Moulin had made a critical contribution to the liberation of Paris. Tragically, though, Moulin never saw the fruits of his labors. A victim of the jealousy of his own comrades and an intensive Gestapo manhunt, he was living on borrowed time. Less than a month after the meeting in Paris, the Germans caught him near Lyon and tortured him in a railroad car bound for Germany until he succumbed to their brutality. He maintained his silence until his violent end, taking all his many secrets about the members of the French Resistance with him to his grave.6

The French Resistance thus had a hero and a martyr in Moulin. But without his leadership and skillful diplomacy, the various elements of the Resistance had a difficult time staying together. In reality, they were only connected through mutual hatred of their common foes, the Germans and Vichy. The constant presence of German and Vichy surveillance also made working together difficult, especially given the widespread fears that rival Resistance organizations contained informers. Moulin’s own death served as a warning: Most members of the Resistance believed, with good reason, that the Gestapo and the “Butcher of Lyon,” the dreaded Klaus Barbie, had only been able to find Moulin because of critical intelligence provided by an informer inside their ranks.7

As 1944 began, the Resistance was becoming a more important force within France, but the Germans still held most of the cards. There had been no Allied invasion of France in 1943; nor had the Allies changed their minds on either the bombing of French industry or  the policy of not dropping arms to the French Resistance, which they still did not fully trust despite the promises of the CNR. Both de Gaulle and Allied headquarters remained ambivalent about supporting any kind of uprising inside France until it could be coordinated with, and subordinated to, a major Allied military operation. Nevertheless, anger at the Germans and Vichy was clearly on the rise inside France. The numbers of men escaping to the forests to join the rural maquis continued to increase, providing the Resistance with a pool of potential manpower, although most of it was dispersed throughout the countryside.

To those inside Paris, Allied and Gaullist indifference to the Resistance only fueled a growing sense that those in London had forgotten about them and did not care about their suffering. Those on the Left, especially the communists, saw a more nefarious scheme at work. Many believed that de Gaulle and the Allies were intentionally exposing them to grave danger in order to weaken them numerically—and thus politically—in the postwar years. These fears reflected the left vs. right tensions inside France still left over from the 1930s. Most on the Left respected de Gaulle for accepting Frenchmen of all political viewpoints into his movement. They understood how important his links to the Americans and British were for the future of France. Nevertheless, they often remained suspicious of his motives, seeing him as a representative of the same rotten system that had collapsed in 1940. Some, like the writer Marguerite Duras, noted de Gaulle’s conservative politics and saw little real difference between a France led by de Gaulle or one led by Pétain.8

The communists, who held most of the real power in the Paris Resistance movement, had the worst relationship with de Gaulle. One French underground newspaper, Le Franc-Tireur, summed up the relationship in terms similar to those used by Duras: “We have previously stated, and we repeat it here, that we are entirely with General de Gaulle in his struggle to liberate the country; but we will be against him once liberation has occurred if, against all his previous declarations, he considers setting up a dictatorship[,] which we  would not be any better able to accept from a General than we have been from a Marshal [Pétain].”9

The communists thus revealed the great tension in their own thinking about the liberation. They knew that they needed to work with de Gaulle and, through him, with the Americans and the British. But at the same time they saw the risks of fighting and dying for France only to see de Gaulle impose a postliberation government that would shut them out of power. As future events were to reveal, they had reason to worry.

Members of all Resistance groups saw their activities against the Germans and Vichy as the first stage in a larger struggle to remake France in the postwar years. Even before the Allied landing in Normandy, the Russians had broken the back of the German Army in the east at the Battle of Kursk, and Benito Mussolini’s fascist Italy had surrendered following an Allied invasion there. Both events augured a new future for Europe, one that Resistance members hoped to help shape. In Paris, the unquestioned political heart of France, Resistance leaders began to think more concretely about their own visions for France’s future in the spring and summer of 1944. Almost all Resistance members agreed on the need to reform or dismantle the Third Republic that had governed France since the 1870s. French political parties blamed its inherent weaknesses for the tensions of the 1930s and the collapse of 1940. Furthermore, they were in general agreement that France needed a republican form of government in which all French citizens could participate equally.

The liberation of France, therefore, was about more than the present; it was also about the future. In contrast to the analogy of the FFI member who likened France’s suffering to that of a woman in labor, Resistance leaders were in fact beginning to think about the kind of child they wanted to raise. They knew, however, that they would need to prove to their countrymen that they deserved a voice in that future. Resistance leaders therefore pledged that their activities would not end with the liberation. The end of the occupation would be only the first stage in a new political future for France— one in which economic and social structures would be radically reformed. A new Fourth Republic would correct the mistakes of the past, including, in their eyes, an inequitable prewar concentration of wealth and power.10

Resistance leaders of all political stripes also insisted that France, an occupied nation, not be treated like Italy, a conquered nation. France, they contended, should have the right to determine its own leaders through immediate and free elections, a right denied to Italy after Mussolini’s collapse. The prospect of fighting and dying to liberate France, only to be shut out afterward by an imposed government led by de Gaulle or some other anointed choice of the Americans, was for them a nightmarish scenario.11

For his own reasons, de Gaulle agreed that the Allies had no right to treat France as a conquered nation. He threatened not to come to France in mid-June 1944, following the Allied landings, after hearing that the Americans had retained a mayor who had Vichy connections in one of the liberated towns in Normandy and had begun to assemble 5.5 billion francs in U.S. military scrip for use in occupied France. He argued that both the selection of local officials and the printing of currency were prerogatives of Free French officials and therefore the American actions were an infringement of French sovereignty. Moreover, he argued, with some justification, that the Americans could not issue money for which they were unwilling to assume responsibility after the war because of the risk to France’s future financial stability.

This kind of behavior struck the Americans as ungrateful and arrogant in the extreme, but de Gaulle held firmly to his own vision of postwar France. At the cost of increased acrimony with Eisenhower’s headquarters, he succeeded in getting the Americans to recall most of the scrip, which had the blue, white, and red colors of France, but was in the shape of the U.S. dollar and prominently featured the words “US Army.” Still furious with de Gaulle, Churchill warned him not to expect “the title deeds to France” as soon as the Normandy landings were over. Roosevelt, who disliked de Gaulle even more than Churchill did, told him that the United States was not bound to  recognize any government not chosen by the French people. De Gaulle would need to win enough support inside France to make clear that he did indeed have a mandate to represent the wishes of his countrymen. On June 3, 1944, the Americans agreed to treat de Gaulle as head of the provisional French government, but, for these reasons, they stopped short of making a formal announcement to that effect. They also refused to recognize this provisional government as the legitimate government of France.12

De Gaulle and the Americans may have disagreed about the extent of French sovereignty, but they agreed on the potential threat the French Left might pose to postwar stability. The Americans and British, in fact, presumed that the Resistance was full of communist elements anxious to start a civil war as soon as the Germans left France. De Gaulle and many of his followers blamed the French Communist Party’s foolish support of the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 for allowing the Germans to focus the full weight of their military might in the west. Now, they feared that the communists were plotting to turn France over to a regime led by the French Communist Party leader Maurice Thorez, who had spent the war years in Moscow after deserting from the French Army in 1939 and subsequently having his citizenship revoked.13

De Gaulle thus warned the Allies against supporting the Resistance for fear of helping them grow too powerful at the end of the war. In doing so he was walking a fine line between courting the support of the Resistance and ensuring that its communist elements did not grow powerful enough to challenge him. In other words, he wanted the Resistance to serve as an extension of his own power. On this point the Americans and de Gaulle were in full agreement. Although the Americans had their doubts about de Gaulle, they surely preferred him to the revolution that they feared was the goal of the members of the French Resistance, especially those of the working class inside Paris. Memories of the dreadful Paris Commune in 1871 still hung over the heads of decision makers in 1944, laying before all of them the specter of a French civil war once the Germans left. As  the FFI had surmised, fear of communist power was indeed the main reason for the Allied policy of not air-dropping weapons into Paris.14

The Allies had agreed to recognize de Gaulle as head of a provisional French government in part to head off the possibility of such a revolution. Roosevelt also went out of his way to tell Eisenhower that he was not bound by the agreement to recognize de Gaulle’s authority inside France if doing so conflicted with military operations. De Gaulle had worn out his welcome in both Eisenhower’s headquarters and at No. 10 Downing Street because of his repeated insistence on Allied recognition of his authority, but he was at long last the recognized head of a provisional French state, even if he did not yet control any of its territory. De Gaulle, never shy about reaching for whatever he could, saw the creation of the provisional government as recognition not only of his coequal status with President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill, but also as recognition of his authority over the French Resistance. The move certainly helped to solidify de Gaulle’s nominal standing as the leader of a future French government, although it remained to be seen if the French themselves would respect him as such.

The Allies also looked the other way as de Gaulle began to set up the structure of a permanent government. He carefully and quietly selected men whose politics he shared and whose loyalty he valued to join a nascent state that could take power in Paris as soon as the Germans left, but before the Allies could establish a government of occupation. Most of those officials were based in Algiers, not London, giving them room to operate away from the peering eyes of Allied political and military leadership. Whether the communists would accept the new government or fight to prevent its implementation no one knew, nor did de Gaulle know if the Americans would endorse his plan. He did, however, know that he needed to be in a position to control France, even against the wishes of some of his Allies and some of his countrymen, even at the risk of civil war.15

De Gaulle did have some tangible assets, including approximately 100,000 men in the Free French Army. Armed, trained, and clothed  by the Americans, most of the men were the descendants of Europeans who had migrated to North Africa or African subjects of the French Empire; very few of them had come directly from France itself. These men formed the heart of the French Expeditionary Corps under General Alphonse Juin that had helped to open the Allied route into Rome just days before the landings in Normandy. Another French unit, the Deuxième Division Blindée (Second Armored Division) under General Philippe Leclerc, had been fighting its way across Africa in the name of Free France since 1940; in June and July 1944, it was in England training for operations on the continent. These highly esteemed units had made important contributions on the battlefield and helped to give de Gaulle and Free France respect within Allied military circles. Exactly who commanded them remained an issue of some ambiguity. They were formally a part of the Allied command structure that reached back to Eisenhower, and they were fully dependent on the Americans for their arms and equipment, but de Gaulle was, after the creation of the provisional government, their head of state.

While the military value of these French units was considerable, their symbolic importance was even greater, as Allied commanders were well aware. As early as May 1943, Eisenhower and his staff had concluded that it would be of paramount importance to the postwar political picture to have regular French forces commanded by a French officer liberate Paris. Eisenhower had no interest in governing France after the Liberation, but he had even less interest in seeing civil disorder break out along his lines of supply as he pursued the German Army to the Rhine. He therefore saw the value of a restoration of order, although he did not necessarily believe that only de Gaulle could provide that order, as his retention of several Vichy officials in Normandy suggests.16

To those in Paris, however, the formation of the provisional government changed nothing but the heading on de Gaulle’s London stationery. Mutual suspicions between de Gaulle’s supporters and the communist heart of the Resistance in Paris remained deep, almost  tearing the Resistance apart before it could have any impact on the liberation of France. De Gaulle and his supporters had no intention of liberating France only to see a communist uprising assume power thereafter. For its part, the Left had no intention of fighting to rid France of Vichy only to see another unrepresentative and authoritarian government, led by a soldier, replace it. As Albert Camus put it in the pages of the clandestine left-wing newspaper Combat, the liberation of France would mean nothing if it did not also liberate the nation from the moneyed interests that had so badly failed “in all its duties” in the prewar years. “We want without delay,” Camus wrote, “to institute a true peoples’ and workers’ democracy. . . . We believe that any politics that cuts itself off from the working class is futile. The France of tomorrow will be what its working class becomes.”17

The potential for class violence after the liberation frightened all but the most bloodthirsty résistants. Resistance groups, anxious to avenge the crimes of Vichy, kept “a bewildering catalogue [listing] prominent collaborators” and promised to punish them once the opportunity presented itself. “There [soon] comes a règlement des comptes,” one French Resistance member told a downed American pilot hiding in Paris, “a settling of accounts. You will see.” The enemies against whom he planned revenge were French, not German. A tired, hungry, and desperate city with a long history of political violence might see another chapter in that history unfold if the liberation turned into a civil war between Frenchmen.18

To head off such a crisis, the Americans developed plans to impose an American Military Government (AMGOT) on France as it had done on parts of Italy. Eisenhower saw AMGOT as a last resort only, preferring instead to transfer authority to a government selected by the French people themselves. The difficulty lay in finding a way for the fractured and divided French polity to agree on a form of government and a leadership to run it. The AMGOT proposal, even as an emergency measure, predictably infuriated de Gaulle, who saw the plan as an American attempt to assert sovereignty over liberated France. Jacques Soustelle, de Gaulle’s chief of intelligence, recalled  that he and de Gaulle had decided to reject AMGOT “no matter what the cost.” Soustelle believed that Roosevelt and his cabinet neither understood nor respected France. He also feared that the Americans were planning a special occupation force to grab and hold the reins of power with help from Vichy officials anxious to cut a deal, as they had in North Africa two years earlier.19

When rumors of an AMGOT reached Paris, the leaders of the FFI were as angry as de Gaulle. They assumed, ironically, that AMGOT would serve as a cover for the imposition of an authoritarian regime under de Gaulle. They feared that de Gaulle and the Americans were plotting together to deny them a political voice after the war. Most could accept de Gaulle as a temporary head of a provisional government, pending elections, but none of them wanted de Gaulle imposed from the outside and supported by the presence of American occupation troops. They therefore pledged to increase their efforts to present a liberated Paris to de Gaulle and the Americans as a fait accompli, thus demonstrating to the world the political and military power of a people in arms. Only by fighting, they believed, could they assume a role in determining the political future of France.20

If there was to be an uprising in Paris, it would undoubtedly be led by one of the most powerful and indomitable Resistance leaders in the city, Henri Tanguy, better known by his nom de guerre, Colonel Rol. Then thirty-six years old, Rol’s police file described him as “a dangerous militant communist [and] one of the chiefs of the central terrorist organization.” Rol was a metalworker and labor organizer who saw himself more as an antifascist than as a communist, although he did not shrink from the latter label either. He was a hard-nosed veteran of the antifascist International Brigades, which had fought against Franco’s armies in Spain. Wounded in that war, he came back to France in 1938 as an organizer for France’s largest trade union syndicate, the Confédération Générale du Travail (General Trade Union). Fired from both the Citroën and Renault companies for his labor agitation, Rol never abandoned his beliefs in leftist politics or in the potential of working-class France to serve as a  model for Europe. Mobilized in 1939 to serve as an antitank gunner (training that later served him and his fighters well during the liberation), he refused to accept France’s defeat without a fight.21

Rol’s connections in the trade unions and his experiences in Spain made him a natural leader for the emerging Resistance inside Paris. He did not speak much, but when he did it was with an intensity and determination that inspired fanatical devotion from his followers. As early as October 1940 he had begun to organize Resistance cells inside French labor unions. In 1942, he was a founding member of the Francs-Tireurs et Partisans, who derived their name from the guerrilla fighters who had opposed the Prussians in 1870 and 1871. Under Rol’s guidance, they grew to become one of the most powerful left-leaning Resistance groups based in Paris, dedicating themselves to stopping the deportations and arrests of political prisoners as well as helping men evade the German labor drafts. In September 1943, following the arrest of its commander, the FFI nominated Rol to assume command of its operations in Paris and its immediate suburbs. Rol now had leadership positions in the city’s two most powerful Resistance groups. He quickly put his stamp on both, merging them under his authority and the collective designation of the FFI. The day before the landings in Normandy, Rol assumed command of all FFI forces in the Île de France, the larger region encompassing Paris, its suburbs, and the four surrounding departments.

Rol faced the challenge of recruiting men into the FFI while simultaneously protecting it from police and Gestapo informants who might try to infiltrate it. He preferred to rely on men with prewar training in the French Army, and he established a hierarchy and organization in the FFI that mirrored one found in a regular army unit. He thus created bureaus for operations, intelligence, and supply, each of which submitted regular reports of its activity as if it were a fully functioning military unit. Because of the need for secrecy, however, the FFI had to function in the shadows. Not even Rol knew the names of all of the leaders of the various cells in the Paris region. Although still nominally under Koenig and de Gaulle, Rol was not the  kind of man to take orders from men hundreds of miles away whom he had never met and whose goals he mistrusted.

Rol claimed that the FFI in and around Paris had more than 42,000 members in April 1944. Of that number, 17,000 were in reserve, with orders not to report for duty until a full insurrection in Paris had begun. Another 25,000 were trained but lacked arms. Undoubtedly the biggest shortcoming of the FFI was a lack of weapons. Rol counted only 155 men in the Paris region as fully armed and trained. Many men were fighting with obsolete weapons and precious little ammunition. Rol repeatedly begged London for arms drops only to be refused time and again on the grounds that air drops were too inaccurate, a logic that must have infuriated Parisian FFI leaders suffering under deadly Allied bombing runs that regularly missed their targets.22

Not one to be easily deterred, Rol responded to the Allied landings in Normandy by ordering the FFI to seize arms from the Germans if the Allies would not air-drop them. In his vision, the FFI would liberate Paris by itself without waiting for the Allies to approach with regular forces. A strong FFI presence in Paris would help the group assert itself politically in the wake of the liberation. It would also help the Allies advance to Paris by preventing the Germans from using the city to move forces forward to the combat zones. An uprising might even force the Allies to increase their efforts to break out of Normandy in order to get to Paris more quickly. In addition to giving his men instructions to capture German arms, Rol ordered FFI agents to seize money from black-market dealers and known collaborators to fund the movement’s operations. His actions made the FFI a respected (or feared, depending on one’s point of view) force in the city; the FFI’s trademark symbol of the Cross of Lorraine soon became synonymous inside Paris with guerrilla activity. By Rol’s own admission, however, the arms his men had seized by mid-July “were hardly Ali Baba’s cave.” Paris’s seventh arrondissement, for example, had 700 active FFI members but just 3 submachine guns, 20 rifles, and a handful of revolvers.23

Through agreements like the one Moulin had negotiated, the FFI owed its ultimate allegiance to General Marie-Pierre Koenig and, through him, de Gaulle, both based in London until they transferred their headquarters to France at the end of June. Rol saw the need to work with and through Koenig, but he suspected, rightly, that the conservative Koenig did not share the political goals of his fighters inside Paris. Rol thus reacted angrily to Koenig’s June 10 order to stop guerrilla activity because of the slow progress of operations in Normandy. Once unleashed, Rol felt, an insurrection was not easy to stop. Many of his men had also come out from hiding and were now dangerously exposed. Nor were the Germans, who had already declared that the FFI was a group of outlaws, not soldiers (and therefore not protected by the laws of war), likely to ease their pressure. Koenig’s order meant that members of the FFI would be targets but could not fight back.

Both Koenig and de Gaulle saw the FFI not as an insurrectionary force in itself, but as an adjunct of the Free French Army, to be used or not as needed. As a result, they saw the uprising of the FFI as a strictly military issue. Rol and his men, who had lived under the Germans and seen their horrors firsthand, saw the uprising as a moral and political issue. They also felt, even more strongly than de Gaulle, that only by rising up and liberating Paris themselves could Parisians earn the right to govern themselves once the Germans left. Thus did underground newspapers like the communist L’Humanité argue that the liberation of Paris need not depend on the arrival of Allied forces. Rol knew better, but he also suspected that de Gaulle and Koenig did not share his goals or those of most of the men in the FFI.24

In an attempt to impose some measure of control over the FFI, de Gaulle sent Jacques Delmas (code-named Chaban to protect his family from any repercussions that the Germans or Vichy authorities might mete out) into Paris as his military representative. Chaban, who had found his way to de Gaulle in London after leaving Paris in 1940, had quickly become one of de Gaulle’s biggest admirers. Before dispatching him to Paris, de Gaulle promoted Chaban to  brigadier general, making him, at just twenty-nine years old, the youngest general in the French Army. The promotion gave the handsome, charismatic former rugby player the gravitas de Gaulle thought he needed to face down Rol, a colonel. Chaban’s mission was to sneak into the capital, bring order and discipline to the FFI, and ensure that its members understood the need to follow instructions from a regular command structure that ended with de Gaulle at its head.25

De Gaulle also wanted Chaban to delay any FFI insurrection until the Allies could support it with regular military operations near Paris. Chaban was to make it clear that Rol was not to begin an insurrection unless and until he got the order from de Gaulle. But Chaban soon found that the star de Gaulle had given him to outrank Rol mattered for precious little inside Paris. While the colonel understood and respected the need for a chain of command, he nevertheless argued that an insurrection should precede an Allied advance on Paris, both to show the power of the people of Paris to liberate themselves and to make it clear that the FFI was more than a military afterthought to the armies of General Eisenhower. Rol did, however, reluctantly agree to obey Koenig’s order to stop overt guerrilla activity.

Chaban was de Gaulle’s military representative in Paris; Alexandre Parodi, who had assumed the post once held by Jean Moulin, was de Gaulle’s political representative in the occupied city. De Gaulle told Parodi that the “various forms of the Resistance are but means” subordinated to the state. This statement reflected de Gaulle’s conviction that, while the Resistance was a branch of the Free French Army, the military itself ultimately answered to the provisional French government, with de Gaulle at its top. Parodi was to “always speak out loudly and clearly in the name of the state” in his dealings with local Resistance leaders. His advocacy for the Free French government had one paramount aim: Parodi, who feared that the FFI might begin a communist revolution during the confusion that would accompany a liberation of Paris, was to try to delay any insurrectionary activity until the Allied and Free French armies could both support it and  contain it. Only thus could the FFI serve the needs of the provisional government.26

Parodi and de Gaulle were not the only ones who feared what the FFI might do in the wake of Paris’s liberation. Although they were heroes to some of their fellow Frenchmen, to others the members of the French Resistance resembled outlaws and troublemakers who lacked the requisite skills to govern in the wake of the liberation. Even many of their admirers saw the members of the FFI as men of the streets unfit for roles in a postwar civil government. What they might do if they actually acquired power was an open question, even to their own leaders. Memories of past revolutions and class warfare in the city hung over Paris in June and July 1944, clouding the prospects for a bloodless outcome of any uprising. Few doubted that a power struggle would follow the liberation of the city. Whether or not it turned violent was still an unknown.27

Rol was a military man, and he knew that he had little choice but to operate within the general structure of the provisional government in order to keep everyone’s attention focused on the common enemies at hand. After the tense first few days after the Allied landings in Normandy, therefore, the FFI went reluctantly back underground in accordance with Koenig’s order and the urgings of Chaban and Parodi. The orders from Rol’s headquarters stopped calling for insurrection and called instead for renewed vigilance and intelligence gathering. Rol reluctantly acknowledged that until the military situation in Normandy changed in favor of the Allies, he had no choice but to take Chaban’s advice and halt active operations. Rol nevertheless urged Chaban to endorse the resumption of the insurrection at the earliest possible moment, regardless of the orders coming from London. He also begged Chaban to use his influence in London to arrange for arms drops, without which the FFI could not hope to make a difference inside Paris. Chaban could do little other than tell Rol that his orders came from de Gaulle and de Gaulle alone.

Even as they were debating future strategy, however, the leaders of the Resistance had to come to terms with the reality that their  liberation might still be a long time away. The military situation in France remained in Germany’s favor for weeks after the landings. Germans inside Paris regained their confidence in late June as the FFI stopped active resistance, the Allies remained stuck near the beaches, and the Germans unleashed their new V-1 rockets against targets inside Great Britain. Press releases in Paris in mid-June noted that London was on fire from the new weapons that, the Germans claimed, would turn the tide of the war. In June 1944 alone, the Germans launched 2,452 V-1s at Britain, approximately 800 of which hit Greater London. Ernst Jünger, the famous writer assigned to the German cultural ministry in Paris, wrote in his diary that few Parisians seemed bothered by a German propaganda report that the V-1s had destroyed much of London, an indication of the bitterness toward Britain that remained. The Germans boasted that the weapons would bring Britain to its knees and end the war in the west on German terms. The Germans promised even greater levels of destruction when the more sophisticated V-2 and V-3 weapons were ready for operations, assuming that the British and the Americans had not yet surrendered.28

Adding to the frustrations of the Resistance, as late as mid-July the fate of the Allied landings in Normandy remained very much in doubt. Consequently, the Germans in Paris in late June and early July displayed what one German field commander called an “incredibly indifferent serenity” to the events in Normandy. Paris once again became a place where German officers wore their formal dress uniforms for elegant dinners followed by nights at the opera or the theater. Jünger noted that German officers in Paris put their faith in the new weapons, the supposed disunity of the Allies, and the belief that Germany’s “favorable destiny, which had always gotten it out of dead-end situations in the past, would somehow reappear.” Even at this late date, the Germans were reluctant to ruin the relatively comfortable position they had in the city. Paris may have had the atmosphere of a city under occupation, but it did not have the atmosphere of a city on the front lines.29

One incident in the city in late June led to heightened tensions, if only temporarily. On June 28, fifteen FFI agents disguised as members of the Milice assassinated Vichy propagandist Philippe Henriot in his home. A former right-wing deputy from Bordeaux and an early and enthusiastic supporter of Vichy, Henriot’s voice on Radio Paris spewed out some of the regime’s most vituperatively anti-Semitic and anti-leftist propaganda. To many Frenchmen, Henriot was the French equivalent of Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister. They blamed him for having done more than anyone else to turn Frenchmen against one another. His assassination, planned by a professional hit man, had long been a goal of the Resistance and showed that even if it was underground, the French Resistance could strike against the most inveterate enemies of France.30

The assassination led to a momentary increase of tensions inside Paris. The Germans responded to Henriot’s death by turning Georges Mandel, a Jewish and anti-Vichy politician whom they had imprisoned at Buchenwald, over to the Milice. While supposedly taking him from one prison to another, the miliciens drove him into the forest of Fontainebleau, where they shot and killed him. The Milice also carried out a series of politically motivated killings in the south, sparking a new round of political violence outside Paris. Inside Paris, however, the tensions following the two assassinations soon faded, leaving the city reasonably calm once again.

The military situation in Normandy slowed so much that many Parisians, especially on the Left, began to follow the results of the massive Russian offensive in Belarus. Indeed, some followed it more closely than they followed events within France itself. On June 22 (the third anniversary of the German invasion of the USSR), the Russians launched the massive Operation Bagration. Dwarfing the D-Day landings, the Soviet operation involved 2.6 million Soviet soldiers supported by 26,000 artillery pieces and more than 5,000 tanks. Bagration crushed an entire German army group, leading to the capture of German soldiers by the tens of thousands and the recovery of lost ground by hundreds of miles a week. Such success stood in stark  contrast to the slow and grinding progress of the Allies in Normandy. Communist and other left-leaning underground newspapers sang the praises of the Soviets. One of the largest clandestine newspapers, La Défense de la France, spoke of the Red Army, not the Allies, as the force that would crush German power. It also spoke of the historic Franco-Russian alliance of the pre–World War I years and proposed that a renewal of that partnership would form the basis of a new European order of stability and peace.31

The slow approach of the Allies made many Resistance leaders fear that the Germans would break them before the Americans and British could get close enough to give an uprising a reasonable chance of success. Others continued to worry about the risk of widespread famine if the Allies did not get to the city by the end of August. Some Parisians on the Left half-jokingly observed that if current operations proceeded at the pace of late June and early July, the Russians might even get to Paris before the Americans. Most Parisians failed to see the humor, although another joke at German expense spread through the city in the wake of Bagration. In this joke, four men are sitting at a dinner in Paris when one, obviously a German, asks another where he is from. The man replies that he is Polish, to which the German says, “Nonsense! Poland is now part of the German Empire, you are German.” He asks the third man where he is from. The man replies that he is Danish, to which the German says, “Nonsense! You are also now German.” He then turns to the last man, who says, “Well, I was raised in Paris, but since we are all Germans here, isn’t it a hell of a beating those Russians are giving us!” All jokes aside, given the threat that communism posed to the return of democracy in Europe, neither de Gaulle nor the Americans welcomed the idea of the French people looking to the Soviet Union as a viable postwar partner.32

Parisians in June and late July remained for the most part spectators to the great global dramas unfolding around them. Most remained obsessed by the daily need to find food for themselves and their families. A few found ways to show their patriotism, such as the  old men who played patriotic French songs, or even a John Philip Sousa march remembered from World War I, in the corridors of Parisian Métro stations. “No French person,” Alice Moats noted, “passed without giving [them] some money.” Others wore the French national colors of blue, white, and red in some combination, but these were all silent, passive, and largely futile acts of resistance from a powerless citizenry. None of them posed even a remote threat to German control of the city.33

The communist Resistance leaders of the CPL found the inaction of Paris unacceptable. Praising the effort of the Soviets, they put up posters across the city urging Parisians to begin a major uprising on July 14, Bastille Day, the national holiday commemorating the French Revolution, which had been banned by Vichy. The French had not celebrated the holiday since 1939. Chaban and Parodi opposed the idea, saying that the insurrection was premature and would only result in needless bloodshed. Rol, too, was against it. Through his contacts in his intelligence network, Rol knew that the Allies were still hopelessly stuck in Normandy. He therefore also knew that an insurrection on July 14 was unlikely to succeed. Consequently, he did not lift the order to remain underground.

Rol may not have backed the plan for a July 14 uprising, but he had not given up the idea of a preemptive strike against the occupiers. He had told his men that in his mind a free Paris was worth 200,000 dead. If the Allies were not willing to make the sacrifice, perhaps the people of Paris would be.
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