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  1.


  The Raid.




  It has been more than fifty years now, but I can never forget the day:




  February 2nd, l944. This is the University of Clermont-Ferrand. More precisely, its Faculty of Science.




  I kick the laboratory door and enter. Some students turn around (sorry boys and girls but I overslept), others are absorbed in their analysis, or pretend to be. They are studying medicine. Most of the staff and students have fled here from the university of Strasbourg, now hopelessly Nazified. Clermont-Ferrand, the capital of the Auvergne, well anchored at the foot of its volcanic mountains, escaped the onslaught of the occupation by its geographic situation, south of the demarcation line. Only until November 1942, that is. By December, the demarcation line disappeared and France was totally invaded. In l940 my parents and I had taken refuge in Clermont thinking (hoping) the French government in Vichy would protect its Jewish citizens from the Hun. It did the reverse: I was given no choice but to take refuge again, this time in the laboratory of organic chemistry. The brave and handsome professor Clément Vallette appointed me as his assistant (that’s why I say he is brave) and pays me a nominal fee from his own pocket because he knew it was not safe for me, as a Jew, to appear on the university’s register. Vichy had to ignore I existed. I should be afraid but I am not. I am 19, and female, and blond, and still possessed with the arrogance of youth. But by the end of this day, February 2nd, I will be different forever.




  The students are my friends. We fool around a bit and exchange confidences between experiments, to while away the time and give each other a little human warmth in the chilly, hungry world the grown-ups have created for us. Outside the window snow falls. An acrid smell drifts over from the far end of the room. Everyone in the lab begins to cough and sneeze. “I hope no one is boiling ether! I call out.”




  Francine turns around and in a mewing tone says: “I am, Mademoiselle. Is it wrong?”




  I cry, “everybody out! It’ll explode! Out!” I yell at the top of my voice “Out! Out!” herding them like a sheepdog. I shove those who have frozen in place. My colleague Hervé appears and seizes those who won’t budge. He yells: “Get the hell out of here! Go now! Think later!” I fetch the fire extinguisher which for some inane reason is kept down the corridor leading to the lecture theatre. Hervé grabs it, pulls off the cap and directs a stream of foam onto Francine’s steaming crucible. Soon the lab looks like the snowy landscape outside.




  The danger has passed. The tension breaks. Foam is all over the place and suddenly it is funny. We double up with laughter. We cannot stop. I notice Hervé’s beautiful, even teeth. I have never seen him laugh before. At last we regain control of ourselves. We’ve saved the students, staff of the science faculty and perhaps even those of the Arts faculty next door. In fact the whole of the impressive modern building, Léon Blum’s Prize baby. Elected president in 1936, he was to give the provinces a chance to free themselves from the yoke of Parisian Academic supremacy. He financed generously the creation of new universities and the modernization of the old ones. A major problem remained: to fill these establishments with staff and students. The exodus of students and staff from Strasbourg filled the void; they had flocked together to reach Clermont-Ferrand, arriving at the university’s gates in l941, many of them without time to present their applications and credentials, all exhausted and starved. They were received with open arms, led straight to the canteen and given shelter, no questions asked.




  We’ve saved all that. We feel good. No time to relax though. “Can we come in?” asks a girl, poking her nose around the door. Before I reply the others reappear and they all push into the room. They are a bit shamefaced because they ran, even though we forced them to. Visachel Rosenthal comes up to me. He is my favourite student, tall and lanky as a greyhound, working faster than the others, looking slightly bored. I join him sometimes to know what he’s thinking. He rarely opens up his inner thoughts but lately he told me that his father had fled from Strasbourg a little later then he did and that he was without news. Where could he have gone he wondered?




  Though he is usually so very pale, at the moment his cheeks are flaming. He says, angrily: “You shouldn’t have chased us away like that!” I say, “But we needed room to control…” He interrupts, “That’s not my point.” He is annoying me. We have just saved the building and all the people in it. Can’t he see that? I say, more harshly than intended: “You’d have preferred us to die together?”




  “Yes,” he says. “Yes”.




  He turns away from me and goes to the window. The import of his remark strikes home: we had our opportunity to end it all. Now we’ll have to go on as before…we’ll have to return to Babylon, to captivity, and all because of…me. I suddenly see his future, mine and many others linked by a common fate, the one running in front of his eyes right now through the winterscape and which I sense as imminent, too.




  After consulting with Hervé I tell the students they are free until the lecture at eleven o’clock. “Is Vallette giving it?” asks a student. “Yes, on cholesterols.” I say. One pretty, outspoken girl cries, “Oh, help!” and several others join in. I leave them to it. Hervé follows me into the assistants’ room which is also used by members of the academic staff because it is the only one with heat. Some squat on the floor for lack of chairs. They drink coffee made from lupin seeds (courtesy of the Prof. of Botany) and chew on biscuits of maize and saccharine which are not only as hard as wood but also taste like wood. We talk about sideways. Two high-ranking Gestapos make their appearance. They look like coal-black shining crows, their left wings marked with the blood-red insignia, the devil’s swastikas well in evidence. They stop short in the doorway as if afraid we might contaminate them if they enter any further. They click their heels and make their darting fascist salute. “Alle raus!” they croak, a guttural, twisted, strident sound which makes us jump in spite of ourselves. We wish to appear calm no hope! Some of us spring up like clockwork toys, others stay glued to their seats.




  I stand and wait. From the back of the room a voice hollers ‘Warum?” and the sound reverberates like thunder, like “Wroom! It is professor Baumgartner. He was one of the first academics of Strasbourg to flee, soon to be followed by other members of staff. However, a minority of them did not dare leave hoping the war would soon be over. Others stayed collaborating with Hitler’s Alsace in view of a quick promotion from the new administration.




  Baumgartner’s escape had been an ordeal; childhood polio had left him with a limp and a humped back and forces him to waddle when he walks with the aid of a stick. Helped by his son and a student, the journey through Switzerland and occupied France must have been an ordeal one can only surmise.




  “Befehl! Alle raus! Schnell, schnell!”




  The crow who just opened his beak blinks. He looks daggers at Baumgartner and shouts “Sie auch!”, then turns and exits, followed by his twin. They are immediately replaced by two Wehrmacht (in green) who point their rifles at us. We have no choice but to file out.




  Baumgartner refuses. “Ich bleibe hier!” he intones and bangs his stick on the floor with such might that the two Wehrmacht turn their rifles at him. Are they going to shoot? We wait for gunfire, for the dwarf to fall in his own blood…but they don’t shoot. A stroke of pity? Baumgartner won’t move. He brandishes the stick like a maniac. Some of us return into the room to help him out of his chair but we get the butt of a rifle in the ribs. Pushed out by force none of us will ever know what happened next.




  The incident in the lab; some people are amused, others angry that I allowed my students such liberties.




  It’s clear not everyone shares the same sense of humour (or of the ridiculous). Comments start to fly about among the tobacco smoke making a few pipes tremble on the way. They glance at me sideways, someone launches the attack: “You ought not to let those idiots get on by themselves.” I continue to nibble my biscuit, disregarding the double assault on the students and myself. There is more to come: Clément Vallette adds “Our future medics don’t seem to have much scientific flair” which meets with general approval.




  True. As it happens, a delegation of students recently approached me after hours to discuss their difficulties with certain subjects in chemistry. They were fed up with cholesterols, toad venom and other complicated molecules covering the Prof ’s blackboard. They thought that he had forgotten that they were not going to be chemists. “You tell him,” they said, “we can’t. He’s too high up, he gives us the shivers”. I agree to speak to him, but I said I would have to pick the right moment. God only knows why I think this is the right moment! With all the tact I can muster I tell the professor what my “future medics” have told me.




  “Ha!” he says, “they are frightened to think. Tell them they’ve only to cut my lecture”.




  “But your lectures are part of the course,” I say.




  “They want me to make them optional, is that it?”




  “They want them out of the course.” I feel as if I’m shrinking.




  “My answer is NO! As I said, let them cut my lectures…if they dare!”




  He leaves the room, plainly meaning “I have nothing to add.” A few seconds later he reappears, his face strained and white, his eyes unseeing. We hear strange noises from the corridor. Heavy authoritarian steps, doors being wrenched open –voices shouting in German. We look at one another, petrified. German voices have never been heard within the walls of our sanctuary. “It’s a raid” says a colleague.




  “Perhaps not” say the professor, “but they’ll interrogate the lot of us”. He leans against the door to keep it firmly shut. Our ears are buzzing. The door opens woosh! Vallette gets the push and stumbles We don’t see the professor again until we are taken outside. He is crouching in the snow of the courtyard of the science block, hatless, coatless. Did he surrender? Doubtful. Perhaps they hit him across his hump with their rifles, perhaps something worse. Meanwhile, we are making our way to the cloak-room. “Verboten” says a voice from a distance. We are walking in a file to join the others already standing in the yard forming a circle round Baumgartner whose eyes are fixed on his stick marking a ring, a line not to be crossed again…not to hurt him again. We have joined him, miserable sheep, like him without our winter gear, standing in the melting snow.




  What do they want from us, these jack-booted monsters?




  Just look at them! They are on an improvised platform, sitting in arm-chairs taken from the staff room we’ve just left, warmly wrapped in fur-lined leather coats which gleam in the sun - the generous sun out of the clouds to warm us a little.




  Bayonets oblige us to clasp our hands on top of our heads. An unbearable apprehension seizes us, we must look like quivering puppets held by invisible strings glued on to our heads and arms. We wait for something to happen. We don’t have to wait long; a series of events unfolds before us like a waking nightmare. We can’t believe what we’re seeing because we don’t want to. We have to. The evidence is too strong.




  Among the flock of strutting, sinister birds appears a familiar figure. It’s one of us - Maurice de St Pré. Maurice is a law student, a former cadet at St Cyr. We are filled with hope, some of us even smile. All is well, we know that he is in the Resistance and of his contacts with London and Spain. He provides false passports and helps both students and staff to escape through Spain. He is very handsome, twenty three, with eyes even bluer than usual this morning because of the reflection from the shining snow. He’s going to spin them a yarn, he’s so clever…




  Something is terribly wrong, though. He smiles, but not at us. He speaks and gesticulates with the monsters in charge with ominous familiarity. St Pré hands them one, two, three sheets of paper. Whatever for? One monster starts reading the names on the first page in guttural German accent. He pauses after each name. The walls echo them back. The names called come before an improvised tribunal. St Pré faces them, self-important, legs apart, so steady - whilst ours tremble like Hell. With a slight gesture of the hand he sends some to the right, others to the left. The ones on the right are sent back to their places. Those on the left are surrounded by Boche bayonets. Hands on head!




  The left-right selection continues. It doesn’t relent.




  Sheet two: The names fly into the air like frightened birds. BLANCHARD - BAUMGARTNER (the prof ’s son) - FRANKEN - LEVY ROSENTHAL …VISACHEL! I am so sorry. So sorry, but what could I do? STORA - WEISS - YACOB …to the left. All passport seekers, all trusting their treacherous saviour!




  The students who’ve been let off murmur between clenched teeth “swine…double crosser…rat…we’ll get you!” The bayonets silence them. Panic is getting hold of us. Two girls pass out, white as snow, another girl vomits her breakfast, retching pitifully; blood flows red and warm down the legs of a girl. She stares straight in front of her, obviously in pain. She sways but tries to keep erect. I try to steady her but the bayonets separate me from her.




  Vallette comes close to me and whispers: “He’s denounced them! How despicable!”




  I grab his wrist: “Visachel! He must have contacted him!”




  “Have you?” he asks in a broken voice.




  “No. Have you?”




  “No. But take heart, Rachel. It’s not the end…it may be a new beginning…there’s work ahead of us…right now”.




  “Surely not here!”




  “No. Much will depend on our determination to get out of here!” Vallette looks at me, clearly worried.




  “Are you all right?”




  I nod. No words come out.




  Vallette holds my arm firmly I must be looking like death. He does too. All arms are lowered. They can shoot us if they want.




  Sheet three. The names called now are those of the staff. Am I being spared? It seems so since I do not appear on the staff ’s register. Will St Pré notice that I am the forgotten one? He doesn’t, all his attention is given to the names called and on his fatal selection.




  Baumgartner’s name is called. He doesn’t move. Is he dead? No, his chest is heaving. Two Boches get hold of him. St Pré sends him to the left, eyes lit up. Baumgartner stumbles and falls. His son rushes forward to help him get up but he’s stopped by the bayonets. They grab him by the shoulders and brutally throw him back to the group on the left.




  They call Vallette’s name. He goes up. Although sent to the right he doesn’t move. He remains facing the tribunal and addresses the monster holding the third sheet. His voice reaches me in wafts. It is the voice of JEDERMANN, echoing from all corners of this open-air platform of Hell. I hear: “Innocent…children….no harm…no right…I guarantee…safe return …parents…go home…immediately…mediately…”




  It’s the Teutonic grand finale. The humiliators are aroused - truly aroused- by the spectacle of the humiliated. St Pré, with his ice-blue eyes and his weak chin (yes, it strikes me now as such) can hardly contain himself: Vallette, the eminent professor, so severe, so distant, now begging. What a feast! His fascist acolytes are all having trouble restraining themselves, they’d better not spoil their spotless, beautifully pressed trousers! Heil Hitler! It’s too much to endure…Heil! We want to stay clean and pure as we promised our Führer. We must control ourselves! We will, it’s our duty as soldiers, Heil Hitler! But all the same, what bliss to have displayed at our feet this human excrement losing menstrual blood, vomiting, crying for mercy, shaking like leaves, fainting, yes, fainting on the pure snow, the snow as white and pure as our race, Heil Hitler! It’s a magnificent spectacle. Heil!




  The chief Gestapo monster is the first to regain his composure. He makes a short well-reasoned speech: here are the words coming out of the beak of Maître Corbeau perched high on his tree. Sod off, bird of ill omen! Maître Renard, where are you? Why don’t you get him?




  There’s nobody. Nobody at all. Turning his back on Vallette who hasn’t left the stage, he plants himself in front of the condemned and says:




  “You have plotted against the armies of occupation and your own government. We have irrefutable evidence of acts carried out against the authorities. You will be deported to a military camp in Germany”.




  He swings round to face the rest of us down below. With the pathos of Wotan he hollers: “Let these arrests be a warning to all of you. Heil Hitler!”




  The stage empties. St Pré first, having done a good day’s work. He is followed by the condemned. Visachel, superb greyhound now wounded, my friend, my brother, please! Please, turn round, just once. Say you forgive me! He doesn’t turn round.




  Vallette returns to the building to plan his next move, undefeated it seems. He invites me to go with him but I am drawn to follow the slushy path taken by this demented circus.




  A strong grip gets hold of my arm and leads me back to the university compound. Only then does Vallette let go. He doesn’t speak until we arrive at the front entrance, then he says:




  “Go home. To-morrow is another day”.




  Making my way to the cours Sablon where I live I sing ever so softly but with a burning throat Schumann’s newly discovered Lied ‘Das alte Ross” (the old steed). I wish Vallette could hear me, share with me this pure and simple song just to lessen the hurt in my soul and possibly his. But he shut the main gate with a bang, turning his back on the world…and to me.




  





  Mein Kamerad, wie schad, wie schad 




  Dass alles, dass alles ist aus




  Und der Schnee hat verweht den Pfad 




  Und das Herz tut so weh, so weh!




  





  My friend, how sad, how sad




  That everything, everything’s gone 




  And the snow has covered the path 




  And my heart feels such pain, such pain!




  




  




  2.


  The Bothy.




  Daylight creeping through the bars of the tiny east side window of my bothy amazes me. It is all so new and incredibly quiet!




  My bothy! Of course it isn’t mine but it belongs to me for now as it belonged to generations of shepherds in the Auvergne. I am told they used to build these huts with their own hands with blocks of limestone and thatch made of reeds collected from the shores of the lakes lying down in the valley, their waters quite still, as beautiful as they are treacherous, swampy, unapproachable. They surround themselves with sludge and quicksand where snakes and mosquitoes hatch among the reeds.




  The birds in the giant poplars which tower above my hut are beginning to sing. Theirs are the only perches to be found in the barren volcanic moonscape of this part of the Central plateau where fate has placed us, me and my dog. They ruffle their feathers among the pale young leaves as they gather to celebrate the dawn and share my crumbs. I thank them for making nature speak for me alone, for there is no one else in this desert of deserts.




  Nourse gets up from the palliasse we share, shakes himself out of his sleep, stretches and yawns showing his fierce strong teeth and his pink shiny gums. Just look at my proud young sheepdog - he’ll swallow his tongue if he doesn’t close his mouth this instant! I kiss his moist muzzle -black as a truffle and smelling just as good- in return for this reassuring display and I stretch myself out on the straw full of minute transparent lice scarcely visible to the naked eye which dart all over my bare skin. Though they annoy me I’ve found a way to tolerate them but they add to the unease I feel, like that in my worse nightmares. My thoughts turn to you, my lanky, pensive Visachel Rosenthal and wonder what they did to you that evil day in February and in the days that followed. I need so much to know!




  * * *




  Every morning at dawn they wait for Nourse and me at the bothy of Savignole, our Maquis, every day God sends. It’s my job to bring the bread, the potatoes, the blue-veined cheese, and sometimes chunks of smoked jambon. I have another job. Colonel Gérard wants to know, if like sister Anne, I see ‘someone coming’. (“Ma soeur Anne, ma soeur Anne, ne vois-tu rien venir?”) I listen, then go out and watch with my binoculars the troop movement of the enemy shuttling between Murol, Mont Dore and Clermont-Ferrand. Their route lies well above my bothy to the east, on the hillside. Everything except the living lies, it seems, on a hill side in the bare landscape that encircles me. Even the deer dare not venture there. Exists are hidden from me. In the hollow of the swelling mountains I am at least safe from view. So I thought at the time…




  With my binoculars I count the number of vehicles in each convoy, especially the tanks, and note the time of their passing. Scattered throughout the southern half of the country, these convoys coming from Italy are now funnelling to the north to reinforce the German contingents at present attacked day and night by the Allies or the now well-organized ambushes on the ground. Hence they are in a hurry. I can tell; their drivers have their foot down, their big vehicles not on parade this time! I rush out of my bothy for Savignole where Gérard and his men are billeted. The colonel takes action as soon as he has gathered a sufficient contingent to create an ambush. It is easily achieved because the boys are always fully prepared, mainly with hand grenades. It is a sight to see them running like rabbits ‘till they have reached the strategic point of attack. Recent orders from the Free French are that the German armies of the north and the south have to be prevented from joining up, no matter what it costs, and the costs are heavy in human lives since the enemy is now hunted down fearlessly, without respite.




  Gérard’s boys come to us from all over the place; from England or the north of France, from Lyon or the Massif central, sometimes already armed (with Dad’s rifle), sometimes bare chested, young or not so young, Communists or non-Communists, someone’s son or no-one’s. They have no ration cards because they have to register to get them. They are all ravenous. This means that I am always received with open arms and plenty of kisses. We share everything; the provisions, the soup, the grief which assails us when one of our comrades does not return to the fold, his place still warm, the straw-bed still carrying the imprint of his last sleep. New recruits are parachuted in, irregularly and not often enough, in spite of our wireless operator’s SOS messages to London. There is a reason for this which I shall explain later. Like young crusaders they all have untroubled brows, fixed ideals and complete self-denial. If they have ever been selfish they certainly aren’t now. I love them, even though they come and go. The loss of one of them causes great pain and makes me cry with frustration and anger… and hatred, never leaving me.




  During the winter my bothy, called Buron in the Auvergne, was only half an hour’s journey from the bothy of Savignole. I could travel quickly over the snow-clad mountains and hills on my un-waxed skis which I used to coat, for want of anything better, with layers of cooking fat which the snow soaked up much too quickly. I made stylish zigzag descents through the dense, silent forests, I practiced ski de fond along new path no-one else ever took, besides iced lakes, on top of frozen swamps. But since the snow has melted, though it still lingers on the higher summits, it takes me a good hour to reach Savignole, depending on how much weight I have to carry on my back. They say walking is good for your health. I don’t deny it, though I do not give a damn about my health anymore. If you must know, I am covered with boils as big as your fist, walking brings them on and my rucksack which weighs sometimes up to twenty kilos makes them erupt. To use an expression dear to my suffering Mamoshka: “I am going through Hell on earth!”
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