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  In the deep mid-afternoon, he stood illuminated by the sun like a holocaust on the graven plates of sacred history. Not all

  hares are alike, Jacinto, nor was it his fur that marked him out from other hares, believe me, nor his Tartar eyes, nor the peculiar shape of his ears. It was something that went far beyond what we

  humans call personality. The countless transmigrations his soul had endured had taught him, at the moments indicated to him by the complicity of God or some brazen angels, to render himself visible

  or invisible. For five whole minutes at noon he would stop at the same spot in the field, ears pricked, listening to something.




  The deafening thunder of a waterfall that sets birds to flight, or the crackle of a forest blaze that terrified even the most foolhardy beast, would not have caused his eyes to dilate. The

  inconstant clamour of the world that he remembered, peopled with prehistoric animals, with temples that looked like withered trees, with futile, misbegotten wars, made him more temperamental and

  more cunning. One day he stopped as usual at the hour when the sun, at its zenith, poured down like lead on the trees, preventing them from casting shadows, and he heard barking, not of one dog,

  but of many, hurtling madly through the undergrowth. In a bound, the hare crossed the path and began to scurry away, the dogs giving chase, pell-mell, behind him. ‘Where are we headed?’

  cried the hare in a voice that quavered like a lightning flash. ‘To the end of your life,’ howled the dogs in dogs’ voices.




  

    The Golden Hare, Silvina Ocampo


  




  







  Foreword




  I have written a lot, pen in hand, throughout my life. And yet I dictated this book in its entirety, for the most part to the philosopher Juliette

  Simont, my assistant editor at Les Temps modernes and a very dear friend, and, when Juliette was occupied with her own work, to my secretary, Sarah Streliski, a talented writer. This is

  because I have experienced a strange and, I believe, somewhat rare adventure. Unlike most of the friends of my generation, who persist in clinging proudly to their pens and their spidery scrawl, I

  discovered, when I was given a computer shortly after my film Shoah was released in 1985, the extraordinary and entertaining possibilities of this machine, which I slowly learned to use and

  later mastered, if not all the possibilities it afforded, at least those features that were useful to me. When I was dictating, with Juliette next to me, both sitting before a large screen, I found

  it wonderful to see my thoughts immediately objectified, perfect in every word, with no deletions, no rough drafts. Gone were the problems I have always had with my own handwriting, which, in spite

  of the comments of those who thought it beautiful, to my eyes changed according to my mood, agitation or tiredness. I have often been sickened by my handwriting, which I found, to quote a remark by

  Sartre about his own, ‘sticky with all my juices’ – and he wrote so much that he must have known what he was talking about. And yet some insurmountable impediment had prevented me

  from fully embracing modernity. Moving directly from longhand to computer – having utterly avoided the typewriter – I found that I made very slow progress when working alone; I typed

  with one finger, I managed to objectify my thoughts, but what was sufficient for a police report was not practical for the work I envisaged, my hunt-and-peck typing disrupted the rhythm of my

  thoughts and killed the momentum. If I wanted successfully to conclude that terrifying task I had been grumbling about for so many years now, I needed an extension of myself, I needed other

  fingers. These belonged to Juliette Simont. But Juliette’s role was not limited to typing. I have been told a thousand times by a thousand different people that I ought to write the story of

  my life, that it was rich, multi-faceted and unique, and it deserved to be told. I agreed, I wanted to do it, but after the colossal effort that had gone into making Shoah, I was not sure I

  had the strength for such a massive undertaking. It was at this point that Juliette began typing or, what amounts to the same thing, insisting that I do something and stop prevaricating. And so one

  day I effortlessly dictated the first page to her, but waited months before moving on to page two, other urgent tasks taking precedence. I returned to it, but have been working on it seriously only

  for the past two years. While I dictated, Juliette was infinitely patient, respectful of my pensive, often lengthy silences, and her own silent, companionable presence itself inspired me. It is

  hardly surprising, therefore, that I express my gratitude.




  I am also grateful to Sarah, who proved to be as patient as Juliette, and to my first readers, Dominique, Antoine Gallimard, Éric Marty and Ran Halévi, whose favourable reception

  encouraged me.
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  Chapter 1




  The guillotine – more generally, capital punishment and the various methods of meting out death – has been the abiding obsession of my

  life. It began very early. I must have been about ten years old, and the memory of that cinema on the rue Legendre in the 17th arrondissement in Paris, with its red velvet seats and its

  faded gilt, remains astonishingly vivid. A nanny, making the most of my parents’ absence, had taken me, and the film that day was L’Affaire du courrier de Lyon [The Courier of

  Lyons], with Pierre Blanchar and Dita Parlo. I have never known or tried to discover the name of the director, but he must have been very proficient, for there are certain scenes that I have

  never forgotten: the attack on the Lyon courier’s stagecoach in a dark forest, the trial of Lesurques, innocent but condemned to death, the scaffold erected in the middle of a public square,

  white, as I remember it, the blade swooping down. Back then, as during the Revolution, people were still guillotined in public. For months afterwards, around midnight, I would wake up,

  terror-stricken, and my father would get up, come into my room, stroke my damp forehead, my hair wet with anxiety, talk to me and calm me. It was not just my head being cut off: sometimes I was

  guillotined lengthwise, in the way a pit-sawyer cuts wood, or like those astonishing instructions posted on the doors of goods wagons that, in 1914, were used to send men and animals to the front:

  ‘men 40 – horses (lengthwise) 8’, and which, after 1941, were used to send Jews to the distant chambers of their final agony. I was being sliced into thin, flat slivers, from

  shoulder to shoulder, passing through the crown of my head. The violence of these nightmares was such that as a teenager and even as an adult, fearful of reviving them, I superstitiously looked

  away or closed my eyes whenever a guillotine was depicted in schoolbooks, historical writing or newspapers. I’m not sure that I don’t still do so today. In 1938 – I was thirteen

  – the arrest and confession of the German murderer Eugen Weidmann had all of France on tenterhooks. Weidmann had murdered in cold blood, to steal and leave no witnesses, and, without needing

  to check, I can still remember the names of some of his victims: a dancer, Jean de Koven, a man named Roger Leblond, and others whom he buried in the forest of Fontainebleau, in the aptly named

  Bois de Fausses-Reposes – the Woods of False Repose. The newsreels, in great detail, showed the investigators searching the coppices, digging up the bodies. Weidmann was condemned to death

  and guillotined before the prison gate at Versailles in the summer before the war. There are famous photographs of the beheading. Much later I decided to look at them, and did so at length. His was

  the last public execution in France. Thereafter, the scaffold was erected inside the prison courtyard, until 1981 when, at the instigation of François Mitterrand and the then Minister of

  Justice, Robert Badinter, the death penalty was abolished. But, at thirteen, however, Weidmann, Lanzmann – the identical endings of his name and mine seemed to portend for me some terrible

  fate. Indeed, as I write these words, even at my supposedly advanced age, there is no guarantee that it will not still be so. The death penalty might be reinstated, all it would take is a change of

  regime, a vote in parliament, a grande peur. And of course the death penalty survives in many places: to travel is dangerous. I remember discussing it with Jean Genet, because of the

  dedication of Notre-Dame-des-Fleurs [Our Lady of the Flowers] to a young man, guillotined at the age of twenty – ‘Were it not for Maurice Pilorge, whose death continues to

  poison my life…’ – and also because Weidmann’s name opens the book: ‘Weidmann appeared to you in a five o’clock edition, head swathed in white strips of cloth,

  a nun and yet a wounded airman…’, and mentioning my abiding fear that I would die by the so-called bois de justice [the guillotine]. He replied brusquely, ‘There’s

  still time.’ He was right. He didn’t much like me; I felt exactly the same about him.




  I have no neck. I have often wondered, during nocturnal moments of acute bodily awareness spent anticipating the worst, where the blade would have to fall to behead me cleanly. I could think

  only of my shoulders and my aggressively defensive posture, forged gradually night after night by the nightmares that followed the primal scene of Lesurques’ death, which transformed them

  into a fighting bull’s morillo, neck muscles so impenetrable the blade glances off, sending it back to its point of origin, each rebound weakening its original power. It is as though,

  over time, I had drawn in on myself so as to leave for the blade of la veuve – the widow, as Madame Guillotine is colloquially known – no convenient place and no opportunity for

  it to make one. In the boxing world, they would say I grew up in a ‘crouch’, with a curvature of the torso so marked that an opponent’s fists slide off without the punches truly

  hitting home.




  The truth is that throughout my whole life, and without a moment’s respite, the evening before an execution (if I was aware of it, as I frequently was during the Algerian War), and the day

  after in the case of a non-political capital punishment, were nights and days of distress during which I compelled myself to anticipate or relive the last moments – the hours, the minutes,

  the seconds – of the condemned men, regardless of the reasons for the fatal verdict. The warders’ felt slippers whispering along death row; the sudden clang of cell-door bolts slammed

  back, the prisoner, haggard, waking with a start, the prosecutor, the lawyer, the chaplain, the ‘be brave’, the glass of rum, the handover to the executioner and his aides and the

  sudden lurch to naked violence, the brutal acceleration of the final sequence: arms lashed behind the back, ankles crudely hobbled with a length of rope, shirt quickly slit with scissors to expose

  the neck, the prisoner manhandled, shouted at, then hauled, feet dragging along the ground, to the door, now suddenly thrown open, overlooking the machine, standing tall, waiting, in the ashen dawn

  of the prison courtyard. Yes, I know all these things. With Simone de Beauvoir I would be summoned to the offices of Jacques Vergès around nine o’clock at night where he would inform

  us that an Algerian was to be executed at dawn in some prison – Fresnes or La Santé in Paris, Oran or Constantine in Algeria – and we would spend the night trying to find someone

  who might contact someone else, who in turn might dare to disturb the sleep of Général de Gaulle, plead with him to spare this poor wretch to whom he had already refused clemency,

  consciously sending him to the scaffold. At the time, Vergès was head of a collective of lawyers from the Front de libération national (FLN) who practised what they called

  ‘la defense de rupture’, refusing to recognize the legitimacy of the French courts’ jurisdiction over the Algerian combatants, which resulted in some of their clients being

  more speedily dispatched to the guillotine. Very late one night, under the cold eye of Vergès, Le Castor (as Simone de Beauvoir was nicknamed) and I, gripped by the same sense of extreme

  urgency, managed to reach François Mauriac. A man was about to die, he had to be saved, what had been done might yet be undone. Mauriac understood everything, but he also knew that one did

  not wake de Gaulle and that, in any case, it would make no difference: it was too late, unquestionably. To Vergès, who was well aware of the futility of our attempts, our presence in his

  offices on the eve of these executions was a political strategy. One to which we consented, given that, from the first, we had militated in favour of Algerian independence, but to me the sense of

  the irreversible won out over everything else, becoming unbearable as the fatal hour approached. Time divided and negated itself like a gallop seen in slow motion: this scheduled death was

  endlessly about to take place. As in that space where Achilles can never catch up with the tortoise, so the minutes and seconds were infinitely subdivided, bringing the torment of imminence to its

  apogee. Vergès, notified of the execution by telephone, put an end to our waiting and in the early hours of morning, in the rain, de Beauvoir and I regularly found ourselves defeated, empty,

  without any plan, as though the guillotine had also decapitated our future.




  When, in order to demoralize his own people and discourage further plots against him, Hitler ordered that the conspirators of 20 July 1944 be executed one after another, it became clear that the

  speed at which the executioners would have to work would compromise the precision and the concentration required for the ancient method of beheading by axe, the standard means of capital punishment

  in Germany. On 22 February 1943, the heroes of die Weisse Rose (the White Rose) – Hans Scholl, his sister Sophie and their friend Christoph Probst – died in their twenties

  beneath the executioner’s axe in Stadelheim Prison, Munich, after a summary trial lasting barely three hours, conducted by the sinister Roland Freisler, the Reich’s public prosecutor

  who had come specially from Berlin. Immediately the verdict was announced, they were put to death in a dungeon in Stadelheim, and Hans, as he laid his head on the block still red with his

  sister’s blood, cried, ‘Long live freedom!’ Even today I cannot call to mind those three handsome, pensive young faces without tears welling in my eyes: the seriousness, the

  dignity, the determination, the spiritual force, the extraordinary courage of the solitude that emanates from each of them, all speak to their being the best, the honour of Germany, the best of

  humanity. The 20 July conspirators were the first to die by the German guillotine: unlike its French counterpart – slender, tall and spectacular, lending itself both to being elegantly draped

  and to literature – the German version is squat, ungainly, four-square, easy to set up in a low-ceilinged room; consequently the blade, which has no time to pick up speed, is enormously

  heavy, and I am not sure that, like ours, it has a bevelled edge: its efficacy is due entirely to its weight. It was Freisler once again who acted as prosecutor at the trial of the 20 July

  conspirators in Berlin. In fact, he held every role: public prosecutor and presiding judge, he made the opening statements, questioned the witnesses and summed up against the accused. Their trial

  was filmed for Nazi propaganda purposes, to edify the public and ridicule those about to be guillotined.




  Fouquier-Tinville during the Reign of Terror, Vychinsky, the prosecutor of Stalin’s show-trials in Moscow, the Czech prosecutor Urválek, barking like a dog at the

  Slánský trial, Freisler – they all descend from the same stock of bureaucratic butchers, unfailing in their service to their masters of the moment, affording the accused no

  chance, refusing to listen to them, insulting them, directing the evidence to a sentence that was decided before the trial began. In the footage of the 20 July trial Freisler can be seen, his face

  convulsed in feigned fury, cutting short the élite aristocratic officers and generals of the Wehrmacht, who are busy hiking up their trousers, which, having neither belt nor buttons,

  keep slipping comically to their knees, as the prosecutor moves from outrage to threats of contempt of court. But no one is laughing: the tortures suffered by the poor wretches before the trial,

  and the knowledge, etched on their faces, that they will die in the coming hours, set their features into unutterably tragic masks in which incomprehension vies with despair. The account of their

  beheading, in a dungeon in Moabit Prison in Berlin (which still stands, in the Alte Moabit district), is appalling: Freisler’s victims had to queue up to die, hands bound, ankles fettered by

  their own trousers, they were suddenly seized by the stocky executioner’s aides, who directed them either to right or to left – using an SS technique perfected elsewhere – for two

  guillotines were operating side by side beneath the low ceiling, amid screams of terror, the last shouts of defiance, amid the stench of blood and shit. In Moabit, there is no place for the

  beautiful – too beautiful – travelling shot the director Andrzej Wajda offers in his film Danton, where, in the midst of the Reign of Terror, Danton returns from Arcis-sur-Aube

  where he has spent several nights of passion with his mistress, arriving at the place de Grève at dawn, his barouche describing a perfect arc around the quiescent guillotine, elegantly

  draped in a long ribbon of night that, since it does not hide it completely, allows the ‘Indulgent’ a glimpse of the bevelled edge of the naked blade, a grim forewarning. Alejo

  Carpentier’s description, in the magnificent opening pages of El Siglo de Las Luces [Explosion in a Cathedral] is – no pun intended – of a different calibre: there

  Victor Hugues, a Commissaire of the Republic, former public prosecutor at Rochefort and a fervent admirer of Robespierre, brings with him to the Antilles both the decree – enacted on 6

  Pluviôse, Year II – that will abolish slavery, and the first guillotine: ‘But the empty doorway stood in the bows, reduced to a mere lintel and its supports, with the set-square,

  the inverted half-pediment upended, the black triangle with its bevel of cold steel suspended between the uprights… Here the Door stood alone, facing into the night… its diagonal

  blade gleaming, its wooden uprights framing a whole panorama of stars.’




  So many last glances will haunt me forever. Those of the Moroccan generals, colonels, captains, accused of having fomented – or of not having foreseen – the 1972 attempted coup

  against Hassan II of Morocco and his guests at Skhirat palace, who were driven to their place of execution in covered lorries open at the back. Sitting on facing benches, they stare at one another,

  and the photographer captured the moment when, in the dazzling sunlight, they see the firing squad that is to execute them. It is an unforgettable photograph, published in Paris Match, which

  captured what Cartier-Bresson called the ‘decisive moment’: we do not see the firing squad; instead we see the eyes of those who see it, who are about to die in a hail of bullets and

  who know it. In spite of fables of peaceful passing from life to death, such as Greuze’s painting, The Death of a Patriarch, or La Fontaine’s tale of ‘Le Laboureur et

  ses enfants’ [‘The Labourer and His Children’], every ‘natural’ death is, first and foremost, a violent death. But I never felt the absolute violence of violent

  death more than I did as I looked at that photograph, that snapshot. In that searing intensity, whole lives were laid bare before our eyes: these men were privileged, well-to-do members of

  the regime, they did not choose to risk their lives, unlike the heroes of the Resistance who, refusing the blindfold, stood to attention before the rifles and remained valiant even as the guns rang

  out. Why do I remember one face, one name so particularly – one I would never think to verify – Medbouh? He was, I believe, a general and devoted to his king, but the savagery and the

  vast spectre of the crackdown would not spare him. It is sweltering hot, sweat beads on his forehead, the irreparable is about to occur, and Medbouh’s last glance, frantic with fear and

  disbelief, evokes the greatest pity.




  Another last glance, also from Paris Match: that of a hard-faced young Chinese girl screaming her revolt before the judges at the moment that she learns she has been condemned to death.

  Face contorted, torn between pain and refusal as policemen’s hands grab her and drag her away. In China, she knows, executions take place very quickly after sentence is pronounced, and the

  series of photographs published by Paris Match bears witness to the inexorable sequence of moments leading to her death. In the next photograph we see a second hand that, with overpowering

  force, pushes her head down to expose her neck but also to compel her to die in the position of a penitent. And, since executions there take place in public, to serve as an example, the last

  photographs show the pistol firing into the back of her neck and her battered, martyred body slowly slipping to the ground. Barely thirty minutes have elapsed between verdict and death. Other

  photographs, other films regularly reach us from China, all equally terrifying: a line of young men in black prison uniforms shot one by one, through the back of the neck, by a police executioner

  in white gloves wearing a peaked cap and full dress uniform, who forces each man’s head into the same penitent posture, as though the death penalty were the supreme act of re-education.




  Still in China, the same China, the China of today. In Nanjing there is a Chinese Yad Vashem, solemn, simple, poignant, which commemorates the great massacre of 1937, in which the Japanese

  Imperial army, the moment they had captured the city, murdered 300,000 civilians and soldiers, killing in a thousand different ways, each more inhumane than the last. The goal was to terrorize the

  entire country and, beyond that, the whole of South-east Asia, all the way to New Guinea. They achieved that goal. Wandering through Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall with the curator who, in his

  humility, his calm, his lack of bombast in the face of the crushing weight of evidence, his reverence, the present incarnation of ancient suffering, ineluctably reminded me of the Israeli survivors

  in Kibbutz Lohamei HeGeta’ot in Galilee or at Yad Vashem during my preliminary research for Shoah, once again I realized that there is a universality of victims, as of executioners.

  All victims are alike, all executioners are alike. In Nanjing, to train the Japanese army rabble, bayonets fixed, in hand-to-hand combat, realism was pushed so far as to lash live targets to stakes

  as instructors gave detailed demonstrations of how and where the bayonet should be thrust: the throat, the heart, the abdomen, the face, all in front of the petrified faces of the guinea-pigs.

  Accounts and photographs bear this out, they show the faces of soldiers moving from crude laughter to rage and back again as they plunged their bayonets into the victims’ bodies. Those lashed

  to the next stakes awaited their turn, which came as soon as the previous targets breathed their last. The soldiers did not train on corpses; the dead feel no pain.




  Through a long tradition, a punctilious codification, the Japanese became masters in the technique – the art, they call it – of beheading by sabre (something that can also be seen at

  the Nanjing Memorial), and organized contests between their most skilled men. How to describe, beneath the yellow summer uniform of the Mikado’s troops, its curious peaked cap framing with

  neck-cloths of floating fabric, the astonishing musculature of the swordsmen, steel bands of muscle that seem to be part of the sabre itself in that very moment when, gripped firmly in both hands,

  brandished high and vertical, it is about to sweep down a mere fraction of a fraction of a second later? Everything happens so quickly that the sabre passes through the neck while the head remains

  in place: it has no time to fall. What pride, what pleasure in a perfect execution, what smile of satisfaction on the face of the contest winners when, in the minutes after the competition, full of

  themselves, they posed beside the headless bodies, the bodiless heads.




  And yet it is not in Nanjing, but 8,000 kilometres to the south, in Canberra, Australia, that, for me, was the culmination of horror. In Canberra there is a remarkable war museum, the Australian

  War Memorial, that is like no other in the world. Perhaps it is because Australia is not populous that every life is precious to them, and also because they have never fought a war in their own

  country, but only in distant lands. During World War I the Australian Expeditionary Force lost – who still remembers? – tens of thousands of men at Gallipoli, in the Dardanelles and on

  the French front. Between 1939 and 1945, on every front and in every branch of the army, many more selflessly spilled their blood to liberate Europe and Asia from barbarism. In Canberra, in one of

  the halls of the museum devoted to World War II , I could not tear my eyes from an extraordinary photograph, the work of two artists in the Japanese army: the photographer himself and the

  executioner. In an incredibly daring, low-angle shot, the photographer has succeeded in framing both executioner and his victim, a tall Australian, on his knees, arms pinioned, wearing a white

  blindfold. He has a chinstrap beard, his upper body is erect, his neck as long as a swan’s, his head barely bowed, hieratic, his face a mask of ecstatic suffering, like those in El

  Greco’s Burial of the Count of Orgaz. Above him, in the upper part of the frame, in the yellow uniform I have already described, the killer, face tensed in a rictus of concentration,

  arms raised to heaven, hands, white-knuckled, gripping the hilt of his sabre, which forms the apex of this devastating trinity. But though it may begin its trajectory on the vertical, it is on the

  horizontal that the blade will come to rest, having traced a perfectly controlled arc through space. Such is the mastery. Next to the two photographs of the Australian prisoner, one taken before

  the beheading, one after, is a letter, preserved like a precious relic, the letter that the executioner wrote to his family in Japan from the theatre of war in New Guinea, in which he gives details

  of his feat, boasting about the singular skills he required and marshalled to accomplish it (an English translation hangs next to the ideograms of the Japanese original).




  But having spoken of the muscular backs of the swordsmen, having mentioned El Greco, I immediately think of Goya, the Goya of Los fusilamientos del tres de mayo, which I have so often

  stood and gazed upon in the Prado, turning away each time only with great difficulty, as though to walk away were to relinquish some supreme, some ineffable knowledge, utterly offered, utterly

  hidden. And yet in this remarkable painting everything is said, everything can be read, everything can be seen: the impenetrable wall formed by the serried backs of the Saxon fusiliers of the

  Grande Armée, black shakos pulled down over their eyes, swords slapping against their thighs, calves sheathed in black gaiters, left legs thrust forward, bent slightly in the classic

  position of a rifleman at drill, bayonets fixed, the barrels of their rifles perfectly aligned. The executioners are anonymous, all we can see are their backs weighed down with the trappings of an

  expeditionary troop, while the angle of their shakos tilted down over the sights of their weapons makes it clear that they are oblivious to the dazzled, dazzling faces of those they are gunning

  down. Between killers and victims, the light source, a square lantern, is set directly on the ground, its blazing light illuminating the night-time assassination with a vivid, surreal glow. The

  genius of Goya is that in the foreground, facing the lantern, the shakos, the rifles, standing out against the shadows and the hills of Príncipe Pío, and the vague intimation of the

  city beyond, it is the truly preternatural whiteness of the central figure’s shirt itself that seems to illuminate the whole scene. Two rival light sources are at war, that of the victims and

  that of their killers, the former so bright, so intense that it transforms the lamp into a dark lantern. Around the man wearing this shirt of light, the morituri seem grey or black, stooped,

  shrunken, hunched as though to offer no purchase to the bullets. A huddled mass climbs the steep narrow path to the place of execution. Suddenly, as they reach the summit, they see it all: the

  bloody corpses of the companions who went before them, the others, fatally wounded, already falling, and facing them, the firing squad relentlessly taking aim at each new group as it arrives. So as

  not to see, not to hear, they cover their eyes, their ears in a final posture of denial and of supplication. But in the centre, in the midst of those who have been shot, who are falling, at the

  absolute heart of it all, is he towards whom everything converges; kneeling yet huge, all the more huge because he is kneeling, in the instant before being hit, his shirt of light still immaculate,

  the man in white gazes, wide-eyed, upon his imminent death. How to describe him? How to depict his chest magnified, offered up to the gun barrels, its incredible whiteness, like an armour for his

  final hour? How to describe his mad, bulging eyes beneath the coal black of his eyebrows, his arms up, flung wide, not vertically, not crosswise but out at an angle, in a last gesture of bravado

  and sacrifice, of rebellion and helplessness, of despair and pity? How to convey his mute proffering, the message to his executioners written on his face, in every line of his body? In 1942, 130

  years later, at the fortress of Mont Valérien in Paris, joining the ranks of those heroes of the night, the Communist Valentin Feldman addressed his unforgettable last words to the German

  riflemen about to execute him: ‘Imbeciles, it is for you that I die!’




  Why is there no end to this? Twenty years pass, and we find ourselves crossing the place de l’Alma towards the Spanish Embassy, fiercely guarded by a police cordon, to plead, although we

  have no illusions, for Julián Grimau, sentenced to death for trumped-up crimes supposedly dating back to the Civil War. In reality it was because he was a militant member of the clandestine

  Communist Party of Spain, a membership he proudly and publicly avowed when he was arrested, before he threw himself from a second-storey window during his interrogation. Cruelly tortured, in spite

  of his broken wrists, Grimau was hurriedly executed in the dead of night, by the light of car headlamps in the courtyard of the Campamento military barracks in Madrid a few hours after our

  demonstration in Paris. It was 20 April 1963. El Caudillo was fiercely stubborn and, until he was in his final death throes – as we know, he was kept alive with tubes and wires for months as

  all Spain held its breath – he continued to send men to their deaths. On 2 March 1974 the Catalan anarchist Salvador Puig Antich was executed by the garrotte in Modelo Prison in Barcelona.

  This method of meting out capital punishment was codified as the garrotte vil, which can be simply translated as the ‘infamous garrotte’, but ‘vil’ in French

  can also be translated as ‘base’ or ‘lowly’: the condemned man dies sitting in a high-backed chair, his feet and hands clamped in vices, making it impossible for him to

  move; his neck is circled with an iron collar tightened by a screw at the back of the chair – slowly or quickly according to the cruelty or the professionalism of the executioner –

  crushing the carotid artery and then the spine. There is a specifically Catalan variation of the garrotte vil, where the collar is fitted with a spike that pierces the back of the neck as it

  crushes. Puig Antich was the last man to be garrotted under Franco, and for him too we protested in vain. The death penalty was abolished in Spain in 1978, so there is an end to this sometimes,

  somewhere.




  Even as I write, the death penalty still flourishes throughout the world. I have said nothing of the anti-abolitionist states in the United States of America, each clinging to its own singular

  inhumanity, whether it be the electric chair, lethal injection, the gas chamber, the gallows. Nor have I said anything about the Arab countries, about the Saudi executioners who arrive

  ceremoniously at the place of execution in their white Mercedes, while the prisoner, already kneeling, head slightly bowed, waits for the white flash of the curved blade to behead them in public.

  They at least are experts, capable of competing with the Japanese executioners I spoke of earlier. Today, the time of the butchers has come (and I ask actual butchers to forgive me, for they

  practise the most noble of professions and are the least barbarous of men): why have we not been allowed to see the appalling images of hostages put to death under Islamic law in Iraq or in

  Afghanistan? Pathetic amateur videos shot by the killers themselves, which aim to terrorize – and succeed. Was this any reason to censor such images in the name of some dubious code of

  ethics, whose sole effect was to hush up an unprecedented qualitative leap in the history of global barbarism, to cover up the arrival of a mutant species in the relationship between man and death?

  And so these videos circulate clandestinely, and very few of us have been able to witness the true extent of the horror, struggling not to look away.




  This is what happens: the film opens with a litany of verses from the Qur’an, which appear on screen as they are recited. As in pornographic films, there is no editing, no connection

  between the shots, which shift abruptly: suddenly the Tribunal appears, framed against a black background that fills the whole screen. In the foreground, kneeling, ankles shackled, hands tied, is

  the accused. Behind him, the Grand Judge and his assistants, tall, black-hooded phantoms, Kalashnikovs slung across their chests, meeting at the sternum, barrels pointing upward. The Grand Judge

  alone speaks. He does so in a deep, droning voice, he reads or does not read, it depends. He goes on speaking for some time, his voice becoming more furious, more sententious, a performance that

  culminates (he literally ‘makes himself’ angry) as the moment approaches when sentence is pronounced and carried out. The accused, whether or not he understands Arabic, knows that his

  fate is sealed, that at the end of the grandiloquent sequence of justifications adduced for the verdict, his life will be taken. Does he know how it will happen? Does he sense it? In the twenty or

  so ‘films’ I have managed to watch – all of them repulsive – I will retain only one. During the black-robed prosecutor’s long, furious tirade, the hostage remained

  completely motionless: no movement, unblinking, his gaze vacant, staring into space, as though he had already left this life and must now suffer the worst so that he could rejoin himself. Utter

  resignation. He is still a young man, his hair is curly but his face is gaunt, and he has clearly already suffered the most terrible physical and psychological agony, the hellish torture of

  experiencing hope before losing it forever. He shows no sign of fear, he is the embodiment of fear, made rigid by fear. As soon as the last word of the sentence is uttered, the Grand Judge, who has

  been standing directly behind the prisoner, brings his right hand to his belt and draws a huge butcher’s knife, brandishing it in front of the camera, shouting ‘Allahu

  akbar’ as he simultaneously seizes the prisoner by the hair and throws him to the ground, while one of the hooded henchmen grabs his ankles so he cannot struggle. It is with this

  butcher’s knife that he will behead the prisoner, but not before forcing the poor man to look into the camera, to look at us. And so, several times during the procedure, we will see

  the eyes of the prisoner roll wildly in their orbits. But a human neck, even one emaciated by starvation, is not composed entirely of soft tissue: there is cartilage, cervical vertebrae. The killer

  is tall and heavily built, but even he has trouble finding a clear path for the blade. So he begins to use it like a saw, sawing for as long as necessary, through the spurts and spatters of blood,

  an unbearable to-and-fro motion that forces us to live through, right to the end, the slitting of a man’s throat, like an animal, a pig or a sheep. When the head is finally severed from the

  body, the hand of the masked sawyer signs his work by displaying the head, placing it facing us, on the headless trunk; the eyes roll back one last time, indicating, to our shameful relief, that it

  is over. But the camera keeps filming, the hooded men have left the scene, a clumsy zoom shot frames the head and the torso, which now fill the screen, alone, in close-up, for a long moment, for

  our edification and our instruction. The face of the dead man and of the living man he was are so alike that it seems unreal. It is the same face, and it is barely believable: the savagery of the

  killing was such that it seemed it could not but bring about a radical disfigurement.




  







  Chapter 2




  Just as I took my place in the endless cortège of those guillotined, hanged, shot, garrotted, among all the tortured in the world, so too I

  am that hostage with the vacant eyes, this man waiting for the blade to fall. You must understand that I love life madly, love it all the more now that I am close to leaving it – so much so

  that I do not even believe what I have just said, which is a statistical proposition, a piece of pure rhetoric that finds no response in my flesh, in my bones. I cannot know what state I shall be

  in nor how I shall behave when the last bell sounds. What I do know is that this life I love so irrationally would have been tainted by a fear of equal magnitude, the fear that I might prove

  cowardly if I had to lose that life through one of the evil acts described above. How many times have I wondered how I would react under torture? And every time my answer has been that I would have

  been incapable of taking my own life as Pierre Brossolette did, as André Postel-Vinay attempted to do, when, with sudden determination, like Julián Grimau, he jumped from the

  second-storey of the Prison de la Santé as he was brought in for questioning, and as many less famous but no less heroic people such as Baccot have done. I need to talk about Baccot because

  he is always with me; I am, in a certain sense, responsible for his death. It was in late November 1943, after class, in the boarders’ quadrangle of the Lycée Blaise-Pascal in

  Clermont-Ferrand. Though Baccot was studying for his baccalauréat in philosophy while I was already in Lettres supérieures, he knew that since we had returned to school

  that autumn I had been leading the Resistance at the Lycée. In fact, I had set up the Resistance network from scratch. I had become a member of the Jeunesses communistes during the

  summer and since coming back to school had recruited about forty boarders – khâgneux (preparing for the École normale supérieure), taupins (preparing for the

  École polytechnique) and agros (studying agronomy) – into the nucleus of the Jeunesses communistes, with whose help I had recruited 200 others into a mass organization

  – the FUJP, Forces unies de la jeunesse patriotique – controlled, unbeknownst to them, by the Parti communiste français (PCF). Such was the policy of the

  clandestine Communist Party at the time. Baccot, to whom I had barely spoken before then, faced me squarely, dark eyes blazing beneath his bushy eyebrows, his hair pushed back to reveal the

  cliff-face of his forehead; he was thick-set, stocky and exuded a concentration, a dark force. ‘I want to join the Resistance,’ he said simply, ‘but the stuff you’re doing

  doesn’t interest me. I know there are action groups out there, that’s what I want to join.’ I asked him how old he was. ‘Eighteen.’ I was not even older than him! I

  said, ‘You know what action groups mean, you know the risks?’ He knew, he understood. I told him, ‘Take a week, think about it, think hard and talk to me again.’




  What were we doing that did not interest Baccot? Beneath the Lycée Blaise-Pascal was a network of long interconnected cellars like catacombs. My only contact with the outside world, with

  the Party, was a woman, whom I knew only as Aglaé. She had smuggled three revolvers and some ammunition into the school and entrusted them to my care. A few friends, those I was closest to,

  and I would sneak soundlessly out of the dormitory at night – thanks to my father I was adept at such things – go down to the cellars and practise shooting at improvised targets. No one

  ever heard the deafening explosions that echoed in the depths, nobody found out what we were doing – very few people even knew that the cellars existed. But there were times, on days of red

  alert or when I had been warned by Aglaé, that I would come to class with the revolver in the pocket of the grey school smock that was the standard uniform for boarders. It is difficult to

  describe this period, and few have done so well. Among the day pupils, there were a number of Vichystes, boys with connections to the Milice, some who were even in the Milice.

  They knew who we were; we knew who they were; you have to imagine the schoolyard of Blaise-Pascal at break time, the factions watching each other, weighing each other up, scrutinizing each other

  and turning away. The kids from families of collaborators or miliciens were the same age as we were. At the time, Clermont-Ferrand had been occupied for a year (November 1942, the date of

  the Anglo-American landings in North Africa) by German troops, the Wehrmacht and the Gestapo, ruthlessly supported by Darnand’s Milice, but the Communist Party action groups

  – the ones Baccot wanted to join – were making life difficult for them: intimidation, suspicion, fear stalked both camps. We had managed to get two or even three copies of every key in

  the school, most importantly the key to the double gate in the central quad, the gate that led directly into town, enabling us to evade the caretakers and supervisors. Aglaé supplied me with

  pamphlets, calls to resistance, denunciations of Nazi crimes, advice, information on how the war was progressing, poems by Aragon and Éluard, texts by Vercors published by Les

  Éditions de Minuit. We had divided Clermont-Ferrand into sectors. On weekends and Thursdays too we sneaked out of the lycée in groups of five to head for whichever sector we had been

  assigned: we worked calmly and quickly, slipping the tracts through letterboxes or under doors. In every group, two members acted as lookouts and we repeated these operations, careful to vary both

  times and places since distributing pamphlets almost immediately alerted the attention of the police and of the Milice. It was almost impossible to work by night – we did so only in

  extreme cases – since there was usually a curfew, and even when there was not, the town was swarming with German patrols.




  What astonishes me, what seems incomprehensible to me even now is that, in 1943, in this one small hypokhâgne class, there were three Jews: my very dear friend André Wormser,

  the son of Georges Wormser, former directeur de cabinet to Georges Clemenceau (he stayed for only two months), a girl called Hélène Hoffnung and me, all three of us enrolled

  under our real names and without the obligatory and ignominious stamp – JEW – in red letters on our identity cards, and all, therefore, completely illegal. Since the summer of 1941,

  French Jews had been compelled to register so I possessed an identity card stamped this way. I still look for it sometimes – I mislaid it, probably during a period of change in my life

  – but I’m sure that a girlfriend kept it and it will turn up when the time is right. I remember my adolescent face – I was about to write ‘my innocent face’ –

  struck through diagonally with that stamped curse from the dawn of time. Back then, we did not know whether it was better to obey the new laws or to ignore them. For a brief period, my father had

  favoured obedience, but he soon became convinced that we should fear the worst and this branding of himself and his family seemed to him, to all of us, intolerable. We had identity cards printed in

  our own names, but without this vile stamp. We had sought refuge in Brioude, a sub-prefecture of the Haute-Loire where we had previously lived from 1934 to 1938 after my parents separated. My

  father had loved the area from when he had first gone there, for the treatment of his lungs, at the end of World War I: having volunteered in 1917 at the age of seventeen – his father had

  been fighting on the front line since 1914 – he had been the victim of a mustard gas attack at the Somme. Now, separated from my mother, and with a new wife, he chose to make a new life for

  himself in Brioude, taking with him his three children: my sister Évelyne, my brother Jacques and me, the eldest at nine. Yet in 1938 we returned for a time to Paris when I started secondary

  school at the Lycée Condorcet (the petit lycée). I had time to be profoundly shaken and terrorized by the force and the virulence of the anti-Semitism at this Parisian

  lycée. Paradoxically, the war, which was to expose me to far greater dangers, freed me of such fears: we left Paris for Brioude once more when war was declared in October 1939.




  Since my father was almost forty, had three children and was a veteran of the 1914–18 war, he was not called up for active service, but enlisted as an ‘affecté

  spécial’ working on projects related to the national defence. He was allowed to choose the region where he would work and opted for Brioude. For me, it was like a return to happier

  times, but our status had changed considerably: my father had been forced to give up his position, and what few possessions he had. Until the crushing defeat of the French army in May 1940, he

  drove coal trucks, coming home every night as black as a chimney sweep. Improbably, I found myself back at the Collège Lafayette that I had attended from 1934 to 1938, even though my father,

  when he came to collect me from my grandparents’ house in Normandy where I had spent the last holidays before the war, had told me that I would have to give up school and go out to earn a

  living, just as he had been forced to do twenty years earlier. It was dark, I remember the starlit sky above my head, I was watching for German planes when he told me that he had decided to find me

  a position at the Post and Telegraphs. I bridled at this, the last thing in the world I wanted to be was a postman. My categorical refusal, together with the disgust of the headmaster of the

  Collège Lafayette, who was happy to have me back, won my father round and I was allowed, for a time at least, to continue my studies. Obviously, we were well known in this little town, and

  known to be Jews, though the people of Brioude did not seem to attach any special importance to the label. My father had many friends who refused to turn their backs on us with the advent of the

  Vichy regime’s so-called ‘État Français’ and the sinister quaverings of Maréchal Pétain. The defeat, and the division of France into the

  Occupied Zone and the area known as the ‘Free Zone’, saw a number of Jewish refugees arrive in Brioude, almost all foreigners, who had no legal protection. For me, as for Aragon in his

  poem ‘L’Affiche rouge’, their names were difficult to pronounce, more difficult even than my own. More often than not, when asked my last name, I spelled it out rather than saying

  it, and did so as quickly as possible, L-A-N-Z-M-A-N-N. I still do so today when I realize that my fame is not universal and has not reached the person I am speaking to, usually by telephone. I was

  amazed by the number of children in every family, by the extraordinary capacity for work and the talent of their parents, whether tailors, furriers, cobblers, by the ease with which they adapted to

  the most difficult conditions and by the self-evident affection they bore for each other. One gifted Jewish boy of Polish extraction was my classmate and soon became my friend. He was so brilliant,

  so far ahead of the class in every subject, and unaffectedly arrogant, knowing himself to be superior – how could he be otherwise? – that he aroused naked envy among the sons of

  Auvergne farmers and shopkeepers who made up most of the pupils at the school. Once I found him tied to one of the plane trees in the schoolyard, the other boys circling him in a vicious war dance,

  thumping him and uttering savage incoherent cries, which he met with his permanent smile of defiance and superiority. The boys at the Collège Lafayette were neither hateful nor anti-Semitic

  as those at the Lycée Condorcet had been. This was something different: Freiman was being made to pay for his brilliance. I rushed over, hurling abuse at his tormentors, who respected me as

  I had been at the school a long time. I managed to free him without throwing a single punch.




  One day in the summer of 1942, Freiman, his family and most of the foreign Jewish refugees in Brioude were rounded up in dawn raids by the French police. Suddenly, they were no longer there; it

  was an extraordinary shock, an abrupt, incomprehensible absence, one that was felt throughout the little town, of which they had very much become a part, and which they had enlivened by their

  presence. My father, although I was unaware of it, was already a member of the Resistance, and he had had false papers made for us that we might need if we had to travel or had to show our papers

  in a sudden raid, as, month by month, the distinction between foreign Jew and French Jew was becoming increasingly slender. I remember I was Claude Bassier, born in Langeac, or sometimes Claude

  Chazelle from Brassac-les-Mines; the details of our false identities, including the dates and places of birth, could be verified in the local registry offices: employees and secretaries at the town

  halls had agreed, at great risk to themselves, to authenticate the false papers. Today, they would be called ‘Righteous Gentiles’, but they weren’t thinking about such things: I

  never knew their names, they didn’t care about posterity, they did what they did out of solidarity, modestly, in the name of simple humanity.




  Why, at the beginning of the 1943 school year, after I had passed the baccalauréat, did my father enrol me as a boarder at Blaise-Pascal in Clermont-Ferrand under my real name? He

  had agreed to let me carry on with my studies – a career as a postman was not for me – but he felt that a university would be too dangerous, while a boarding school would afford me the

  best possible protection. Just as I did not know he was already a member of the MUR (Mouvements unis de la Résistance) when he sent me to the lycée, he certainly did not know

  that I had already been a member of the Jeunesses communistes for four months. It was a chance recruitment, our family was broadly left-wing but I had not read Marx or Engels or Lenin. In

  practice, being at a boarding school under a name other than my own would have been difficult, perhaps impossible and fraught with greater dangers. What is certain is that the headmaster of

  Blaise-Pascal, the deputy head, the chief supervisor and some of the teachers all knew about Wormser, Hélène Hoffnung and me. The very fact that they had allowed us to enrol was in

  itself a guarantee of our safety. Jean Perus, our head teacher, taught us literature, and after the war I found out that he too had been a member of the Parti communiste and had been

  actively involved in the Resistance, but there was never a word or a wink of complicity between us. He was a wonderful teacher and I have never forgotten the scornful curl of his lips when he would

  refute some interpretation of ours with a single sentence. He also forever cured me of comparatisme on the day when, asked to analyse a passage of Rabelais, I stupidly made a reference to

  Bergson, whom I had barely read. The scorn in his famous scowl turned to contempt: ‘Mon petit, Rabelais didn’t know Bergson.’




  One of the missions the Party had conferred on ‘mon petit’ was very dangerous: collecting cases of revolvers and grenades from Clermont-Ferrand station. This I did with

  Hélène Hoffnung, whom I had recruited myself and who, like me, was a member of the hard core of the Jeunesses communistes. Hélène was well aware of the risks

  involved; she was also inventive, daring and possessed of extraordinary sang-froid. To fool the Milice sent out to hunt for supposedly Jewish faces in the streets of the city,

  Hélène, at my request, did her best to hide as much as possible her stubbornly Semitic features. I asked her to soften the proud Hebraic profile of her nose with a fringe of red curls

  and to wear lipstick that was neither too prim nor too flashy. We would set off together at dusk for the station, in a tender or a passionate embrace, like two happy students in love, each carrying

  a little suitcase. I was scared to death. At the station, we went to the agreed platform and stood at an appointed spot, looking out for the train. Our suitcases, set down at our feet, were

  exchanged for others of the same size and colour, though much heavier, with the speed and skill of a magician. Everything happened without a word and so quickly that I cannot remember the face of

  any of the Party couriers who delivered the weapons. However, at the same station Hélène and I witnessed a number of lightning swoops by men wearing the long gabardine coats and soft

  caps of the Gestapo: barely had their prey stepped from the train when those waiting for them suddenly drew pistols and they were seized, handcuffed and dragged off by waiting officers. It was a

  terrifying sight: the poor wretches would immediately realize that they had fallen into a trap, they paled and one could already see in their sallow faces the unrelenting torture they knew they

  would have to endure. ‘Gestapo’ (the Geheime Staatspolizei: ‘Secret State Police’) was then and will forever remain a synonym for terror, for good reason. In the

  interrogation rooms of the Gestapo, there was no Corporal Lynndie England taking photographs to send home to family and friends, no war trophies, no staged photographs of humiliated prisoners

  forced into pornographic or scatological positions for the camera. Abu Ghraib Prison was, certainly, both grotesque and vile, but physical torture was not practised there: no fingernails ripped

  out, eyes gouged out, bones broken, no escalating panoply of lethal violence intended permanently to break its victims if they did not die under torture. The Gestapo scorned images, it worked in

  secret – with the real, not the virtual. At the train station, Hélène would gaze at me lovingly, impassive, apparently unconcerned by the possibility of arrest that terrified

  me, she hugged me, kissed me full on the mouth as though we had just been reunited. We then set off with our heavy suitcases, enraptured with each other, walking straight past the uniformed and

  plain-clothes officials who infested the station to begin our slow journey back through the town, to the meeting point where the suitcases disappeared with the same magical sleight-of-hand as they

  had appeared. Every passing patrol, every suspicious movement was a cue for a kiss – more or less deep depending on the degree of danger. Since ‘Rouge Baiser’ –

  kiss-proof lipstick – was a rare commodity in those far-off days, we always arrived back at the lycée, our mission accomplished, smeared with the signs of flagrant passion, although

  there was never anything sexual between us: we were two trained militants in the Parti communiste français, the Party that would later christen itself ‘the Party of the 75,000

  Martyrs’.




  I had felt sure that the week I had insisted Baccot take to consider his options would not change his mind, and I was right. I told Aglaé of his request, he quickly left Blaise-Pascal and

  we heard nothing more until his suicide four months later. For four months Baccot, a member of a PCF action group, had gunned down Germans and Milice on the streets of Clermont-Ferrand. The

  arms parachuted in by the Allies were only for the Gaullist Resistance, so there was only one way for the Party to procure guns: from the enemy. Every German killed meant a revolver, a pistol, a

  machine gun gained. Baccot, in this brief period, showed extraordinary courage, daring, patience, cunning and determination. Finally spotted, identified and hunted down, he was cornered on the

  place de Jaude, the main square in Clermont-Ferrand: seeing himself surrounded, he took refuge in a vespasienne – one of the old spiral shell urinals with iron panels that give the

  user privacy from passers-by – and there in the middle of the urinal, he blew his brains out so as not be taken alive. There is a brief mention of Baccot’s death in Marcel

  Ophüls’ Le Chagrin et la pitié [The Sorrow and the Pity]. In hurried interviews, two retired school monitors who knew nothing about the Resistance movement at

  Blaise-Pascal, or more generally in Clermont-Ferrand, retained a vague memory of Baccot’s fate. I have spoken about it many times to my friend Ophüls, although he is hardly to blame,

  since, though he is the director of the film, he did not conduct the preparatory investigation, but to present the town of Clermont-Ferrand, as the film does, as a symbol of collaboration is a

  sacrilege. Clermont, where Strasbourg University had moved its campus, was, on the contrary, one of the major centres of Resistance in the Auvergne and in France.




  Baccot is unquestionably a hero and I have nothing but admiration for him. But I know that I could never have done what he did, putting a bullet through my brain if I had been captured, and that

  knowledge has burdened my whole life. What would I have done if Hélène Hoffnung and I had been asked to open those suitcases full of weapons? During the clandestine struggle, I

  undertook many objectively dangerous operations, but I reproach myself now for having done so without being fully aware of the consequences, because my actions were not accompanied by an acceptance

  of the ultimate price to be paid if we were caught: death. Would I have done what I did if I had fully evaluated the consequences of my actions? And even if it is plausible to suggest that

  recklessness is a form of bravery, to act without being inwardly prepared to make the supreme sacrifice is dilettantism, this is what I repeatedly tell myself today.




  The question of courage and cowardice, you will have realized, is the scarlet thread that runs though this book, the thread that runs through my life. Sartre liked to quote a phrase by Michel

  Leiris, who, describing the suicide of officers who had failed in their missions, referred to ‘military courage’. Among the conspirators in the 20 July assassination attempt on Hitler,

  there were those whose fellow officers, wishing to spare them the torture, trial and ignominious death on the scaffold, came into their offices and wordlessly handed them revolvers. They stepped

  outside and immediately there was a gunshot: German officers, loyal to an inviolable code of honour, killed themselves automatically, almost by reflex, without hesitating even for an instant, which

  is perhaps the best way to proceed. There is a magnificent scene in Jean-Jacques Annaud’s film Stalingrad [Enemy at the Gates] in which a Soviet general whose troops retreated

  under fire when no order had been given to do so, is stripped of his command by a political commissar who then places a loaded pistol on the map table and withdraws. The shot rings out before he

  even has time to close the door. Such are the codes of ‘courage militaire’ that I cannot evoke this scene without thinking of the final monologue in Sartre’s Les

  Séquestrés d’Altona [The Condemned of Altona]: ‘Everything will be dead, eyes, judges, time.’ In Hegel’s The Phenomenology of Spirit, the

  master becomes the master because he has put his life on the line, because he has taken the risk of losing it – the risk of the void – while the slave, attached to his body, his

  desires, his needs – to what Hegel calls the ‘bodily situation’, an appalling but literal translation – chooses submission over honour, favours the only thing worthy to his

  eyes: his skin, his life, even humiliated, even mutilated, his life. One of the unforgettable heroes of Shoah, Filip Müller, for three years a member of the ‘special unit’,

  the Sonderkommando, in Auschwitz, said to me after a gruelling day of filming, ‘I wanted to live, live with every fibre of my being, one minute more, one day more, one month more. You

  understand? To live!’ How I understood! The other members of the special unit who shared this Calvary with Filip Müller, noble figures, gravediggers of their own people, at once heroes

  and martyrs, were, like him, simple, intelligent, good men. For the most part, despite the hell of the funeral pyres and the crematoria – that ‘annus mundi’ in the words of

  the SS doctor Thilo – they never gave up their humanity. It is important to me to name them here: Yossele Warszawski from Warsaw who arrived from Paris; Lajb Panusz from Łomża;

  Ajzyk Kalniak, also from Łomża; Josef Dersinski from Hrodna; Lajb Langfus from Maków Mazowiecki; Jankiel Handelsman from Radom, who came from Paris; Kaminski, the kapo;

  Dov Paisikovich from Transylvania; Stanislaw Jankowski, known as Feinsilber from Warsaw, a veteran of the International Brigades, who also arrived from Paris; Zalman Gradowski and Zalman Lewental,

  the two chroniclers of the Sonderkommando who, night after night – because they believed none of them would survive – compelled themselves to keep the diary of this Gehenna,

  burying their notes in the clay beneath Crematoria II and II on the eve of the abortive Sonderkommando revolt of 7 October 1944, in which they lost their lives: manuscripts written in

  Yiddish in a firm, upright hand found foxed and mildewed – one in 1945, the other in 1962 – three-quarters of the pages are illegible and all the more harrowing for that fact. To the

  obscene questions: ‘How could they? Why did they not kill themselves?’ we must let them answer, and unconditionally respect that answer. To begin with, many of them did do so, many of

  them took their own lives, leaping into the blazing fire pits or begging to be killed at the first shock. What a shock it was! These are young men, eighteen, twenty, twenty-five, from Poland, from

  Hungary, from Greece, they arrive in Auschwitz after months or years of living in ghettos, of misery and humiliation, after a terrible journey (eleven days and eleven nights from Salonika to

  Auschwitz, nineteen from Rhodes or from Corfu by sea and land), they are dying of starvation, of thirst; barely have they stepped onto the ramp than they are ‘selected’; torn from their

  families, they are shaved, tattooed, beaten senseless; with whips and snapping dogs they are driven through thin copses of silver birch in Birkenau to the stockade of Crematorium V or the Little

  Farm. And suddenly – but could one ever really be prepared for such a spectacle? – suddenly they see everything: the pits, the roar of the flames, the mass of bluish tangled bodies that

  spills out as the doors of the gas chambers swing open, twisted bodies they were forced to untangle, among which they recognize the flattened faces of their mothers, their little sisters, their

  brothers who arrived with them only a few short hours before. This was the first shock. The Jews of the sun-drenched shore of the Ionian Sea, the sweet Jews, the gentle Jews described by Albert

  Cohen, could not bear it: they threw themselves into the blaze, arms spread wide like divers. Two months later, these same men (by which I mean, those who did not jump) were going about their

  tedious task: armed with heavy birch rams, on a concrete slab they pounded femurs, tibias, the hard bones that the flames had not completely consumed; they did so singing all day long beneath the

  white skies of Auschwitz: ‘Mamma, son tanto felice…’ [‘Mamma, I’m so happy…’] But it is Zalman Lewental, the admirable Froissart of the

  Sonderkommando, who, in his upright handwriting, best answered the obscene question: ‘The truth,’ he wrote, ‘is that you want to live, at any cost. You want to live because

  you are alive, because the whole world is alive. There is nothing but life…’ No, my brothers, you were not the cadets of the Saumur Cavalry School in 1940 defending the bridges of the

  Loire, prepared to die in a Hegelian manner, for honour and the war of consciousnesses; no, you hated death and, in its kingdom, you have sanctified life absolutely.




  The war of consciousnesses and the horror it has always inspired in me remind me once more of Goya, of one of the Black Paintings that hang in the Prado, in a room I dread entering every time,

  such is the terrible fascination this great painter’s Duelo a garrotazos [Duel with Clubs] exerts on me. What is depicted is not a duel, but a fight to the death; you know at a

  glance there will be no quarter given, nor will the fight be stopped at first blood: it is set in a desolate, forsaken, rocky, lunar landscape at the beginning – or the end – of the

  world. There is nothing to win, nothing to conquer, just two human creatures fighting with clubs, two men, barely men, entirely men, buried up to their knees in a peat bog or perhaps quicksand.

  These immovable creatures, these men-trunks, these killer-trunks lash out at one another, gaining momentum from their legs trapped in the bog, a stupefying paralysis that only serves to redouble

  their murderous rage. Their extraordinary movement is limited to their arms: the gladiator on the left, his face already swollen, has his arm raised high while his opponent’s arms are flung

  far back – in truth it is not a club he wields but a bludgeon, swollen at one end. The struggle is in their arms but also in their torsos, their backs, their waists, their heads. There is no

  fancy footwork here, no way to duck or sidestep, only twisting, thrusting and recoiling, extraordinary movements of the chest. But one would be wrong to think these legless men are trying to defend

  themselves; their chief concern is killing, and the resolve of each consciousness to secure the other’s death is so primal that – and this is the excruciating lesson of the painting

  – there can be no master, no slave, no victor and no vanquished, but since neither values life over death, only two bloody, battered, twisted corpses lying dead beneath a great dark luminous

  sky of dread, the sky of Aragon or of Castile with its flashes of turquoise peeping through the dense black clouds. The greatness of Goya is to show his duellists bogged down in the mud, thereby

  making all pity, all entreaty, all forgiveness, all flight impossible. There is one man too many here. Before they are inexorably swallowed up by the quicksand, in a paroxysm of violence they

  settle the score of the outrage that is otherness. The painter thus presents us with the war between the consciousnesses at its most pure, the eternal inhuman dawn of all humanity. ‘The

  century might have been a good one,’ writes Sartre in the final monologue of Les Séquestrés d’Altona, ‘had not man been watched from time immemorial by the by

  the flesh-eating enemy who had sworn to destroy him, by the hairless, baleful beast, by man.’




  It was over Duelo a garrotazos that I had apagogically envisaged rolling the opening credits for my film Tsahal, about the Israeli army and the wars it was compelled to fight. In

  this film I tried to show – because this is my firm belief – that the young soldiers in this young army, the sons and grandsons of Filip Müller and his companions in catastrophe,

  are, deep down, the same men their fathers were. Despite the radical change and the vast conquest begun by the creation ex nihilo of a Jewish army, despite the training in bravery, the

  teaching of bravery, the constant struggle against the ‘natural’ of which I gave a thousand examples, in spite of what I referred to elsewhere as ‘the reappropriation of violence

  by the Jews’, Tsahal – the Hebrew abbreviation for IDF, or Israel Defence Forces – is not like other armies and in the Israeli soldiers’ relationship to life, to death, one

  can hear the powerful, not so distant echo of the words of Zalman Lewental that I just quoted. These soldiers do not have violence in their blood and the privilege they accord to life, which makes

  their survival a founding principle, is at the root of the military tactics specific to this army and to no other. This choice of life over nothingness has not prevented Jewish soldiers, in each of

  the wars they have fought, from making great sacrifices; the supreme sacrifice when necessary. So many men, so many officers, for example, fell heroically during the terrible fighting in the Golan

  Heights in 1973 when the very survival of the nation was at stake, or in the fierce tank battle in the Sinai that became known as the Battle of the Chinese Farm, where Tsahal tanks, ancient British

  Centurion tanks dating from World War II and modernized by the Israelis, fired at point-blank range at brand new Soviet T-72s shipped by the USSR to Egypt. They do not have violence in their blood,

  they are willing to lay down their lives, but not risk them for the sake of honour, for the sake of appearances, to remain loyal to some noble deed, some tradition of caste. In an interview I gave

  when Tsahal was released, after a tear-gas grenade exploded during the first screening making the air in the cinema unbreathable for a week, I added to what I have just written, the better

  to illustrate it: ‘The Israeli paratroopers are of a different breed to the French paratroopers who took part in Operation Turquoise [which had just taken place in Rwanda]. The proof being,

  they have their hair.’ This is obvious in a number of powerful sequences in the film before and during the first parachute jump of the recruits. At the beginning of the film there is a long,

  slow travelling shot along a runway, panning across the soldiers waiting to board the pot-bellied C-130 Hercules planes that will take them up into the heavens, and from which they will shortly

  have to leap, one after the other, into the void. It is dawn, the sun has barely risen, most of them are asleep, half-dead from exhaustion or from fear. Fear, exhaustion, it’s the same thing:

  fear is exhausting, exhaustion is a sign of fear. Besides, the armed adolescents of Israel are constantly exhausted. The harshness of the obligatory three-year military service saps their

  lifeblood: when they hitchhike to and from their bases, barely do they get into a car before they nod off in the passenger seat or in the back seat, falling into a deep sleep. The extraordinary

  thing is that, with unfailing sureness, they invariably wake up several hundred metres before the crossroads where they had asked to be dropped off. Now, lined up along the runway, sitting, lying

  down, leaning against each other or sprawled head to tail in poignant positions of innocence, of youth, of friendship, the parachutists of the opening sequence – boy and girls, because it is

  the girls who will have to jump first – still have their hair and this changes everything: in their faces seriousness vies with tenderness, humanity with asceticism, anxiety with confidence.

  And we hear the wonderful, warm voice of David Grossman in a voiceover as the camera pans in sure, rhythmic sweeps across the faces of the soldiers who will jump that morning. Grossman, whose

  twenty-eight-year-old son Uri, I learn as I write these lines, was killed in Lebanon on the last day of the war against Hezbollah. I met Uri – a blond, serious, cheerful boy of about ten

  – during the shooting of Tsahal when I was interviewing his father, not knowing at that time that I would use a part of this interview over the footage of the parachutists’ first

  jump. ‘We are born old,’ David said to me, ‘we are born with our history on our backs. We have a huge, troubled past. We have an intense, a harsh present. It requires a

  renunciation, a commitment to invest in the difficult challenge that is Israel today. But if we envisage the future, it is difficult to find an Israeli who speaks freely of Israel in, say, 2025,

  about the harvest of 2025. Because we feel that perhaps we do not have so much future. And when I say “Israel in 2025” I feel the icy blade of memory, as though I were violating some

  taboo. As though the proscription against thinking so far ahead were written in my genes. I think, to tell the truth, that what we feel is fear. The fear of annihilation…’




  By contrast, the globalized, professionalized, mercenarized army rabble crops its hair as closely as possible, presents itself as a skinhead as a sign of strength and virility, of death to fear

  and to emotion, to make themselves terrifying. And it is terrifying, first and foremost by its ugliness, the desperate uniformity of chins, the backs of heads. Each appears to be a clone of the

  others, and the shaven head is perhaps the common denominator of the international police dispatched by states to the four corners of the earth in the name of a humanitarian, peaceful new order

  that is christened ‘le devoir d’ingérence’ [the duty to interfere]. Hair is considered to be a feminine attribute and, as such, is curiously left to conscript

  armies, which are quickly disappearing from the face of the earth. Tsahal is one of the last. After my 1994 interview was published, I received an indignant letter from a French general in command

  of a division of paratroopers who threatened a lawsuit if I did not make a public apology. I was informed, through various channels, that paras from I don’t know which regiment were coming

  after me to prove just how efficient their buzz-cuts were. I replied that I had in no way intended to hurt or demoralize the general’s regiment but that the issue of haircuts seemed to me an

  important one; that it was possible to exhibit great courage while preserving the singularity of the living human face, that is to say with hair uncut, rather than the repetitive masks of American

  marines, of Russian Spetsnaz or the French Foreign Legion (they are impossible to tell apart), which gloomily prefigure the rows of skulls with vacant sockets one finds in their thousands in

  the crypts of Italian monasteries. In short, I was pleading in favour of life over death and I suggested the general read one of the finest books about war ever written, Richard Hillary’s

  The Last Enemy (titled Falling Through Space in the USA), which recounts how the Battle of Britain was won by the Spitfire pilots of the RAF, those young men of twenty, fresh from

  Oxford or Cambridge, having been to Shrewsbury School or Eton, who forever went down in history as the ‘long-haired boys’. Between July and October 1940, 415 of these tousled boys lost

  their lives fighting the Luftwaffe’s Messerschmitts and saved Britain: ‘Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few,’ Winston Churchill declared on

  20 August in a speech to the House of Commons, expressing, in the grand rhetorical style he would use in his memoir, The Second World War, the debt owed to them by the British people.

  Churchill, like de Gaulle, is one of the great memoirists of the twentieth century. The general, thanks to me, read The Last Enemy, and I made an apology without retracting what I had said;

  we agreed a ceasefire that has been strictly observed.




  







  Chapter 3




  Richard Hillary flew his first Spitfire in July 1940. I was not yet fifteen. Now, when I reread The Last Enemy, I realize that we were

  contemporaries. Superficially, this is not true since when I joined the Resistance, he had just died, but in essence it is true. Hillary, a crack pilot in the RAF, was shot down by a Messerschmitt

  Bf109 during a dogfight, having himself shot down five enemy planes. He was fished out of the North Sea with severe burns to his body, particularly to his face and hands, and went on to endure

  three months of hellish surgery in an attempt to repair the damage so that he might return to combat duty. He attended a number of conferences in the United States, and had time to write his brief

  masterpiece before returning to active service, working in the Operational Training Unit. The Battle of Britain, strictly speaking, had been fought and won, and the RAF had begun raids deep into

  German airspace. Hillary’s hands, in any case, no longer had the mobility and the dexterity necessary to fly a fighter plane. Truth be told, they also could not fully control a heavy bomber.

  During a night training flight on 8 January 1943, he crashed while at the controls of the Bristol Blenheim, taking with him his radio-operator Wilfred Fison. I have read The Last Enemy so

  often – I know that few people today are familiar with the book – that I feel myself to be both its guardian and its witness, and his memory, intact in me, permits me to proclaim myself

  the contemporary of Richard Hillary, the long-haired boy. The story he tells of his first encounter, one misty morning at a Gloucestershire airforce base, with a row of Spitfires that had just come

  off the assembly lines, the state-of-the-art of British aeronautical technology, machines as yet untried, jealously guarded for the Battle of Britain, which Churchill knew would be inevitable and

  decisive, these magnificent machines that pilots all over the Commonwealth dreamed of are the source of the passion for aeroplanes that haunts me to this day:




  

    

      

        The Spitfires stood in two lines outside ‘A’ Flight Pilots’ room. The dull grey-brown of their camouflage could not conceal the clear-cut beauty, the

        wicked simplicity of their lines. I hooked up my parachute and climbed awkwardly into the low cockpit. I noticed how small my field of vision was. Kilmartin swung himself onto a wing and

        started to run through the instruments. I was conscious of his voice but heard nothing of what he said. I was to fly a Spitfire. It was what I had most wanted through all the long dreary

        months of training. If I could fly a Spitfire, it would be worth it. Well, I was about to achieve my ambition and felt nothing. I was numb, neither exhilarated nor scared. I noticed the white

        enamel undercarriage handle, ‘Like a lavatory plug,’ I thought. […]




        Kilmartin had said, ‘See if you can make her talk.’ That meant the whole bag of tricks and I wanted ample room for mistakes and possible blacking-out. With one or two very

        sharp movements on the stick, I blacked myself out for a few seconds, but the machine was sweeter to handle than any other I had flown. I put it through every manoeuvre that I knew of and it

        responded beautifully. I ended with two flick rolls and turned back for home. I was filled with a sudden exhilarating confidence. I could fly a Spitfire; in any position I was its master. It

        remained to be seen whether I could fight in one.


      


    


  




  Clearly, the past is not my strong suit. Rereading what I have just written, other images, deeply buried, almost forgotten recollections, uncovered by the trepan of memory,

  flood back with all their original power, so much so that I feel as though I am confusing the strata of my existence, as if they were on display before me. Sartre, in the preface to his biography

  of Flaubert, L’Idiot de la famille [The Family Idiot], wrote: ‘We enter into death as into a mill.’ So perhaps I am dead, since the chronology of my life seems to

  have completely collapsed; by a thousand paths I venture into its circles and spirals.




  One day during the ‘phony war’, in the spring of 1940, before the German attack of 10 May, a French fighter plane – there were some, and very good ones – overflies the

  rooftop of our house in Brioude with a thunderous roar, the sound reaching us when the plane is already far off. But it comes back as the pilot makes several swooping passes at the same low

  altitude, dipping its wings a few hundred metres further on above a neighbouring house. My father explains that the lieutenant at the controls is the son of a woman we know and that this is his way

  of saying hello to his mother. The plane, he tells me, is a Morane 406, one of the finest French fighter planes. I had met the pilot, and although I’ve forgotten his name now, I remember

  being surprised by how tall he was. Much later, I would learn that fighter pilots are rarely tall for obvious reasons. I remember I was stunned by the extraordinary speed of the Morane, by the

  roar, by the pilot’s daring. I swore to myself that I too would be a pilot, though at that time Spitfires had not appeared over French skies and I knew nothing of Richard Hillary.




  A general alert over Clermont-Ferrand; sirens wail announcing an Allied air raid. In the dead of night, in the dormitories on the top floor of the Lycée Blaise-Pascal – it is

  February or March 1944 – all the boarders rush to the windows as squadrons of British and American bombers appear, great black shadows in serried formations, flying almost level with the

  rooftops of the school, defying the German flak, lighting up heaven and earth, creating broad daylight over their target: the Michelin factories, which they carefully mark out with multicoloured

  flares so as not to hit civilian houses. The thunderous noise of the bombing, which seems incredibly close, suddenly drowns out our cheering. Caught between the reddish glow of the burning

  factories beyond Montferrand and the implacable, never-ending stream of planes thirty metres above our heads, we don’t know where to look – Blenheims, B-17s or B-29s laden with bombs.

  No fear, just pure exhilaration, the herald of great things. We did not imagine that, having spent a sleepless night watching, we would be summoned at dawn to clear away the smouldering debris, an

  exhausting task for which we are rewarded, at noon, by a visit from Maréchal Pétain. In a vengeful speech he denounced Anglo-American barbarism, even though we ourselves had witnessed

  the great risks taken by the crews to ensure they dropped their bombs only on their intended target.




  Did I know then that, barely five years later, at the American military airbase in Frankfurt, I would board a similar ‘flying fortress’ – the nickname given to the B-17 –

  one of the thousands of planes used to airlift supplies to the former German capital, in defiance of the blockade imposed by the Soviets in June 1948? Having spent a year in Tübingen, I had

  just been appointed as a teaching assistant at the Freie Universität Berlin – the newly created university in West Berlin, since the old Humboldt university was in the Russian sector and

  under Soviet control. I left for Berlin one icy November morning. It was the first time I had ever taken a plane and my excitement at this harsh baptism of air merged with that of my destination: I

  would be flying to the East. Aboard the B-17 Flying Fortress, we sat like parachutists, in lines that ran the length of the body of the plane, through the bomb-bay. I felt very moved. Even today,

  the reasons and the circumstances for my two-year stay in Germany, so soon after the war, remain mysterious to me. I will talk about them later, but I cannot elucidate them entirely. The B-17

  touched down at Tempelhof, the airport where Hitler landed on his return from Munich, having eliminated, in Bad Wiessee, Ernst Röhm’s homosexual stormtroopers who had been instrumental

  in bringing him to power – something later depicted in a magnificent scene from Visconti’s The Damned. Tempelhof is a dangerous airport, situated as it is in the heart of Berlin,

  surrounded by tall buildings. I peered through one of the few windows – military aircraft rarely have windows – and flying over Berlin was like flying over a world in ruins, of stumps

  and crumbling walls. My intense excitement was mixed with dread: to me, Berlin was the great East, and I had always been fearful of the East. I felt fine when heading West. It was stupid, because I

  have many fond memories of the East and besides, the earth is round, even if it took me some time to persuade myself of this. But at the same time, something in me obscurely sensed that to go east

  was to transgress; to confront the anguish of those great theatres of death, to follow in the footsteps of the millions who had never returned. The protocol resulting from the Wannsee Conference of

  20 January 1942, a meeting of high-ranking bureaucrats of the Nazi regime intent on extending throughout Europe the Final Solution that was already being carried out in the East, clearly stipulated

  that Europe was to be combed from West to East: ‘Vom Westen nach Osten durchgekämmt’. At the time I had not heard of Wannsee or the protocol, but my conscience could not but

  intuit something it would take me years to learn, to discover, to expose: there was some reason for my sense of dread. I lived in the northern part of Berlin where, shortly after my arrival, the

  Americans opened up a new airfield in the middle of the countryside, called Tegel, which was more accessible and less dangerous than Tempelhof for the planes taking part in the airlift, which,

  night and day, took off and landed every 45 seconds. In my first weeks there, rather than sleeping, I spent my nights at the end of the runway, in the biting Prussian cold and snow, waiting for the

  powerful headlights of the planes to suddenly pierce the darkness, then I would lie flat on the ground as the plane, landing gear now down and locked, all but grazed my scalp as it touched down.

  Nowadays, Tegel is the international airport of Berlin; the city grew up around it.




  When peace returned, my father went on living in Brioude. He remained there for more than a decade and I spent a two-month holiday with him there in the summer of 1945. On a grassy airstrip with

  no asphalt runway, instructors were giving flying lessons using single engine planes and gliders. I chose the glider because, of the club’s two Stampe biplanes – whose reputation for

  aerobatics and stunt flying made them the highlight of any air show – one was out of service and the other being serviced when I enrolled. In three weeks in Brioude, I earned my first three

  gliding certificates. The training glider was barely a plane at all, it was called ‘the Beam’. And it was little more than a wooden beam with rubber castors, one at the front, one at

  the back and two more, close together in the middle, beneath the pilot’s seat. There was no cockpit, the student had to sit out in the open air on a makeshift seat with the joystick between

  his legs, a rudder bar with two pedals at his feet and, in front, the only controls, an altimeter and an air bubble in a globe to indicate the glider’s position relative to the horizontal

  – a turn-and-slip indicator; behind, a pair of wings and, of course, the two tail fins. Training to be a glider pilot was a very particular discipline, one that I suspect has changed little

  to this day: you had to arrive on the airfield early in the morning and spend the whole day there, watch, ask as few questions as possible and, especially, keep all the planes maintained and ready

  to fly. You never knew when or if you might fly. I forgot to mention that the training gliders had two seats, the instructor was seated behind the student with a second set of controls. ‘The

  Beam’ was not – as gliders are today – towed aloft by a plane, but was pulled along by a metal cable from a windlass at the far end of the runway, several hundred metres from the

  glider: the cable of the windlass was attached by a snap hook to the nose of the glider. The instructor and the windlass operator communicated using hand signals: suddenly, the windlass would be

  taking in the cable, coiling it around a drum at increasing speed. To get the glider aloft, you pulled the joystick gently towards yourself and you stayed at about one metre from the ground until

  the cable had reached sufficient speed to make it possible to hoist this primitive machine into the air at a 45° angle. As it came to the point directly above the windlass – by which time

  it was important to have reached an altitude of 150 metres – a lever was pulled, abruptly releasing the cable, which fell back to the ground, whipping the air like a steel snake. Even with

  this heavy contraption that was difficult to manoeuvre and to steer, the feeling of freedom, of liberation at that moment was extraordinary, further heightened by the musical whistling of the air

  on the underside of the wing. But there was no time to dream, not even for a second: the glider had to be flown, otherwise it would drop like a stone and crash into the ground. Unlike planes

  equipped with an engine, a glider flies with its nose tilted towards the ground even when climbing, since it is speed alone that allows it to remain airborne, as the Americans say. But this

  was a training beam, there was no way to climb, it was simply a matter of descending while executing a number of figures; the student’s ability to perfectly execute these figures determined

  his success. This was how one earned one’s certificate. Moreover, Brioude airfield was not ideal for flying a glider: ascents were rare and unpredictable, you had to ‘scratch’ and

  ‘scratch’ hard to gain a few metres in altitude. One morning, after three weeks of theory lessons and assisted flights, the instructor suddenly said, without warning, ‘It’s

  all yours.’ This meant I was to be let loose in the glider on my own, with the open air as my only cockpit and no parachute since I would not reach an altitude where it would have time to

  open. I was anxious to perform well, but confident and proud. I was not afraid, I’ve never been afraid of things. Strapped into my seat, I was completely focused, soundlessly repeating to

  myself the lessons and the figures I had learned. I think I was given a helmet. The first exercise was to fly in a straight line, losing as little altitude as possible after passing over the

  windlass and unhitching the steel serpent, then banking 180° and lining up again with the runway and landing in the opposite direction to the one I had taken off in. All of the manoeuvres were

  perfect; I felt so little fear that, as I banked, I took my eye off the air bubble indicating the horizon and banked the heavy, makeshift glider too much, almost to the vertical, until it all but

  stalled. I quickly saw what I had done and corrected my mistake, though it had not escaped the keen eye of the instructor, and I completed my landing with a perfect flare-out. The instructor did

  not mark me down, considering that my daring might – in this profession at certain times – be considered an asset. There and then, he awarded me my first certificate. The second figure

  was more complicated: I had to describe a perfect figure of eight, which meant landing facing the same direction as one had taken off. As the makeshift beam lost altitude quickly, it was impossible

  to complete a figure of eight without reaching a much greater altitude before releasing the cable, which meant the windlass had to reel the cable in much more quickly. I made no mistakes this time;

  I was exultant. I was immediately awarded my second certificate, and volunteered to try for the third. For this, I had to abandon ‘the Beam’ and begin three days of training on a

  potbellied C-800, a real glider, built for speed and capable of attaining much greater altitudes. The third test was all about attaining altitude; I passed with flying colours, leaving Brioude with

  my three certificates and the commendation of the jury in my pocket.




  I promised myself I would carry on flying, but I didn’t. My life was taken up by more pressing matters, by a relationship with time and with others diametrically opposed to the discipline

  and the settled way of life implicit in a passion for gliding, a passion for solitude. I would have needed a whole other life. Modern gliders are honed, streamlined, with enormous wingspans,

  designed to climb high and fly fast. I flew in one a couple of years ago, taking off from an airfield on the banks of the Durance. I was in the back seat, obviously, the passenger seat; I was

  impressed, but I felt none of the excitement I had felt in ‘the Beam’ that first time. The thing that in my adventurous existence has come closest to that thrill was a recent attempt at

  paraskiing on a twin-control hang-glider: gliding across a valley at 2,000 metres towards the sheer mountain face opposite, waiting to catch a rising air current. This is the principle of gliding:

  you turn in circles, nose down, careful to stay within the often narrow rising thermal, twisting and turning within it like a motorcyclist all but grazing imaginary asphalt, dangerously ascending

  the rockface. Doing this, I managed to reach 4,000 metres. The instructor, won over by my fearlessness and my head for heights, assured me that it would take me about three weeks to complete my

  paragliding licence and fly solo. Unfortunately, I did not have the time; once again, I would have needed another life.




  This parenthesis, unplanned at this point in my narrative, is driven only by my concern for truth: contrary to what I have written, my passion for flying was not prompted by Spitfires or by

  Richard Hillary. I cannot close this without a leap across time and space, from Brioude to Israel at the time when I was shooting Tsahal, which saw the apogee of my career as a pilot. As I

  was directing a film about the Jewish army, obviously I wanted to know as much as possible about the subject, to familiarize myself with all its branches – the artillery, the infantry, the

  paratroops, the border guards, the tank divisions, the navy and, of course, the airforce – to experience something as close as possible to the actual conditions of battle that I had already

  experienced during the ‘war of attrition’ between Egypt and Israel in 1968 and 1969 when, filming a report on the Suez Canal in the bunkers on the Bar-Lev line, I experienced first-hand

  heavy bombing by the Egyptian artillery. At the time I had also, in the course of long night patrols in the Jordan Valley, come under fire from Palestinians attempting to lead raids on Israel from

  Jordan, ‘skirmishes’ that were often very murderous. Israel’s losses during that strange war were such that, every morning, the photographs of those killed the previous day

  appeared in all the newspapers, often numbering a dozen or even twenty.




  After Yitzhak Rabin, the Minister of Defence in 1987, had seen Shoah, he asked me if I might consider making a film about the War of Independence. I gave the matter some thought and,

  after a few days, I said ‘no’. There are two possible accounts of that war: the Israeli and the Arab. What is at issue here is not truth, it is the fact that neither account can

  disregard the other and it is impossible to explore the motives of both camps simultaneously, at least not without making a very bad film, something a number of people have since done on the

  subject. I did, however, suggest to Rabin a film about the idea I have already mentioned, the reappropriation of force and violence by Israeli Jews. He accepted, saying, ‘We don’t have

  a single shekel to offer you, but I shall put the army at your disposal, we will hide nothing from you, you will be privy to all its secrets.’ And it is true that I was shown much more than I

  chose to show. I knew all about the drones, for example, the unmanned planes, long before the First Gulf War. The American drones were, first and foremost, a magnificent Israeli invention. I saw

  missiles being made, rockets and sophisticated weapons about which I can still say nothing. But I also shared the daily life of tank troops, participated in manoeuvres, drove a Merkava, sat in the

  gunner’s place firing from a stationary position but also from a tank moving at top speed, which is considerably more difficult. I took part in combined manoeuvres in the desert lasting

  forty-eight hours that involved infantry, paratroopers, tank divisions, the artillery, Cobra and Apache helicopters and bombers. Advancing, kilometre by kilometre, with the front-line foot-soldiers

  through the roar of machine guns and submachine guns firing live rounds while shells from a mobile artillery division explode 200 metres ahead of the shock troops to ‘prepare and clean’

  the ground before them is a physical ordeal that is both exhausting and impressive. These exercises are designed to be so realistic that accidents, sometimes terrible accidents, are not uncommon.

  Everyone, from general down to private, is aware of this and it adds to the tension, to the exhaustion that ravages their faces, furrowed with sweat and sand within hours of manoeuvres beginning.

  Out of foolish pride, wanting to play the young man, I refused to protect my ears as I was advised, even ordered, to do. I am paying for it still.




  Meeting up at Sde Dov, the domestic airport of Tel Aviv, attwo o’clock in the morning with Uri Saguy, head of Aman (the Israeli Directorate of Military Intelligence), or with Amram Mitzna,

  commander-in-chief of Central Command, and later leader of the Labour Party, or with Matan Vilnai, Yossi Ben Hanan, or Talik, boarding a small aircraft capable of landing anywhere at a

  moment’s notice with one or more of them in the dead of night; being the only person awake apart from the young pilot flying on instruments in the pure, profound darkness of the Sinai or the

  Negev, while Israel’s generals, knowing what awaited them, snatched every possible minute of sleep, was an experience I found profoundly moving, as though I were there to watch over them, as

  though the precious sleep of these warriors, all devoid of airs and all younger than me, only depended on my vigilance. Night on the peninsula barely has time to pale before the harsh sun appears

  brutally in the east over the mountains of Moab, seeming to begin its course at great speed: I could literally see it scale the heavens as the little plane begins the final part of its descent in

  the suddenly audible din of gunfire. The manoeuvres – I was about to write ‘the battle’ – had already begun.




  Having found these flights from Sde Dov so moving, what can I say about my first flight in a Phantom from Tel Nof airbase or, many years later, my first flight in an F-16 from Ramat David

  airbase in northern Israel? The sky that morning was lowering and the air-traffic controller was late in clearing my pilot, Eitan Ben Eliyahu – at the time second-in-command of the Israeli

  airforce (he would become commander-in-chief the following year) – to release the fearsome power of the plane’s Pratt & Whitney turbofan engine. We spent a long time waiting at the

  end of the runway, but Eitan made up for it, taking off in a blaze like a torpedo, performing two flick rolls as we climbed. I got to know most of the airbases in Israel, questioned a hundred

  pilots; I remember a devout, taciturn Ashkenazi, at least twice as old as his colleagues, from whom I found it difficult to extract a word but who was, I knew from his colleagues, a tiger of aerial

  combat who had single-handedly brought down six Syrian MiG fighters in forty-eight hours in 1982. I could not imagine making the film without flying myself, without experiencing the ‘black

  veil’ – the loss of consciousness Richard Hillary describes – something all fighter pilots are familiar with despite even the most modern G-suits. The airforce authorities

  understood, and agreed to my request on condition that I successfully passed a physical. I was sixty-seven years old. The examination took a whole day and was intensely serious and meticulous,

  every one of my organs was examined scrupulously and, after my heart, my kidneys or my brain had been scanned, I was dispatched with a friendly pat on the back and the assurance that, barring

  accidents, I would live to be 120. This was just as well since the last call of the day was with the airforce dentist, who did no fillings and no extractions, but who, without a word, X-rayed my

  jaws from every possible angle. Not understanding his purpose I began to worry and finally I asked him why he was taking all these cinematic high-angle and low-angle shots. He replied impassively,

  ‘The planes you will be flying are dangerous. They have been known to explode. And should your plane overshoot the border and stray a few kilometres into enemy airspace – which is

  easily done here – it could be shot down by a surface-to-air missile: your teeth will be all that is left of you and these X-rays will be the only means of identifying you.’ Of course,

  I was required to sign a waiver absolving the state, the government and the army of all responsibility. I did so with a light heart.




  I arrived on a sunny morning at Tel Nof, the central and one of the most important airbases in Israel, having passed a number of stringent checkpoints. There I was met by Relik Shafir, the

  thirty-three-year-old commander of the Phantom squadrons. He led me into the vast, comfortable pilots’ lounge with its deep leather armchairs and began to tell me how hard the 1973 Yom Kippur

  War had been on the Phantom crews. Relik was much too young to have taken part, but these sudden, heavy losses and the confusion of the first days had left indelible traces and were part of the

  history of the Tel Nof squadron. Accustomed, since the Six Day War in 1967, to being masters of the air, six years later the Israeli fighter jets found themselves being shot down as soon as they

  came close to Suez by the terrible SA-6 missiles, the latest Soviet technology, exported in quantities to Egypt and often operated by specialists from the USSR. The pain of the Yom Kippur War was

  still raw at Tel Nof: half of the planes had exploded in mid-air, their pilots and navigators had never returned. Improvised counter-measures had to be hurriedly devised, pilots had to learn to

  bank hard in the seconds before a missile hit, a manoeuvre that threw it off course, rendering it useless and making it possible for its intended target to shoot it down. The fighter pilots devised

  many other tricks and ruses to fool the SA-6s and in the latter half of the war, more often than not, the missiles were neutralized. Relik was tall, taller than most of the pilots, his face was at

  once grave and mischievous. He had taken part in the raid on Osirak, the Iraqi nuclear reactor, which had involved a long return flight over enemy territory. ‘According to our

  estimates,’ he said, ‘it was likely that one or two of the eight planes would be shot down. I was flying one of the last two planes in the formation so there was a very real chance I

  would be killed…’ I forgot to mention that he had seen Shoah and seemed to know it by heart. He went on, ‘As we took off, we all felt the gravity of the moment, we knew

  that the fate of the state of Israel lay in our hands. And suddenly I knew who I was flying for. I bear my grandfather’s first name and my daughter bears my father’s sister’s

  name. Both died in the Shoah. They were deported from Vilnius and were killed, probably in the Ponary massacre. Suddenly I knew that I was flying for them. I needed that. It helped me to know, as I

  boarded the plane, that even if my destiny should end in the saddest way, my death, inscribed in the lineage of those defenceless innocents, would be an accomplishment.’




  I was disappointed when Relik explained that he was not to be my pilot and introduced me to Gad – I only ever knew his first name – a short, gentle-looking man, yet hard and muscled,

  who, like many Israeli pilots, had been born and raised in a kibbutz. To tell the truth, my heart was in my boots. As Gad led me to what I would not call a changing room, I tried to win him round,

  telling him that I preferred to fly straight with no stunts. He replied that we would see, that he would make decisions based on my reactions, though he was clearly and understandably annoyed that

  I was asking him to turn a Phantom into a transport plane. In the ‘dressing room’, Rimbaud’s lines from ‘Les Chercheuses de poux’ [‘The Lice Hunters’] came

  to mind: ‘There come to his bedside two tall charming sisters / their frail fingers tipped with silvery nails’, as three ravishing young women busied themselves about me, attempting to

  undress me completely, leaving me in my underpants – though on reflection and given the amount of time that has passed, I am not even sure. The ceremonial dubbing of the modern knight could

  then begin: I was given underclothes expressly designed to absorb sweat, flying boots, a helmet, glasses and, most importantly, the G-suit that prevents blood draining away from the brain when the

  plane banks sharply, pulls out of a nose-dive or performs, when in fighting mode, any of a thousand impossible manoeuvres. In such circumstances the suit automatically applies pressure to the

  calves, the thighs and the abdomen, to prevent blood draining away from the brain. But in spite of this lifesaving invention, blackouts have not been eliminated: even very experienced pilots

  blackout at 10g when acceleration is such that their weight is ten times normal.




  Gad and I were escorted to the plane by the young dressers, one of whom carried my helmet. The Phantom is a monster, one of the fastest aeroplanes in the world, boasting two General Electric

  J79-GE-15 axial-flow turbojets that look like half-open shark’s jaws and can reach speeds of 2,500 kilometres per hour and altitudes of 19,000 metres. It is famously solidly built and fit for

  all types of combat missions. I climbed the ladder and slipped into the navigator’s seat just behind the pilot; other uniformed young women strapped me in, placed a white skullcap designed to

  absorb perspiration on my head and my helmet over it. Gad checked that everything was in order, explained how the ejector seat functioned, informing me of what I should do in the event of danger or

  if he so ordered. ‘You’re sitting on an actual bomb there, so whatever you do, don’t touch that lever.’ He showed me how to turn on the microphone and headset that allowed

  us to communicate at all times, then finally handed me a paper bag: ‘If you need to throw up, go ahead, don’t feel embarrassed or afraid, we’ve all done it, just throw up into

  this bag.’ He settled himself in the pilot’s seat, strapped himself in, turned on the engines, exchanged a few words with the control tower, gave the thumbs up to let them know we were

  ready and that they could take away the chocks. We taxied to the far end of the runway to join the tailback of a hundred other Phantoms manned by young pilots, all waiting to take off. It was like

  rush hour at Chicago O’Hare, Dulles in Washington, McCarran in Las Vegas, JFK in New York or Charles de Gaulle in Paris combined. The navigators sitting at the rear of the other cockpits must

  have wondered as to the identity of this strange colleague in the pristine white helmet staring at them intently, tenderly. This colleague was in actuality preoccupied with the imminent takeoff,

  intensely aware of the great favour Tsahal had accorded him.




  Gad took off quickly, gaining altitude, and then, over Jerusalem, dropping to fly as low as he was permitted over the city, and at first I felt a little like the peasant in Malraux’s

  Sierra de Teruel [Days of Hope] who, from the air, does not recognize the lands he has worked all his life. But I quickly got my bearings, soon knowing where I was. Gad then headed

  straight for the Red Sea and, as we flew over Aravah, he clearly decided that the good times were over: now was the moment to test my mettle. In a series of quick, abrupt manoeuvres and sudden

  rolls, he brought me almost to the point of blackout – which I found an oddly pleasant sensation. We headed back for Tel Nof having flown one and a half times the length of Israel, and he

  informed me that I had experienced a force of 4g – not bad for my first flight in the monster. Besides I had not vomited, or even felt nauseous.
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