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Prologue



ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, A TWENTY-NINE-YEAR-OLD PILOT FOR Aéropostale, soared above the terra-cotta Moroccan desert on the edge of Casablanca. As the white city came into focus, he could make out the vast grey-blue reaches of the Atlantic Ocean to the west. He’d regularly been making the run between Casablanca and Dakar in the cockpit of a Latécoère 28, being one of the few pilots brave—or foolish—enough to fly the mail routes between France’s African colonies. He’d cheated death at least once too, surviving a crash in the desert. There would be more of those.


Saint-Exupéry’s career as a pilot began to take shape some eight years earlier in Casablanca in 1921, where he trained with the nascent French air force. He earned his wings while stationed with the 37th Flight Group at Cazes airfield, located a few miles outside the city. He’d tried his hand as a naval officer and an architect, but neither suited him. In an airplane, however, Saint-Exupéry found his métier. A lumbering man who seemed perpetually out of place, he felt at home in the sky. In Casablanca he learned to fly with a compass, which became his touchstone on the long desert flights that forged his reputation.1


After a disappointing sojourn in France, he’d returned to Casablanca in the late 1920s. The bustling port city’s thirst for mail from France and elsewhere kept him in the air, but on the ground the streets of the white city offered an array of cafés in which to drink coffee and jot down his latest story between flights. He also spent time running Aéropostale’s station at Cape Juby in southern Morocco, where he made sure his fellow pilots arrived and departed in one piece. If one failed to arrive on time, it was his job to search between Casablanca and Cape Juby for the lost man and mail. “I ready myself for great adventure with a certain vanity,” he wrote of preparing for a search, “but then a far-away hum announces that the plane will come in, announces that life is altogether more simple than I had thought, that romanticism has its limits, and that the lovely persona in which I have dressed myself is somewhat ridiculous.”2 Saint-Exupéry turned his aerial exploits in French Morocco and beyond into fodder for his first novel, Southern Mail, published in 1929.


On returning to Casablanca after a trip to Morocco’s southern frontier, Saint-Exupéry once described feeling like one of “the Crusaders arriving in Jerusalem.”3 He was a colon, or settler, the name given to the French and other Europeans who descended on Morocco in the early twentieth century. He was also a Christian and a member of the recently installed ruling class in a land long ruled by Muslims. His triumphant language simplifies, in many ways, Morocco’s descent into colonialism. France came to Morocco not to convert the masses, although some missionaries would try, but to exploit its resources. The French crusaded not for Christianity but for colonialism and capitalism.


For centuries, the Alaouite dynasty had kept the Europeans at bay, even as foreign powers colonized the rest of the African continent. It was an impressive feat, given Morocco’s prime location on the Atlantic coast of Africa. After an assertive push by Germany, France, and Spain at the beginning of the twentieth century, abetted by internal strife, the Europeans carved Morocco up for their own ends. Under the Treaty of Fez, signed in 1912, Spain received the northern quarter of Morocco, the city of Tangier became an international zone, and France took the southern three-quarters of Morocco, including Casablanca. With the establishment of the French Protectorate of Morocco, France now controlled a block of colonies in North Africa stretching from Morocco through Algeria to Tunisia.


French Morocco’s first resident-general, Hubert Lyautey, was a skilled colonial administrator and fierce soldier with the heart of a romantic. Bookish by nature, he studied and absorbed Arab customs and language, developing a deep respect for Islam. Even as France imposed its will on Morocco, Lyautey did not want to see Moroccan culture erased. Lyautey pioneered the idea of the “protectorate,” a style of government under which the colony retained its traditional cultural and political institutions rather than being assimilated.4


Under the French Protectorate of Morocco, the sultan continued to rule the country with guidance from France—meaning, of course, that France ran Morocco’s economy, directed its finances, oversaw its defense, and represented its interests abroad. As a representative and descendent of Mohammed, the sultan remained in charge of his Muslim subjects’ spiritual lives.


Instead of displacing the powerful families that had ruled Morocco for centuries, Lyautey cultivated their support. The pashas and their families possessed a connection with the Moroccan people and methods of maintaining control over the populace that the French could never achieve with either laws or soldiers.5


To bring French Morocco into the twentieth century, Lyautey launched a massive modernization project that transformed the country and Casablanca. He lured some of the brightest minds in architecture, social planning, education, and military affairs to the country to build cities, roads, schools, power plants, ports, and railroads. Modern agricultural techniques also bolstered Morocco’s food supply.


In 1919, Edith Wharton accepted an invitation from Lyautey to visit French Morocco and wrote enthusiastically of the transformation underway. “Ten years ago there was not a wheeled vehicle in Morocco, now its thousands of miles of trail, and its hundreds of miles of firm French roads, are travelled by countless carts, omnibuses and motor-vehicles,” she wrote in In Morocco.6 Wharton even included an extensive list of Lyautey’s accomplishments and applauded “the administrator’s genuine sympathy with the traditions, habits and tastes of the people.”7


UNDER LYAUTEY’S WATCHFUL EYE, a new Casablanca emerged on the coast of the Atlantic. It wasn’t the first time the city underwent a transformation. While the town’s origins are a little clouded, the first written reference to it appears in the eleventh century, suggesting that it was founded by Zenata Berbers, a Maghreb tribe known for building cities. The town’s location and harbor made it a popular trade port during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, providing ships exploring the western coast of Africa with a place to shelter. The Moroccans called the town Dar el-Beida, but either Spanish or Portuguese traders christened it “Casa Blanca” owing to its whitewashed buildings. The name stuck. Tired of enterprising Casablancans ambushing its ships, the Portuguese razed the town in the fifteenth century and stayed long enough to build a kasbah (or fortress) overlooking the harbor.8


In the 1770s, the Moroccan sultan, Sidi Mohammed ben Abdallah, decided to rehabilitate Casablanca and encourage its use again as a port. Even with steady improvements, travelers remained unimpressed with the town, which had grown to 1,000 inhabitants. “Dar Beyda is a small sea-port of very little importance,” wrote William Lemprière, an English surgeon. “It possesses, however, a bay which admits vessels of pretty considerable burthen to anchor in it with tolerable safety, except when the wind blows hard at north-west, and they are liable to be driven on shore.”9 The derision continued well into the nineteenth century. “A less attractive spot than Casa Blanca it is difficult to imagine,” wrote British botanist Joseph Dalton Hooker in 1878. “Not a tree gives variety to the outline or shelter from the blazing sun. The attempts made by the few residents to cultivate the orange and other useful trees have met with little success; and the eye seeks in vain the gay shrubs that adorn the southern shores of the Mediterranean.”10


When Auguste Lahure, a Belgian colonel and head of the African branch of the Red Cross, arrived in Casablanca in 1888, he found a disconcerting city of contrasts. The white villas, terra-cotta houses, Arab-style green doors, lush gardens, and minarets climbing into the sky reminded him of Eugène Delacroix’s paintings of Morocco. The picturesque charm, however, diminished in the “poor section,” where Moroccans lived in houses made of cacti, aloe branches, and found objects and where garbage festered in crowded streets. Morocco’s peasants had migrated to the coast in growing numbers, looking for work and escaping the cycle of famine in the interior, where drought and locusts regularly decimated crops. They provided a cheap source of labor for a ravenous city but rarely reaped the rewards.


As the port boomed at the turn of the twentieth century, Casablanca increasingly belonged not to the sultan but to the European powers keen to protect their trading interests. A new crop of money-hungry merchants also arrived, eager to export Moroccan wool, fruit, beans, oil, corn, and animal hides to the continent. “Casablanca was a haven of the uprooted: brash fortune hunters from Europe, Algeria or the Levant eager to pick over the meager bones of Moroccan commerce for their own profit,” writes Douglas Porch.11 The town also lacked the strictures and caste systems that governed the ancient established cities of the interior like Fez and Marrakech, making it easier to turn a profit. Once they did, European merchants could lead a luxurious life for very little money.


THE CASABLANCA THAT SAINT-EXUPÉRY experienced differed vastly from the ramshackle town of the nineteenth century. Lyautey’s modernization program had been transforming the city for almost a decade when Saint-Exupéry arrived in 1921 for his pilot training and continued apace until World War II. Yet the remaking of Casablanca from a collection of misbegotten buildings into an orderly city only intensified the disparity between the Europeans and Moroccans.


The port received a massive overhaul, redesigned to be not only an important shipping destination but also a major rail and road hub. “It was truly a battle that had to be fought—a battle against the ocean that had to be tamed by two powerful breakwaters, today Casablanca’s pride and joy,” wrote Albert Charton of the Institute of Moroccan Studies in 1927. “The port is the lifeblood of this city.”12


The breakwaters protected ships at anchor from the Atlantic’s fickle weather and tides. New wharves and piers made it easier to unload cargo and people, while a transverse jetty was outfitted with powerful equipment for handling phosphates, which became Morocco’s most important export. Two terminals, constructed to handle the large luxury liners the Protectorate hoped to attract with its colorful tourism campaigns, could process up to 1,500 passengers at once, limiting wait times and giving arriving tourists a good first impression of the city.13 The fishing port, long the domain of vessels that trawled the Atlantic for sardines, also received an upgrade, making it easier to deliver the day’s catch to the canning factories. There were also berths for the ships of the French navy, which patrolled the African coast.14
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FIGURE 1. Aeriel view of Casablanca in 1943. The dense area (upper left) is the ancient medina. The bottom half of the photo shows part of the modern ville nouvelle. Sueddeutsche Zeitung Photo / Alamy Stock Photo








Nestled against the port, not quite far enough away to escape the smell of fish and fruit rotting in the midday sun, the ancient medina bustled with tradesmen selling their latest wares and women running their daily errands. Before the French arrived, the medina’s walls had reached to the Atlantic, with sea gates to welcome visitors who arrived by water. Canons along the ramparts of the old Portuguese kasbah deterred pirates and other marauders. Now the medina no longer touched the sea as the port’s new warehouses and wharves interceded.


Behind its walls, the medina still retained some of its mystery, the winding uneven streets leading to small squares dotted with cafés and family-run shops. Beggars perched on corners, hoping for a scrap or a coin, while servants ran errands for households. The communal ovens that dotted the quarter produced a steady supply of bread. On narrow streets, plain doors in high walls opened to reveal exquisitely decorated riads that climbed three stories and enclosed internal courtyards open to the sky. Five times a day, the voice of the muezzin drifted over the buildings, beckoning the faithful to prayer. On Fridays, shops closed, and men filled the streets, prayer rugs tucked under their arms, as they filed toward the mosques.
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FIGURE 2. Vendors sell pottery and baskets in Casablanca’s ancient medina, ca. 1944. Portal to Texas History, Hardin-Simmons University Library, Accession no. 90–06052–116








The French built a wall around the medina, containing its colorful vibrancy and pockets of squalor behind stones and mortar. It was a physical manifestation of Lyautey’s belief that Casablanca should have separate European and native quarters.15 Encased behind another wall was the mellah, the Jewish quarter, whose streets sometimes narrowed such that two people could barely pass each other without touching shoulders. The majority of Casablanca’s Jews lived in the mellah, enduring cramped conditions and, for many, systemic poverty. During the 1920s, city planners chipped away at the mellah, encroaching upon its houses, shops, and synagogues as they built a new Casablanca. The needs of some of the city’s poorest meant nothing compared to the vision and desires of the French.16


Around the medina rose the ville nouvelle, or new city, the Casablanca of postcards and tourist posters. The French used Casablanca as a laboratory for city planning and design, and architects inspired by the traditional, modest whitewashed buildings created a modern white city. Hotels, shops, office buildings, and apartment blocks fanned out north and east of the port and ancient medina. The proportions echoed Paris, with street-level shops and cafés infusing neighborhoods with energy, while offices and the European bourgeoisie inhabited the floors above. Stark white facades, featuring Moorish details and art deco accents, gleamed against the cobalt North African sky. The white exteriors had a downside though: the spring sandstorms coated them with a fine layer of terra-cotta dust that dulled their luster until the rains came to wash them clean.
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FIGURE 3. Rue de Marseille in the ville nouvelle, where bicycles, cars, and donkey-led carts shared the road. Kharbine-Tapabor








Jutting out from the entrance to the port, the Boulevard du 4ème Zouaves skimmed the edge of the medina and passed the swanky Hôtel Excelsior before turning into the Place de France, the gateway to the heart of French officialdom. Henri Prost, who worked on plans for extending Paris before joining Lyautey’s staff, wanted a central square that brought together the civic and military elements of French rule, while providing a focal point for the city.17 The buildings of the Place Administrative, as it was known, harmonized with one another, echoing each other’s portions and spare ornamentation. Lyautey and Prost deliberately avoided creating buildings that looked like a Moroccan fantasia. Instead the buildings reflected the traditional approach to Arab architecture. “It is a point of honor in Arab construction that nothing should be revealed on the outside, save the profile, contours, and facades,” wrote Lyautey in defense of the approach.18 The spare style only heightened what became a monumental representation of French power.


The post office, which also housed Casablanca’s telegraph and telephone exchange, made use of Morocco’s tradition of ceramic tile work, with a mosaic of blue and green tiles encircling the building’s exterior. The Hôtel de Ville (city hall), where residents came to attend to all matters related to birth, death, and taxes, featured an elegant clock tower that harkened back to a traditional French village. Visitors to the Palais de Justice (law courts), which anchored one end of the square, climbed a monumental staircase and passed through an imposing doorway to enter a grand portico from which to view the entire square. Buildings devoted to military affairs and the administration of trade and commerce flanked the other sides of the complex. At the far end of the square, Sacré-Coeur, an art deco cathedral, provided a place of worship for the 40,000 Catholics who called Casablanca home.19


AS CASABLANCA GREW, so did its numbers. Between 1916 and 1927, the city’s population nearly doubled from 67,000 to 120,000. Europeans, mainly French, poured in, becoming one-third of the populace, and by 1939, the city bulged with 350,000 inhabitants.20 With their overhaul of Casablanca, the French succeeded in creating an economic powerhouse on the Atlantic coast—a city that attracted Europeans looking to capitalize on the rapidly emerging Moroccan economy and Moroccans seeking new opportunities.


By weaving itself so completely into the city’s mental and physical fabric, France ensured that its fate in World War II would dictate, if not disrupt, Casablanca’s future. As the war stretched beyond Europe and darkened North Africa, the port that fueled the rise of the new white city became both its most valuable asset and its greatest liability. From its quays, ships would depart, carrying soldiers to fight in France, and ships would arrive, bearing refugees attempting to escape Hitler’s advancing armies. But nothing would prepare the city from the arrival of a seaborne American invasion force from across the Atlantic—one sent to liberate French Morocco from the grip of Vichy France.













PART ONE



Collaboration and Resistance













1



The Faraway War


BEFORE THEY WENT TO BED ON SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 1939, Moroccans moved their clocks and watches forward an hour. When dawn broke on Monday morning, their country would operate on the same schedule as France.1 The synchronizing of clocks attested to the power of France over Morocco and also to the importance of Morocco to France’s impending fight with Nazi Germany.


Ten days earlier, on September 1, 1939, German tanks had rolled into Poland and plunged Europe into war. With greater mobility and superior numbers of troops and armor, the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe quickly overpowered Poland’s valiant, if futile, defense. Taking only what they could carry, more than 200,000 Poles became refugees, fleeing to Lithuania, Romania, Hungary, and France. The Polish government took flight too, heading first to Romania and then, like so many of its people, to France.


On September 3, France and Britain honored their pledge to come to Poland’s aid and declared war on Germany. Rather than immediately launching an attack, they adopted a defensive posture that aimed to avoid fighting until the balance of power shifted in their favor. French and British officials believed a “long-war strategy” would allow them to fully mobilize their armed forces and weaken Germany through economic warfare.2 Years of strategic estimates and planning convinced French and British military planners that they could prevail against Germany if they had time to prepare their forces.3


The decision to go on the defensive yielded the curious illusion of war declared but not fought. The French called it la drôle de guerre—the Phoney War—the war that wasn’t quite a war. For eight months, western Europe lived in suspended animation. All signs pointed to Adolph Hitler’s turning west in the spring, after the winter snows melted and the ground grew hard enough for men and tanks to march forward. Until then, they waited and prepared.


AS A COLONY OF France, Morocco was expected to contribute to the French war effort by harnessing its economy and providing men to fight for the French army.


The campaign to make Moroccans embrace France’s fight as their own began immediately. Mobilization for war began at 12:01 a.m. on September 2.4 Two days later, on September 4, in Casablanca’s mosques and elsewhere, imams read a letter from Sidi Mohammed ben Yusef, the sultan of Morocco, expressing his support for France in her battle with Germany: “From this day forward until the banner of France and its allies is covered in glory, we owe them our unreserved support. We will drive no bargains about supplying them with our resources, we will stint them no sacrifice. We were joined to them in times of peace and plenty and it is only right that we should remain at their side during the trials that they are undergoing, from which they will emerge, we are convinced, both victorious and great.”5


With literacy low, let alone literacy in French, the most direct way for the sultan to reach his people remained the mosque. Within its walls, the sultan could speak directly to his people. The French, of course, approved his words.


Three weeks later, Sidi Mohammed again pledged his fidelity to France during a ceremony to honor Moulay Idriss, who founded of the Kingdom of Morocco in 788 and brought Islam to the people of the Maghreb. As the sultan uttered his pledge before Idriss’s tomb, General Charles Noguès, the current resident-general, stood beside him. By uttering those words next to Noguès for all the world to see, the sultan provided yet another demonstration of his commitment to France—this time camera ready and perfect for printing in the newspapers read by the Europeans who called French Morocco home. The story would also be read out loud in the cafés that populated Casablanca and every city and town, as Moroccan men came together to drink thick coffee, trade gossip, and escape their wives.6


In their own way, Sidi Mohammed and Noguès embodied the duality of French Morocco in 1939. In his snowy white robes with the hood pulled over his head, Sidi Mohammed looked younger than his thirty years. Not even the trim beard that framed his face did much to mature his boyish looks. The son of the previous sultan, Yusef ben Hassan, and his Turkish wife, Lalla Yaqut, Sidi Mohammed was reared in Morocco and privately educated by tutors. He ascended the throne in 1927 when only eighteen. The Moroccan families who backed his candidacy and the French officials who endorsed it believed they had picked a sultan whom they could manipulate to do their bidding. But from the beginning, Sidi Mohammed demonstrated backbone and spent the 1930s urging reforms. He also played coy with the nationalists who wanted to liberate Morocco from colonial rule, preferring to keep them at arm’s length rather than risk the ire of the French.7
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FIGURE 1.1. Resident-General Charles Noguès with Sidi Mohammed and his son Prince Hassan. AFP / Getty Images








General Charles Auguste Noguès, a handsome man of sixty-three years, symbolized the French colonial project. A graduate of the elite École polytechnique, Noguès chose a career in the army as an artillery officer. After working for Hubert Lyautey, the first resident-general of French Morocco, during the early years of his administration, Noguès distinguished himself in World War I, earning accolades for his leadership of the 17th Artillery Regiment. Marriage to Suzanne Delcassé, daughter of one of France’s most celebrated diplomats, provided both personal happiness and a boost to an already promising career. Noguès soon found himself as comfortable in the drawing rooms of Paris as in the palaces of Morocco’s pashas.


Noguès returned to Morocco in 1924, arriving in the middle of the Rif War, a bloody conflict between the Berber tribes of the Rif Mountains and Spain that spanned the early 1920s. When the conflict expanded to embroil the French, Noguès earned high marks from Moroccans for his defense of the ancient city of Fez. Offered the post of resident-general in 1936, he accepted after President Léon Blum convinced him that France would not export the domestic socialism of the Popular Front to Morocco.8


The sultan and Morocco’s elites welcomed Noguès. They saw in him an heir to Lyautey, who, while disposed to military order, understood the value of Moroccan institutions. Noguès also possessed a deep, abiding love for Morocco that permeated his dealings with its people.9 Noguès and Sidi Mohammed forged a strong relationship that allowed Noguès to carry out France’s policies with his support. Now, in the time of France’s need, the sultan would help rally his people to her aid.


ALONG WITH PUBLIC SUPPORT offered by the sultan, a series of dahirs, or decrees, designed to put Morocco on a war footing poured forth. While issued under the sultan’s signature, the dahirs were written by the Residency, the name given to the French administrative center in Rabat. Price controls were implemented, along with a ban on war profiteering. New regulations governing the distribution of food, drugs, commodities, and minerals appeared. For example, those who made or distributed sugar, butter, margarine, condensed milk, coffee, or green tea had to declare their stocks and log all their transactions. The government also had to approve all exports. The Residency intended to keep a close eye on the food supply. Shortages bred unhappiness among the people, which could lead to protests. The administration also wanted to make sure that only France or her allies acquired any minerals, phosphates, lead, and iron, useful for the production of war matériel.10


Financial transactions were restricted too. Capital could only be exported with permission of the government. Imports of all merchandise, except gold, were terminated.11 France extended currency measures to Morocco and its other colonies to protect the franc.12 Starting in January 1940, Moroccan residents with incomes below 50,000 francs paid an additional 2 percent income tax to help finance the war. Above 50,000 francs, it increased to 4 percent.13


The Protectorate could now seize the property of German nationals and German companies who did business in Morocco.14 It also banned all relations between people living in French Morocco and enemy nationals wherever they lived, along with anyone living either in Germany or its occupied territories. Anyone doing business with Germany or its territories could terminate contracts without legal penalties. Nothing could be imported from Germany. Anyone who supervised or was in possession of enemy property also had to report it within thirty days.15 The Protectorate’s intelligence service also began keeping close tabs on Germans and Italians in French Morocco, along with whom they met and what they said.16 They, of course, received a helping hand from concerned citizens.17


New controls imposed on communications made it easier to spy on the residents of French Morocco. All coded telegrams, except those sent by governments, were forbidden. Businesses that used codes to ward off industrial espionage or individuals who simply weren’t keen on clerks at the telegraph office knowing about their private affairs had few alternatives, particularly since their mail was subject to inspection as well. All telegrams also had to be written in French. On top of that, anyone wishing to send a telegram had to show it to the local authorities first. Telephone calls between cities within Morocco by private individuals were banned. Local calls also had to be conducted in French or the regional dialect.18


ON NOVEMBER 18, 1939, the throne room at the sultan’s palace in Rabat filled with men in their finest attire. The diplomatic corps dressed in their dark suits and perfectly starched shirts provided a stark contrast to the fine cloth of the snowy white robes worn by the Mahkzen, the sultan’s advisors. The officers of the French army and navy appeared gaudy beside them, their shoulders decked with gold and silver braid and chests heavy with enameled medals.


They had gathered to celebrate Throne Day (fête du trône), a commemoration begun in 1933 to recognize the day Sidi Mohammed became sultan. Originally organized by the nationalists to emphasize the centrality of the sultan to Morocco, the celebration grew in scope as the public’s interest increased. What started as a critique of French power in the early 1930s by Moroccan nationalists and a reminder of the country’s heritage had evolved into an elaborate Residency-sanctioned event.19


At the time of the celebration of Throne Day in 1939, the French had forced the nationalist movement underground and there were no rumblings of a resurgence. If any of its leaders thought about resuming their activities, Noguès made certain the new wartime regulations yielded stiffer penalties for challenging French authority.20


The throne room itself was a masterpiece of Moroccan decorative arts. Under foot lay marble tiles overlaid with plush rugs. Two colonnades, one on each side, ran the length of the room. Its double columns soared into arches carved with delicate geometric and botanical patterns. Mosaics rendered in blue, green, and white glass danced along the walls, while a chandelier of Venetian glass floated down from the ceiling. At the far end of the room sat a modest throne, a low-slung chair covered in velvet and adorned with carved legs painted in gold leaf.


On that day, the throne room also included a microphone for the first time. As part of the day’s festivities, the sultan and the resident-general would give a speech, which the newspaper then printed. Now, thanks to technology, listeners of Radio Maroc would be able to hear the sultan’s voice. Noguès spoke first, recalling the sultan’s trip to Lorraine during the summer, where he visited with Moroccan troops poised to defend France. He also praised the resolute attitude and loyalty of the Moroccan people. The sultan again expressed his fidelity to France and offered glowing praise of Noguès for his great knowledge and understanding of Islam and for his stewardship of Morocco in a time of crisis.21


As part of the day’s events, the sultan’s guards performed feats of marksmanship and displays of horsemanship on the grounds before the palace. The bold colors of the guards’ tunics, the polished hardware gleaming in the sun, and the elegant lines of their horses provided the pageantry that such a celebration demanded. Their gallant displays reflected a deep appreciation within Moroccan culture for military power and the prowess necessary to defend one’s territory and people.


France’s decision not to fight—but instead to play a waiting game against Germany—raised questions among the Moroccans about French military might. That worried Noguès, who knew that any sign of weakness would be noted, but he was a prisoner to Paris’s decisions. As France went, so went Morocco. He would provide the troops requested by military planners—eventually sending 47,000 Moroccans to France to help with her defense—and trust that France could weather the impending Nazi onslaught.22
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The Twilight


IN THE FALL OF 1939, JOSEPHINE BAKER STEPPED ONTO A STAGE unlike any other she’d graced in her sizzling career. Hoping to improve the morale of the troops who manned the Maginot Line, the massive defensive structure that guarded France’s eastern border, the French high command had asked her to perform a series of shows. The bunkers and barracks were a far cry from the blazing lights of Paris’s Folies-Bergère or the Casino de Paris where Baker dazzled audiences with her graceful dancing, comedic timing, and barely-there costumes.1 Her shows gave the troops a reprieve from watching the German border and wondering when the Wehrmacht might strike. Instead, the men hooted and hollered as the thirty-three-year-old Baker sang and slinked her way through a series of French chansons.


Maurice Chevalier, who had made a career of musical comedy in Paris and Hollywood, joined Baker on the tour. The fifty-something Chevalier, sporting his trademark straw hat, insisted on going second, intending to finish the show in grand style. He didn’t count on Baker’s receiving calls for encore after encore, cutting into his performance time.2


The soldiers responded to Baker the same way Paris had ever since the ambitious African-American girl from St. Louis charmed the city with her comedic sensuality. After a hardscrabble childhood in St. Louis, Baker found her way to headline La revue nègre at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in 1925. The daring show, which featured Baker dancing in nothing but a feather skirt, set Paris talking—and it hadn’t stopped since. Parisian society also welcomed Baker, giving her a level of freedom and acclaim that her country of birth could barely imagine, let alone offer. She embraced it all: the men, the jewelry, the clothes, the grand houses. She sauntered down the Champs-Élysées with her pet cheetah on a leash. She even gave product endorsements. When Casablancans opened their newspapers and magazines, they saw ads for Bakerfix, a crème “to keep your hair supple, brilliant, and in place,” available at Casablanca’s finer salons.3
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FIGURE 2.1. Maurice Chevalier and Josephine Baker meet with French soldiers at the front, November 1939. Spaarnestad Photo / National Library of the Netherlands.


IN DECEMBER, BAKER AND Chevalier returned to the stage together at the Casino de Paris, the legendary red-velvet music hall in the ninth arrondissement. Rationing, curfews, travel permits, sandbags around monuments, sweethearts kissing loved ones farewell, and daily stories about war preparation dampened Paris’s joie de vivre. Inside the Casino de Paris, the halcyon days still reigned as people filled the theater to the rafters to see Paris-Londres, a revue celebrating Anglo-French friendship. The show—“a new spectacle of rhythm, charm, and beauty”—featured thirty-two “beautiful women” from Paris and London, along with performances by Chevalier, Baker, and Nita Raya. Chevalier opened the review with “Paris Will Always Be Paris,” while Baker closed the show with “Mon coeur est un oiseau des îles.” The sentimental song, in which she likens her heart a tropical bird, could melt even the hardest soldier’s heart.4


The opening-night performance of Paris-Londres raised money for charity, with Baker’s portion going to the French Red Cross.5 Baker participated in other charity shows, including one at the beginning of February 1940 with Edith Piaf, Alibert, and other music hall icons.6 During the day, Baker worked in a shelter on the Left Bank for homeless refugees, continuing a long-standing habit of helping those less fortunate than her. “My heart sank at the sight of those exiles, broken body and soul by defeat,” she wrote.7


Baker also began working for the Deuxième Bureau, the French intelligence service, after being recruited by Jacques Abtey, who sought “honorable correspondents” who could feed his organization information about what they heard and observed: who met whom, who had tense conversations in corners at parties, who struck up unusual friendships. In the aftermath of Germany’s invasion of Poland and its alliance with the Soviet Union, France’s security services became obsessed with Fifth Column threats. A theatrical agent, Daniel Marouani, suggested that Abtey consider using Baker, telling him, “She is more French than the French.” With her extensive social connections and adoring fans, Baker could be a trove of information.8


Abtey agreed to meet Baker at Beau Chêne, her home in the Paris suburb of Le Vésinet. There, instead of a starlet, he encountered a woman in a battered hat collecting snails from her garden to feed her ducks. The glamour came next, when Baker invited him to join her in the salon, where a white-jacket-clad servant poured them champagne before a roaring fire. “‘France made me what I am,’ she told him. ‘The Parisians gave me their hearts, and I am ready to give them my life.’” It also didn’t hurt Abtey’s cause that he sported Nordic good looks—“young, blond, athletic, bursting with life,” as Baker described him—and was exactly her type. Baker became both his lover and his student.9


“When I gazed deep into my own inner self, I realized that I would be incapable of functioning as a real spy,” wrote Baker. “But intelligence work was different. It seemed the perfect way to fight my war.”10 It didn’t take long for Baker to start passing along information gleaned at receptions at the Japanese and Italian embassies, parties she personally threw, and other affairs around Paris. “Sometimes,” Abtey said, “she would write along her arms, and in the palm of her hand, the things she heard. I told her this was dangerous, but she laughed. ‘Oh, nobody would think I’m a spy.’”11


AS A CELEBRITY AND an American, Baker lived a charmed life in Paris, even after the start of the war. That wasn’t the case for many of the refugees from eastern Europe who had sought sanctuary in Paris during the 1930s. In the weeks following the invasion of Poland, the Sûreté, the civilian police force, systematically made its way through Paris’s refugee community, rounding up writers, artists, and intellectuals. The same impulse that prompted Abtey to recruit Baker—a desire to know if there were any Fifth Column threats within France—led to the mass arrests. Left-wing exiles with Communist ties or sympathies fell under suspicion, even if they preached against the evils of fascism. French authorities feared the Soviets might use these fellow travelers to undermine the Third Republic from within.


For Hungarian-Jewish journalist and aspiring novelist Arthur Koestler, the knock on the door came as he finished his bath on the morning of October 2. He soon found himself at Roland Garros tennis stadium, which had been converted into a makeshift processing center for “undesirable aliens.” After nine days of sleeping on a tennis court strewn with straw and huddling under the bleachers, Koestler joined five hundred other prisoners at Le Vernet, an internment camp located southwest of Toulouse.12 The barbed wire camp was divided into three sections: “A” for those with a criminal record; “B” for political prisoners, and “C” for those who were simply undesirable. Koestler lodged in section C, hut 34.13


Even though the Sûreté could point to a thick file documenting his Communist ties, Koestler had publicly fallen out with the party in 1938. Having once seen communism as a positive, modernizing force, he became disenchanted with the Soviet Union after learning that his friends had been subjected to show trials and shot in their aftermath. The Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939 further sealed his rejection.14 Even though Koestler’s conversion was real—not some Fifth Column charade orchestrated by Moscow—as far as the French security services were concerned, his long-standing ties to Communists made him questionable.


Koestler lived a grim existence at Le Vernet, his days organized around twice-daily roll calls and manual labor. He was assigned latrine duty, carting foul-smelling waste bins over icy terrain down to the river Ariège.15 Care packages from friends supplemented the camp’s meager daily rations of eleven ounces of bread and watery beef broth. When the prisoners were ordered to suffer the indignity of having their heads shaved, an enraged Koestler insisted on taking the scissors to his lush head of hair first. “I’ve been wanting to do it ever since I was child!” he told the barber before letting him finish the shearing.16


A campaign by his estranged wife, Dorothee, and his girlfriend, Daphne Hardy (Koestler had a complicated love life), to mobilize his influential friends resulted in his release from Le Vernet in mid-January 1940. Those same friends, however, could not secure a visa for Koestler to go to Britain. “It was impulsive and unfair on the part of the Sûreté to clap Koestler into a camp. He is as anti-Nazi as can be, and his one desire is to help the Allied cause in any way he can,” wrote Harold Nicolson, head of Britain’s Ministry of Information, in a letter lobbying to let Koestler in.17 MI-5, Britain’s domestic security service, refused to budge. It regarded Koestler’s past membership with Friends of Socialist Unity, a group with ties to Marxist organizations intent on overthrowing imperialist Britain and France following Hitler’s defeat, as grounds for denying him entry.18


Upon his return to Paris, Koestler devoted his time to finishing a novel that he started before his internment and continued to work on while at Le Vernet, thanks to an act of kindness by the camp’s director. He channeled his anger, claustrophobia, and paranoia into the story of Rubashov, an old Bolshevik who finds himself arrested and put on trial for crimes he didn’t commit by the state he helped create. The novel offered a scathing indictment of the Soviet system, while capturing Koestler’s own psychological trauma from his imprisonment. As Koestler turned out pages in German, Hardy translated them into English. When they sent off the manuscript to Koestler’s publisher in London, they popped a bottle of champagne.


Darkness at Noon, which appeared in bookstores in the fall of 1940, would become one of the most important novels of the twentieth century and make Koestler’s international reputation.


Koestler mailed the book on May 1.


Hitler’s assault on western Europe began ten days later.19


The Sûreté would come again for Koestler, careening him on a path to Casablanca.
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The Fall of France


IN MID-MAY 1940, CAPTAIN ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, NOW thirty-nine years old, occupied the cockpit of a Potez 63 as it soared over northwestern France and Belgium. From a height of 33,000 feet, he followed streams of “ghastly whitish jelly” cutting through the landscape. Saint-Exupéry could only see the lines of smoke; he couldn’t see or feel the heat of the advancing flames as they licked and then consumed French villages and farms. Diving down close wasn’t the job of a reconnaissance pilot. His mission was to stay aloft and use the camera mounted on the plane to capture the progress of the war below.


Click. The German army advanced.


Click. The French army retreated.


Click. The refugees poured south, clogging the roads.


Saint-Exupéry had returned to uniform after the war erupted, wrangling an assignment with the French air force’s 2/33 Reconnaissance Group.1 It was an almost surreal assignment for a man who had become an international literary star only a year earlier, following the publication of Wind, Sand, and Stars. The memoir chronicled his time delivering mail for Aéropostale, the precursor to Air France, in northern Africa and South America. He portrayed flying as an almost mystical experience in which man and nature do battle in the air. Saint-Exupéry also captured the crude realities of flight in its formative years—controls freezing, engines cutting out, oxygen evaporating—and his near-death experience after crashing in the Sahara while attempting to break the speed record between Paris and Saigon.2


Despite the literary accolades bestowed on him, Saint-Exupéry relished his return to flying as part of a squadron. The young pilots who greeted his arrival with apprehension—living legends were often best viewed from afar—soon found an amiable colleague and, when needed, a mentor. It also didn’t hurt that Saint-Exupéry shared with his squadron mates the benefits of fame, including swanky dinners in Paris and use of his De Soto sports car.3


Now, instead of flying over the sandy waves of the Sahara or battling the sheer cliffs of the Andes, Saint-Exupéry floated above a springtime countryside ripped to shreds by advancing armies. His major fear wasn’t an engine stalling out over the desert but attracting the attention of German antiaircraft guns or Luftwaffe squadrons sent to blow him out of the sky.


ON PAPER, THE BATTLE of France started out as a somewhat fair fight. Germany committed 136 divisions, while the Allies—France, Britain, Belgium, and Holland—mustered 144.4 Ten of the French divisions, some 73,000 men, or 9 percent, came from France’s colonies, including five divisions drawn from North Africa.5 The men of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia who answered the call to defend France manned the Maginot Line or joined the French army in Flanders or along the river Meuse.


On May 10, 1940, the Wehrmacht swooped northwest, around the Maginot Line, rolling its tanks and marching its troops through Belgium and the Netherlands, having already made short work of Luxembourg. France expected to fight the Germans in central Belgium, just as in World War I, and committed the bulk of its army and resources to defending its northeast border. The Germans, however, broke through French lines in the Ardennes on May 15. That same day the Dutch capitulated. Rotterdam lay in rubble, and the Germans threatened to lay waste to Amsterdam.6


With the French army crumbling under the German assault, French prime minister Paul Reynaud asked for the resignation of General Maurice Gamelin, who served as commander in chief. To take his place, Reynaud called upon General Maxime Weygand, the seventy-three-year-old commander of the Army of the Near East. After the invasion of Poland, Weygand had been called out of retirement to help solidify the French position in the Middle East. Now he was about to step onto center stage.7 To bolster the nation’s confidence, Reynaud also recruited the aged Marshal Henri-Philippe Pétain to serve as vice premier. Pétain, a French icon, had orchestrated France’s victory at Verdun in 1916.8


Not content to rely on confused reports reaching Paris, Weygand decided to survey the front lines for himself on May 21 in hopes of targeting Germany’s weak spots and organizing an offensive assault. As Weygand flew over German positions, bullets strafed his plane. In Ypres, he attempted to meet with Lord General John Gort, who commanded the British Expeditionary Force, but the effort went awry. Gort hadn’t been informed in advance of Weygand’s plans, and terrible travel conditions prevented him from arriving in time to meet his French colleague. Hundreds of thousands of Belgian refugees desperate to avoid falling under Germany’s control clogged the roads, making it difficult for Allied military forces—including generals—to maneuver.9


Unable to return to Paris by plane owing to German bombing raids, Weygand made his way to Dunkirk, braving the roads during an air raid. From there, he caught a torpedo boat to Cherbourg and a train to Paris. Arriving mid-morning the following day, he took a taxi to French army headquarters at Chateau de Vincennes when his personal car failed to appear at the train station. The chaos in northwestern France turned Weygand’s survey into a farce, but his findings were grave. The situation, he told Reynaud, was much worse than they had thought.10


On May 26, five days after Weygand’s survey, the Allies started evacuating troops from Dunkirk in northern France. In the middle of the operation, Belgium capitulated. On June 4, the Germans marched into Dunkirk, having traversed northern France.


The Wehrmacht also continued its surge southwest toward Paris, launching an assault at the river Somme on June 5. The French lines, bruised and bloodied, held at first. Weygand managed to cobble together forty divisions by transferring men from garrisons across France, diverting units from the Alps, and pulling troops off the Maginot Line. Soon there would be no more men to call up. The German army kept growing as more soldiers arrived from the east, amassing one hundred divisions along a hundred-mile stretch.11


On June 10, Italy joined the fray, declaring war on the Allies. Later that night, Weygand declared Paris an open city, and the French government packed its bags and fled.


AS THE GERMANS MOVED south, so did the refugees, with estimates suggesting that between 6 million and 8 million people participated in the mass exodus. “They were evacuating. There was no way to house them. Every road was blocked. And still they were evacuating,” wrote Saint-Exupéry. “Somewhere in the north of France a boot had scattered an ant-hill, and the ants were on the march. Laboriously. Without panic. Without hope. Without despair. On the march as if in duty bound.”12


The refugees took to the roads in wagons, lumbering trucks, shiny new cars and old cars wiped of dust and smelling of fresh oil, and any piece of farm equipment with wheels that would allow them to carry the remnants of their life. With dismay, Saint-Exupéry watched Orconte, the village he’d called home while billeted with the 2/33, “go to pieces.” For ten days, the townspeople watched the refugees from the north flow through their village before deciding to join the river. “I do not expect ever to be free of that clinging, viscous memory,” he wrote in Flight to Arras.13 Orconte wasn’t the only town to evaporate. In Chartres, home to the soaring twelfth-century cathedral, only 800 townspeople out of 23,000 stayed behind. Lille went from 200,000 to 20,000. In the south, towns and cities swelled as the refugees arrived. Bordeaux bloomed from 300,000 to 600,000, while Pau exploded, growing from 38,000 to 150,000.14


THREE MILLION PEOPLE LEFT Paris, draining the city of more than half its population. Josephine Baker continued performing Paris-Londres at the Casino de Paris even as the French and German armies did battle, but the audiences soon disappeared.15 She too joined the exodus south during the second week of June, heading not for Bordeaux or Marseille but for Les Milandes, her chateau in the Dordogne. Along for the ride in the Packard were her maid Paulette, a Belgian refugee couple she’d been helping, and three of her dogs. She also packed extra petrol for the trip, storing it in champagne bottles.16


Before she left her house at Le Beau Chêne, Baker arranged for its contents to be packed up, including suits of medieval armor, a gold piano, and her bed, which had once belonged to Marie Antoinette. Feather pillows, sheets, towels, and other comforts of home also went onto the trucks. She could buy another house, but replacing the items that made it her home—that attested to her rise to fame—would be harder.17


The goods eventually arrived at Les Milandes, which burst with people who had heard of Baker’s sanctuary in southwestern France. Among her guests were members of the Lion family. Baker had married Jean Lion, a dashing Jewish businessman, in 1937 after a whirlwind courtship. With the marriage, Baker acquired French citizenship, but also a husband she never saw. She continued to perform at the Folies-Bergère, returning home close to dawn, while Lion kept business hours, rising for the day as she retreated to her bed. Neither wanted to change their schedules or tame their wandering eyes. The marriage also proved disappointing in another way. Baker desperately wanted a child, but she never conceived. Baker and Lion filed for divorce after fourteen months. The presiding judge remarked, “Here are two people who never had a chance to get to know each other.” Yet, Baker found herself once again living with Lion, whom she still cared for, as he recuperated from his battle wounds at Les Milandes.18


ON JUNE 14, 1940, German troops marched into Paris. The following day, Verdun fell, and 400,000 French troops surrendered. On June 18, another evacuation from Dunkirk began, with 192,000 Allied soldiers transported across the English Channel; 110,000 of them were French.19 The German army continued to consume French territory with astonishing speed, reaching south to Lyon and all the way to the Atlantic coast, where they marched into Brest and Nantes.


After meeting with the British, Reynaud and his cabinet traveled to Bordeaux, arriving on June 15. The world associated the ancient Atlantic coast port with French wine, but it had also sheltered the French government in times of strife. The city provided sanctuary from the Germans in 1870 and during World War I—and would do so once again in 1940.


With German troops in Paris and the second evacuation of Dunkirk imminent,20 the cabinet had to decide whether to continue to fight or agree to an armistice. During the previous weeks, Reynaud had asked his staff to explore the possibility of relocating the government and what remained of the army to North Africa and using the French colonies as a base of resistance. General Charles de Gaulle, the undersecretary of state for national defense and war, reported that only 60,000 men per month could be sent across the Mediterranean, not the 450,000 Reynaud envisioned. Admiral Jean-François Darlan, commander in chief of the French navy, gave an equally depressing report. Transporting that many men required at least two hundred ships, but the bulk of the French navy was dispersed. It would take time to assemble an evacuation fleet. There was also the issue of what to do with the men once they arrived in North Africa. France treated its North African colonies as a recruiting ground for soldiers—not a place to maintain a large standing army.21


The discussion about whether to agree to an armistice also revealed the depths of conflict within Reynaud’s cabinet and between the politicians and the military. If France decided to surrender, who should bear the burden of culpability? The politicians wanted to blame France’s defeat on the military, while the military wanted fault to lie with the politicians.


Weygand opposed the government’s fleeing France, which would place the burden of signing a cease-fire on the army. Doing so would bring it dishonor, something Weygand could not stomach. He believed a strong army, in which the people had faith, was necessary to keep France from succumbing to revolution and anarchy. Without it, the Communists and anarchists might step into the void and seize power.


Weygand’s views might have been dismissed as the paranoid ranting of a conservative Catholic with royalist leanings who disdained the left-wing politicians of Reynaud’s cabinet—had Pétain not agreed with him. Pétain believed France’s long-term survival required a formal armistice. “The duty of the government is, whatever happens, to stay in the country or lose its right to be recognized as a government,” he told the cabinet. “To deprive France of her natural defenders in a period of general disarray is to deliver her to the enemy.” Pétain vowed not to leave the “soil of France” and to “accept the suffering which will be imposed on the fatherland and its children.”22


With each mile the Germans advanced into France, the chatter among the French cabinet to seek an armistice grew louder. Weygand had even suggested the option as early as May 25. Reynaud remained steadfast, but by mid-June he found himself outnumbered. After making a last-ditch plea to keep fighting, Reynaud tendered his resignation on June 16.23


His resignation cleared the way for Pétain to become the new prime minister of France and to petition Germany for an armistice. “It is with a heavy heart that I say to you today that it is necessary to cease fighting,” Pétain told the French people by radio. “I have this evening approached the enemy to ask if he is ready to try to find, between soldiers, with the struggle over and in honor, the means to put an end to the hostilities.”24


The cease-fire went into effect on June 20. It had only taken Hitler’s armies six weeks to conquer France. Two hundred thousand French soldiers lay wounded, with another 92,000 dead. Another 1.5 million French soldiers became prisoners of war.25 French Morocco’s bill for defending France: 2,000 dead and 18,000 taken prisoner by Germany.26


ON SATURDAY, JUNE 22, shortly after 6:30 p.m., the formal surrender discussions began at Compiègne, a small town fifty miles northeast of Paris. In 1918, the Germans had surrendered to the French at the very same spot. To heighten the French humiliation, Hitler arranged for use of the same railway dining car that had hosted the 1918 ceremony.27


The Third Reich’s leadership turned out in force for the negotiations, including Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Deputy Führer Rudolf Hess, Air Minister Hermann Göring, and Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop. General Charles Huntzinger led the French delegation. The two men, Pétain and Weygand, who had argued so passionately for an armistice, did not attend.


Pétain instructed Huntzinger to terminate surrender negotiations with the Germans if they demanded two things: the French fleet or France’s colonial possessions. Germany asked for neither. Instead, the Germans would occupy the northern three-fifths of France, including Paris and the entire Atlantic seaboard. France would also pay 400 million francs a day for the privilege of being occupied. French prisoners of war would continue their captivity, but France had to turn over any German soldiers or pilots in their possession, along with any refugees with a history of anti-Nazi activities. Anyone joining a French resistance effort faced the death penalty.28


Believing the demands could have been more onerous, Pétain agreed to the terms and split France in two. French Morocco now answered to Pétain’s new government.
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Rebel for the Republic


ON JUNE 24, THE STEAMSHIP MASSILIA SAILED INTO CASABLANCA’S harbor carrying twenty-seven political refugees of France’s government. Leading the exodus were Georges Mandel, the minister of interior, and Edouard Daladier, the minister of defense and onetime prime minister.1 Three days earlier, they had left France fearful for their lives and the future of their country. In the wake of Paul Reynaud’s resignation and the ascendency of Henri-Philippe Pétain and Maxime Weygand, those who argued against signing an armistice with Germany found themselves in jeopardy, believing reluctantly that if they remained, they would be thrown into prison—or, possibly, shunted in front of a brick wall and a firing squad.


Mandel, a fifty-five-year-old Jewish journalist turned politician, had been one of the most vocal supporters in Reynaud’s cabinet of continuing the war. When Reynaud expressed doubts about that tack or started to waver, Mandel kept him steady, a task that became more difficult as June progressed and the drumbeat for an armistice grew louder.


When the government arrived in Bordeaux on June 15, before the armistice was declared, Mandel had established a command center at the local prefect to stay apprised of developments across France. He feared Weygand and others favoring an armistice would continue to fabricate information to advance their cause. To bolster his argument for preserving the army, Weygand had already falsely claimed that a Communist government had been established in Paris. Mandel feared he might try such dirty tricks again.


MANDEL’S BURGEONING RESISTANCE CELL became a threat to Pétain and Weygand’s plans to pursue an armistice as well as to the stability of their hours-old government. They grew anxious about reports detailing the stream of people visiting Mandel. When they received information suggesting he had given money and weapons to a gunman, along with orders to assassinate ministers who opposed him, they jumped on the rumor.


On the afternoon of June 17, a tired and pale Mandel ate lunch with Beatrice Bretty, his companion, at Chapon Fin, one of Bordeaux’s finest restaurants. The pleasant meal in the dining room filled with diplomats, politicians, and refugees offered a small patch of peace following a frenetic forty-eight hours. As the dessert course arrived, the colonel in charge of the Bordeaux gendarmerie appeared with an arrest warrant. Instead of putting up a fight, Mandel asked if he might be allowed to finish his cognac. The colonel agreed. Upon finishing his drink, Mandel rose to his feet, kissed Bretty’s hand, and followed the officer out of the restaurant. General Jules-Antoine Bührer, who had worked for Mandel as the inspector general of the colonial troops, was also arrested.2


The restaurant had been packed, and news of Mandel’s arrest quickly spread through Bordeaux. Speculation ran rampant, particularly since Mandel’s position was supposed to give him immunity from arrest. Was this the beginning of a coup d’état? Did the Germans demand his arrest? As Bordeaux boiled with conspiracies and anger, Pétain realized he had made a serious mistake. That evening, Pétain called Mandel and Bührer to his office, where he informed them that an investigation had revealed the charges to be false. They were free to go.


An angry Mandel refused to let Pétain simply wave the matter away. After accusing Pétain of being the “puppet of his entourage,” Mandel demanded an apology. Dissatisfied with Pétain’s offering, Mandel dictated one, which Pétain obediently copied down and signed. “I am convinced that the information was unfounded and was designed to provoke disorder. I apologize for the arrest and insist that this unfortunate incident have no further consequences,” read the final lines. The apology represented a small victory after a fraught day, but Mandel’s arrest demonstrated how perilous his situation had become.3


The day before his arrest, Mandel had refused an offer from General Edward Spears, the British military liaison, to help him leave France. Spears wanted him to go to London, where Mandel could speak to and for France as an opponent of the armistice. “Someone whose name was known and carried weight must make them see the shame of accepting defeat while they were undefeated and it was still possible to fight for France,” Spears told him. Mandel also sensed that Spears wanted him to leave because he worried what would become of him once the Nazis arrived. “You fear for me because I am a Jew,” said Mandel. “Well, it is just because I am a Jew that I will not go tomorrow; it would look as if I was afraid, as if I was running away.”4


Now, however, Mandel realized he needed to escape. On June 18, the day after his arrest, he requested to join Lord Lloyd, the British minister for colonies, on his flight back to London. Lloyd had come to Bordeaux to offer British assistance in evacuating the French government and army to North Africa. However, some confusion led Lloyd to believe that Mandel also wanted to bring his companion, Bretty, which the minister considered an extraordinary request and refused.5


MANDEL’S ARREST OCCURRED IN an environment of massive uncertainty and anxiety. Reynaud resigned on June 16. Pétain made his radio address on June 17 telling the French people about the request for an armistice. The Germans agreed to discuss terms, but then remained silent and offered no other details for two days. Hitler was busy discussing—or more to the point, dictating—the terms of the armistice with Benito Mussolini. Italy entered the battle late and added little of material value to the fight but nevertheless wanted to claim French territory.6 The ad hoc arrangements in Bordeaux, the vast unknown of what lay ahead, and the gapping silence amplified an already tense situation.


It also provided opportunities.


During the communications void, a proposal materialized for the French government to depart for North Africa and establish a new government in Algiers. General Charles Noguès, who was in Algiers coordinating French military efforts in North Africa, had been sending a stream of messages urging the government to continue the fight from the colonies. “The army, air force, and navy all demand the continuation of the struggle in order to preserve our honor and keep North Africa for France,” he wired on June 17. “If the government has no objection, I am ready to take responsibility, without formal authorization, for the continuation of the war with all the risks that that action involves.”7 Noguès’s enthusiasm reflected popular sentiment in France’s North African colonies. Regrouping across the Mediterranean and making plans to continue the fight could still save the metropole.


Evacuating the bulk of the French army to North Africa may have been impossible, but key elements of the government could easily leave and establish a new resistance government. A plan coalesced for the president, Albert Lebrun, along with the leaders of France’s two legislative bodies, the Senate and Chamber, to leave as soon as arrangements could be made. Pétain, as prime minister, insisted on remaining behind.


As the North Africa scheme materialized, the forces in favor an armistice also regrouped.8 On the morning of June 20, the Germans finally gave notice of their willingness to receive a French delegation that evening. While Pétain failed to grasp that the mass departure of the government would endanger and potentially void the armistice, Weygand and others did not.9


Pierre Laval, the right-leaning former prime minister, undertook the task of keeping President Lebrun in France. As Lebrun made preparations to leave for North Africa, Laval appeared at his lodgings, flanked by a dozen men, and berated the amiable Lebrun. Did the president not realize that if he left, the remaining government would lack authority? Did he realize that taking the seals of state also meant taking the authority to make laws? Did he want to be considered a traitor by his people? Laval ended the verbal assault with a demand that Lebrun resign rather than leave. Humiliated and browbeaten, Lebrun decided to stay in Bordeaux.10 Those who had already gathered in Perpignan, in preparation for departure for Algiers, including Léon Blum and the Ministry of Colonies staff, were called back.11


ON JUNE 21, THE Massilia departed for Casablanca, an intermediary stop on the way to Algiers. The ministers and parliamentarians who waited at Le Verdon for their departure had never received word to return to Bordeaux. The assembled group comprised some of the fiercest critics of the armistice. Mandel and Daladier were joined by old friends and allies Pierre Mendès-France, Jean Zay, Michel Tony-Révillion, and César Campinchi. Prominent deputies Paul Bastid, André Le Troquer, and Pierre Viénot also made the trek. Many brought their families with them, including Mandel and Mendès-France.12


As the ship sailed south, its passengers fretted about who wasn’t onboard. Reynaud, Blum, and Bührer had failed to materialize before the ship weighed anchor, and the poor state of wartime communications made it impossible to determine what had become of them. Even without his core comrades in arms beside him, Mandel remained determined to carry on. When Louis Marin, one of the deputies, questioned why no Pétain supporters had joined them, Mandel brushed his concerns aside. “I have no more confidence in the government than you do, but I must get to North Africa,” said Mandel.13


For Pétain and his supporters, the departure of the Massilia represented a victory: they had succeeded in dispatching their fiercest opponents to North Africa. After the war, Charles Pomaret, who became Pétain’s interior minister, characterized the Massilia as a trap laid and executed by Admiral Jean-François Darlan to remove the troublesome opposition. Darlan suggested and made available the Massilia. Darlan diverted the ministers to Le Verdon. And Darlan authorized the Massilia’s sailing on June 21.14


TWO DAYS OUT FROM Le Verdon, in the middle of the Atlantic, the Massilia’s passengers learned that France had signed an armistice with Germany. They also received news that their colleagues scheduled to depart from Perpignan would not be joining them. This band of men who felt so certain of their opposition to the armistice now found themselves isolated and alone in the middle of the Atlantic.15


The rebels—that is what they became as soon as the armistice was signed—gathered in the Massilia’s reading room to discuss their next move. Should they go back to Bordeaux and attempt to influence Pétain’s government? Should they sail for Britain? Or should they continue on their current course? Mandel believed the choice was clear: they must sail to North Africa and establish a resistance government with the twenty-seven politicians onboard the Massilia. For Mandel, the voyage transformed from a journey undertaken out of fear into a mission to reestablish France.


In his determination to reach North Africa, Mandel received some inadvertent assistance from the ship’s captain. Darlan ordered him to deliver the parliamentarians to Casablanca. There would be no course changes.16


AS THE REBELS SAILED for Casablanca, the British government gave General Charles de Gaulle, a relatively unknown French solider, a chance to rally the French people.


The advent of war had dramatically changed de Gaulle’s fortunes. Once a staff officer maligned by his superiors for his advocacy of tank warfare, he seemed to be one of the few who understood Germany’s armored tactics—and with good reason. Hitler had studied and annotated de Gaulle’s book advocating a mechanized infantry, while de Gaulle’s own superiors ignored it.17 De Gaulle’s appointment to Reynaud’s cabinet thrust him into the crucible of the decision making over the armistice, of which he proved a fierce opponent. With the ascent of Pétain and his supporters, de Gaulle feared it was only a matter of time before he too was arrested or shunted off to a distant post where he would be unable to aid resistance efforts.


After de Gaulle made a convincing case to General Spears, the British military liaison, that someone must rally the French people to stand against Pétain’s government and inspire the French Empire to join with Britain, Spears helped him leave Bordeaux. With Mandel still refusing to go to London, de Gaulle offered a pallid but viable alternative. On the morning of June 17, de Gaulle went to the airport acting as if he intended to see Spears off, only to dive into the hatch of the plane as the door closed for takeoff.18


On June 18 and 22, de Gaulle took to the BBC airwaves to make an impassioned plea to the people of France. He called upon any soldier, sailor, or skilled worker who could reach Britain to join him in continuing the war. “We still have a vast empire, our fleet is intact, and we possess large sums in gold,” he told listeners. “We still have allies, who possess immense resources and who dominate the seas. We still have the gigantic potentialities of American industry.”


He also hoped to stir the hearts of any French men or women who had doubts about the armistice. “I say honour, for France has undertaken not to lay down arms save in agreement with her allies. As long as the allies continue the war, her government has no right to surrender to the enemy.”19


SHORTLY BEFORE 8:00 A.M. on June 24, the Massilia sailed into Casablanca’s port. News of the armistice came as a blow, but arrival in French Morocco offered a glimmer of hope. Noguès’s telegrams suggested that he could serve as an ally in the effort to reconstitute the French government overseas.


But instead of being greeted with open arms, the parliamentarians were confined to the ship. Georges Fourneret, director of the Sûreté, feared that letting them wander around Casablanca when emotions remained raw about the armistice might create a volatile situation. They might encourage the residents of Casablanca to join their cause.20 Mandel and Daladier eventually received permission to visit the Port Police, where they spoke with Admiral Armand d’Harcourt, who commanded French naval forces in Morocco. When they asked if they were prisoners, d’Harcourt offered an ambiguous but troubling answer: he was awaiting further instructions from Noguès.21


Around 11:00 a.m., Jean Morize, the delegate general to the Residency, arrived at the port. After the cold reception of the morning, Morize’s warm welcome came as a relief. Morize had worked with Mandel during his tenure as minister of colonies. Over a cordial lunch, Morize provided details about the armistice and told them about de Gaulle’s broadcast from London. After lunch, Mandel and Daladier stretched their legs and explored Casablanca under the watchful eye of the Sûreté. As they shopped at the Carnival of Venice hat shop, a lively discussion about the armistice occurred with others in the shop, precisely the kind of exchange Fourneret feared.22


Late in the afternoon, Fourneret escorted Mandel and Daladier to the Residency in Rabat, a sixty-mile drive north of Casablanca. They hoped to speak with Noguès, who remained in Algiers, and asked his cabinet chief to arrange a telephone call. While they waited for his return, Daladier paid a courtesy call on Madame Noguès, whom he knew personally. Mandel visited the British consulate, where he spoke with consul general Leonard Hurst. A couple hours later, Mandel and Daladier finally spoke with Noguès. Mandel encouraged him to take action, but Noguès demurred, saying that nothing could be done until more details were known of the armistice. Mandel found it astonishing that Noguès believed what Pétain and the others told him about the nature of the armistice. The longer the conversation continued, the more his anger grew. “Bordeaux represents nothing!” shouted Mandel into the receiver and hung up.23
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Two Men and a Mission


IN LONDON, MEMBERS OF BRITAIN’S WAR CABINET GATHERED FOR A late-night discussion at 10 Downing Street, home of the prime minister. At such meetings, Winston Churchill and his ministers, who represented the scope of military, diplomatic, and domestic concerns, discussed the latest developments in the war and what to do next. The ministers “were the only ones who had the right to have their heads cut off on Tower Hill if we did not win,” wrote Churchill.1


A telegram from Leonard Hurst, the British consul general in Rabat, recounted Georges Mandel’s arrival in Casablanca earlier that day and his intention to establish a resistance government. Mandel and the others planned to depart within twenty-four hours unless Protectorate officials became more hospitable. Another telegram from Algiers indicated that Charles Noguès had yet to make a public statement about continuing the fight from North Africa, but all signs pointed to his falling in line with Pétain and Weygand.2 There was even a rumor going around Casablanca that he had been summoned to Bordeaux.3 Another telegram suggested that French resistance could continue in North Africa if the British provided arms and munitions.


Like Mandel, Edouard Daladier, and others who opposed the armistice, the British government wanted the French to continue the fight. In addition to giving Charles de Gaulle airtime, Churchill delivered a blistering radio address aimed at driving a wedge between the Bordeaux government and the French people. He charged that the terms of the armistice would “place not only France but the French Empire entirely at the mercy and in the power of the German and Italian dictators.”


For Britain, the French colonies in North Africa appeared the key to carrying on the war against Germany for emotional and practical reasons. A stream of telegrams from Algiers, Rabat, and Casablanca reported on the local French population’s support for a resistance government. If given the chance, they would rally behind a strong resistance leader. In the days leading up to the armistice and after, the British wondered if that man might not be Noguès. Along with controlling men and matériel, he commanded the respect of both Europeans and Moroccans. If Noguès did not want to join the resistance, the British had to consider the possibility of staging a coup d’état and replacing him—very possibly with Mandel.


The cabinet decided to send a representative of the British government to Morocco to see what aid could be given. Duff Cooper, the minister of information, volunteered for the job. He and Mandel were old friends, which would inspire trust. Cooper also had a taste for gambling and fast living, which made dashing off to North Africa to establish a new French government precisely his sort of game. The cabinet decided that a military man should accompany Cooper and drafted the eminently practical General John Gort for the job.4 Along with serving as chief of the Imperial General Staff during the 1930s, Gort had commanded the recent ill-fated British Expeditionary Force in France.


AT 7:00 A.M. THE next morning, June 25, a Sunderland flying boat took off for French Morocco carrying Cooper and Gort. The four-engine seaplane offered the fastest means of traveling the 1,250 miles between London and Rabat.


While Cooper and Gort made their way south, word came from Algiers that Noguès had made a radio broadcast announcing his support for the armistice and offering assurances that the integrity of North Africa would be maintained.5 Germany’s promise to leave the French colonies and the fleet under Pétain’s control convinced him not to oppose the agreement. For Noguès, keeping French Morocco out of German hands trumped all other considerations. He lacked the men and matériel to continue the war without support from Bordeaux, which wouldn’t help him, or Britain, which could not provide immediate reinforcements. It would be months before a British Expeditionary Force could land in North Africa, and opposition to the armistice among French army and navy officers in North Africa had dwindled once the terms became known. Faced with a lack of support on all sides, Noguès chose to save his career and do what he could to steer French Morocco through the war.6


Twelve hours and one refueling stop later, Cooper and Gort touched down on Rabat’s Bou Regreg river. The plane’s arrival and novelty—flying boats were a rare sight in Morocco—drew attention from onlookers. “The crowd, however, seemed quiet and depressed, flags were flying at half-mast and there was no sign of welcome,” wrote Cooper.7


A party of French officers passing by on a boat gave Cooper and Gort a ride to the shore, where Brigadier General Eric Dillon, the British military liaison to Noguès, waited for them. Dillon, who had flown in from Algiers, warned them not to expect a favorable reception. Noguès had issued orders to prevent them from seeing Mandel and Daladier.8 Even as Cooper and Gort made their way south, Hurst had sent a telegram to London urging that their mission be cancelled, given its slim chance of success.


Now that they were there, Hurst tried to arrange for Cooper and Gort to meet at once with Mandel, who remained on the Massilia in Casablanca’s harbor. As a first step, William Bond, the British consul in Casablanca, was asked to deliver a message to Mandel: Cooper would meet him wherever and whenever he wanted. Within a few minutes of the telephone call to the British consulate in Casablanca, Residency delegate general Jean Morize phoned and informed Cooper that he was forbidden to communicate with Mandel. Morize hoped Cooper would comply and not put him “in the awkward position of having to take action which would be most distasteful to him.” The timing of the call suggested to the British that their phone lines had been tapped.


After apologizing for not providing more notice of his visit, Cooper asked to call on Morize at the Residency. When Cooper arrived, he found Noguès’s deputy in a “highly nervous and emotional state” but anxious to extend every courtesy. Cooper informed him that he had been sent to French Morocco to determine whether there was any possibility of carrying on the war from North Africa. Morize offered the new French line: any division in the ranks would lead to the collapse of the country. “What yet remained must stick together,” said Morize.


When Cooper tried to press him, Morize insisted he must obey his instructions, even if he found them distasteful. “He said that if General Noguès ordered him to shoot himself he would obey, but the orders that he had were even more cruel,” wrote Cooper. Noguès ordered him to treat Mandel and the others as virtual prisoners. “The ex-Ministers were old friends of his and he had recently been serving under their orders. But as things were at the present he had no option but to obey his instruction and he counted on me to do likewise,” wrote Cooper.


Given the situation, Cooper feared that if he tried to see Mandel, he would fail and possibly provoke an “unpleasant incident.” Instead, he sent a coded message explaining the situation—the French couldn’t eavesdrop on that—to Casablanca for delivery to Mandel. Cooper hoped Mandel would head for Gibraltar or Britain, and he would provide transport if necessary.9 Over dinner with Dillon, Cooper and Gort decided that remaining in Rabat or attempting to reach Casablanca was futile. Mandel had also managed to send a message indicating that he was under surveillance and could not meet, which only reinforced their determination to leave. Rather than return to the hotel, where they had been harassed by the police, the Brits decided to spend the night on the river in the Sunderland.


In Casablanca, things grew worse for Mandel and the others. They were barred from leaving the Massilia, which was then dragged out into the middle of the harbor. Mandel would not be able to send or receive any messages with the outside world.


WHEN DAWN BROKE ON the next morning, June 26, Cooper and Gort departed for Gibraltar. Once ensconced on the British military base, they discussed next steps with their military colleagues. Telegrams flew to Casablanca stressing the importance of finding a way to help Mandel reach Britain and urging Bond and Hurst to collaborate with the captain of the British destroyer now floating off the coast of Casablanca.10


Noguès, who had returned to Morocco, had other ideas. When Hurst asked permission to transfer the passengers on the Massilia to a British destroyer, Noguès responded with indignation and outrage. He forbade Mandel to leave for England and instructed Admiral Armand d’Harcourt to prevent any clandestine landing by the British.11


The following day—with no sign of Cooper and Gort’s return—Noguès allowed the Massilia to redock and the parliamentarians to disembark. When Mandel and Beatrice Bretty reached the quay, they discovered five policemen waiting for them. Noguès had issued an arrest warrant for Mandel because of his meeting with Hurst, believing that their conversation had led to Cooper and Gort’s trip to Morocco. With his arrest, Mandel entered state custody—and never again regained his freedom.12


With Mandel in jail, Britain’s hope of his spearheading a resistance government collapsed. On June 28, Charles de Gaulle became leader of the Free French government.13 “I agree that General de Gaulle might well try by his presence to crystallise the movement here,” wrote Hurst upon hearing the news. “In spite of growing criticism of us and him, I consider that by swift action he might still rally the majority to his call.”14
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The Evacuees


THE SAME DAY THE MASSILIA ARRIVED IN CASABLANCA, ANOTHER ship docked at the trade pier. The Mohamed Ali Kebir carried the last batch of evacuees from Gibraltar.1 Within a week of the start of the German assault on France in May 1940, General Sir Clive Liddell, the governor of Gibraltar, had asked the War Cabinet for permission to evacuate the civilians. Britain had governed the slice of land at the confluence of the Mediterranean and the Atlantic since the eighteenth century, making the care of the 20,000 civilians who called Gibraltar home the responsibility of His Majesty’s Government. The families of British servicemen would return to England, while the Gibraltarians would depart for French Morocco as soon as transport could be arranged.2


On May 21, notices appeared around Gibraltar announcing the evacuation of the elderly and families with children under fourteen. “His Excellency fully realizes that these steps will cause a great deal of anxiety and inconvenience, but they are being taken in the interests of the persons concerned and in those of the Fortress,” read the notice from the governor.3 Between May 21 and June 24, more than 13,000 residents of the British colony arrived in French Morocco.


Those Gibraltarians who could afford to pay their own way and arrange their own accommodations, 328 adults and 166 children, departed on May 21 aboard the Gibel Dersa. The following day, the first of the government-arranged voyages began, with 950 women, children, and old men boarding the Mohamed Ali Kebir. With accommodations below deck limited, the majority of passengers spent the overnight journey sleeping under the stars.


The sudden arrival of the evacuees in Casablanca caused headaches for Protectorate authorities. The hasty and improvised nature of the departure from Gibraltar made it impossible to do proper paperwork. After the first batch of evacuees arrived without visas on the Mohamed Ali Kebir, Protectorate officials demanded that all subsequent evacuees obtain visas before departing. In particular, the French worried the Gibraltarians might include Spanish Republicans and wanted them vetted before their departure. They weren’t keen to introduce political refugees into Morocco, lest they create trouble. But Gibraltar officials argued that obtaining the visas was impossible, since the list of departing evacuees only became final minutes before the ship sailed.4


The first Gibraltarians who arrived in Casablanca received lodgings in four dance halls converted into makeshift dormitories. Curtains hung on wires and temporary walls created cubicles on floors originally designed to host couples swinging to the latest music from Paris and New York. When mattresses weren’t available, the families slept on straw. At every site, the bathroom arrangements proved inadequate for the number of people crammed into the buildings. The dislocation and communal living came as a shock to many Gibraltarians, who only a few days before had cooked dinner in their own kitchens and slept in their own beds. Now, they ate mass-produced meals provided by a caterer and stood in line to use a bucket.5


As more evacuees arrived, two other dance halls became dormitories. A camp was also established to house nine hundred evacuees in Aïn Chok, an area southeast of town. With lodging in Casablanca running short, Protectorate officials urged Gibraltarians with friends in other Moroccan cities to impose on their hospitality.6 Soon evacuees were living in Safi, Mazagan (El Jadida), and Oued Zem.


As June progressed and more Gibraltarians arrived in Casablanca, French and British authorities discussed long-term arrangements. The Gibraltarians couldn’t camp out in dance halls indefinitely. The evacuees were then classified into three categories: those who could pay for nice lodgings, those who could afford inexpensive housing, and those who would need financial assistance.7 The French also wanted the British government to pay for the construction of five hundred huts to house between 2,500 and 3,000 Gibraltarians. The camp would be located in Roches Noires, an industrial part of Casablanca close to the docks and known to be a bit dodgy.8


THE ARRIVAL OF THE last group of evacuees from Gibraltar on June 24 occurred two days after the signing of the armistice between France and Germany. In the days following, part of the French fleet assembled at Mers-el-Kébir, Algeria. Tied up at the long jetty were four of France’s most powerful capital ships: the aging battleships Bretagne and Provence and the modern battle cruisers Dunkerque and Strasbourg. Six destroyers and a seaplane carrier also docked. Up the coast, Oran’s harbor provided sanctuary for seven destroyers and four submarines. The impromptu gathering represented the second most powerful fleet in Europe after Britain’s Royal Navy.


Missing from the gathering were France’s two modern battleships, both unfinished but still formidable. Richelieu sailed for Dakar, while Jean Bart set a course for Casablanca. The French wanted the ships out of the reach of Germany’s clutches.


With the advent of the armistice, Admiral Jean-François Darlan, now serving Henri-Philippe Pétain as minister of the marine, reassured his captains and sailors that they continued to sail for France and not Germany. Nor did the French fleet belong to Britain. With an eye to preserving the fleet’s integrity, Darlan issued a series of orders to his captains. Demobilized warships must remain French, sail under a French flag, be manned by reduced French crews, and sail from a French port, either metropolitan or colonial. If Germany threatened to seize them, captains were to scuttle their ships, rendering them useless, or sail for the United States. A captain should also take precautions to ward off sabotage and ensure that any former ally attempting to seize a ship would not be able to use it subsequently. And under no circumstances should any captain obey orders given by a foreign admiralty.9 “To respond to outside interests would lead our territory into becoming a German province,” wrote Darlan. “Our former allies are not to be listened to: let us think French, let us act French.”10


WHEN WINSTON CHURCHILL LOOKED at France’s navy, he saw a weapon too powerful for Germany to resist—and he didn’t believe Hitler would honor his promise not to seize the fleet. If Germany gained control of the French navy, it could dominate the Mediterranean and cut off Britain’s access to the Suez Canal. Without the resources of its empire, Britain could not hold out against the inevitable German assault. Churchill believed the Bordeaux government must be made to see reason and sail the fleet to a safe port, whether neutral or British. If Pétain and Darlan refused, Churchill faced the difficult decision of whether to authorize the sinking of the French fleet. Could Britain attack its former ally?


Churchill, a pugnacious former soldier with a talent for words and a love of drink and cigars, had served as prime minister since May 10. After spending the 1930s as a backbencher who argued in vain for Britain to wake up to the threat posed by Germany, he now shouldered the task of directing the war. “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat,” he told the House of Commons in his maiden speech as prime minister. The speech also offered an unflinching assessment of the task before the people of Britain. “We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering,” he warned. Britain would, however, wage war with “our might and with all the strength that God can give us” to defeat Germany. “You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival.”11


Churchill believed Britain’s survival hinged on the fate of the French fleet. After intense discussions, the War Cabinet decided it must give the French three options with regard to the ships now docked at Oran and Mers-el-Kébir. Option one: the French could sail their ships to British ports and continue the fight with Britain. Option two: the French could sail their ships to British ports with reduced crews, after which the crews would be repatriated; at the end of the war, Britain would return the ships to France and pay for any damages sustained. Option three: the French could sail the ships with reduced crews to a French port in the West Indies or Martinique, where they would be demilitarized or entrusted to the United States for the duration of the war.


The instructions sent to Admiral James Somerville, who commanded Britain’s Task Force H based in Gibraltar, listed the options and concluded, “If none of the above alternatives are accepted by the French you are to endeavor to destroy ships in MERS EL KEBIR but particularly DUNQUERQUE and STRASBOURG, using all means at your disposal.”12


ON JULY 3, BRITAIN came for the French fleet. That morning, in a surprise operation, British troops boarded and seized control of all French ships docked in Portsmouth, Plymouth, Falmouth, Southampton, and other British ports. The bounty included two aging battleships, eight destroyers, two light cruisers, and six submarines, along with two hundred smaller ships. British troops encountered resistance on only two ships. Four sailors were killed on the submarine Surcouf, while an unsuccessful attempt at sabotage occurred on the destroyer Mistral. The success of the operation confirmed for Churchill how easy it would have been for Germany to seize French ships docked in ports they controlled.


As the surprise operation unfolded in Britain, Admiral Somerville and Task Force H sailed into position off the coast of Mers-el-Kébir, Algeria. The ships under Somerville’s command included the battleships Ark Royal and Valiant, the battle cruiser Hood, two cruisers, eleven destroyers, and one aircraft carrier. The French, however, did not know of Task Force H’s arrival. Somerville staged his ships so they were not visible to sailors on watch, tucking them behind a mountainous outcrop northeast of the port. The armistice prevented the French from using aerial reconnaissance, aiding Task Force H’s stealth approach.


While Task Force H moved into place, Captain Cedric Holland, who had served as the British naval attaché in Paris, delivered a document outlining British demands to Vice Admiral Marcel-Bruno Gensoul: Gensoul could either join the British or agree to sink his ships within six hours. Should he choose to do neither, Somerville had orders “to use whatever force may be necessary to prevent your ships from falling into German or Italian hands.”13


At 10:00 a.m., Gensoul offered a reply. The assurances previously given that no French ships would fall into German hands stood. If the British attacked, the French would defend themselves. He also reminded Somerville, “The first shot fired against us would have the practical effect of aligning the entire French fleet against Great Britain—a result diametrically opposed to that which the British government is seeking.”14


By noon, the negotiations had reached an impasse, and Gensoul ordered his ships to prepare for action. With all signs pointing to battle, British airplanes dropped magnetic mines at the entrance to the harbor, a strategy designed to bottle up the fleet and prevent it from leaving the port. Discussions continued but with no change in results. Gensoul scrambled to contact his superiors, but the limitations imposed by the armistice on communications between the metropole and North Africa made receiving a rapid response difficult. The French admiralty also happened to be in the midst of relocating to Vichy, the new capital of unoccupied France, providing yet another maddening complication for Gensoul.


As the afternoon ticked away, Somerville decided to force the issue. He gave Gensoul until 3:00 p.m. to come to terms. At 2:40 p.m., Gensoul requested a meeting with Holland. After railing against Britain’s foolhardy approach, Gensoul showed Holland a copy of Darlan’s order specifying that ships be scuttled or sailed to America. He assured Holland that he would sail the ships to Martinique—but not while under threat of attack from the British navy.15


Holland believed Gensoul’s stance followed the spirit of the British demands and hoped to convince Somerville of the same. The situation, however, quickly deteriorated. Gensoul received from the French admiralty no message other than a notice that all ships at Toulon and Algiers had been ordered to sail for Mers-el-Kébir and Oran. Britain intercepted the transmission and warned Somerville to “settle matters quickly or you will have reinforcements to deal with.” Somerville issued another ultimatum: Gensoul had until 5:30 p.m. to accept British terms or his ships would be sunk. For Gensoul, the reinforcements sailing for Mers-el-Kébir indicated that the French admiralty wanted him to resist British demands and fight. He resolved, however, to make the British fire the first shot.16
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FIGURE 6.1. “Don’t forget Oran!” says this Vichy propaganda poster. The British attack on the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir poisoned relations between the former allies. Library of Congress








At 5:54 p.m., the British assault began, as Hood, Valiant, and Resolution opened fire. For the next ten minutes, 144 fifteen-inch rounds rained down on the harbor and the French ships at dock. The Bretagne took a direct hit in her midsection, causing the magazine to explode. The battle cruiser sank shortly after 6:00 p.m., sending 977 French sailors and marines to their deaths.


The Dunkerque, Provence, and Mogador all sustained damage and loss of crew before being run aground. The Strasbourg managed to get underway, narrowly avoiding a slew of shells that landed in its now empty berth. Skirting the mines laid by the British at the mouth of the harbor, Strasbourg and four destroyers made for open water. A bombing run by British Fairey Swordfish launched from the Ark Royal attempted to sink the Strasbourg, but her antiaircraft guns kept them at bay, allowing her to escape to Toulon.


When the smoke cleared, the French had suffered 350 wounded and 1,297 dead. Vichy France no longer commanded the second most formidable fleet in Europe.


FRENCH REPRISALS FOR THE attack at Mers-el-Kébir came swiftly. In Morocco, British ships were barred from leaving port, and some crews were thrown in jail. The telegraph lines to the British consulates in Rabat and Casablanca were cut and guards posted at the entrances. Both Leonard Hurst and William Bond, British consuls, burned their cyphers and archives and made plans to leave the country. Their American counterparts agreed to help seal the consulates and assist any British subjects in need.17


On July 6, three days after the attack, Protectorate officials insisted that all Gibraltar evacuees leave Casablanca immediately, or “measures would have to be taken for their protection” against a rising tide of anti-British feeling.18 French Morocco, like France, seethed with anger against Britain. These sentiments ran particularly high in Casablanca, home to a French naval base. The sailors and their families stationed in Casablanca had known men on the ships attacked, making the assault an affront not only to France but to them personally.19


In the wake of the Mers-el-Kébir attack, Governor Liddell warned London that the Gibraltarians might be expelled from French Morocco. The evacuees presented an easy way for the French to exact revenge against the British. Their removal would also absolve Protectorate officials of arranging for long-term accommodations. Liddell, however, reminded his London colleagues, “They cannot be allowed to return here for defense reasons.”20 The Gibraltarians weren’t exactly welcome in Britain either. John Anderson, the minister for home security, told the War Cabinet it was “desirable to prevent these refugees from being landed in this country if possible, as we had no means of dealing with them except in internment camps.”21


The Foreign Office scrambled to find a new home for the Gibraltarians, sending out pleas to British colonies and friends. Portugal would allow 2,500 evacuees to live on the island of Madeira, provided no Republican Spaniards were among their number. They also wanted no publicity.22 South Africa agreed to accept a small number of evacuees who were “British Subjects of English race” but did not want “Spanish people of Spanish extraction” because they would not be a politically “desirable element to receive in the Union.”23 Mauritius agreed to take 5,000, provided Britain helped import building materials to construct living quarters. In the meantime, the Gibraltarians would have to live under canvas tents.24 Jamaica said it could put 2,000 in hotels temporarily, but building a camp to accommodate them would take two months. “I regret being unable to be more helpful but it is not perhaps realized that the number proposed is bigger than any town in Jamaica except Kingston,” wrote the island’s governor.25


While telegrams zipped back and forth between London, Lisbon, and Kingston, the problem of how to transport the Gibraltarians was solved by good timing. A convoy of British ships carrying 18,000 French soldiers who wanted to be repatriated began arriving in Casablanca. The ships could turn around and take the evacuees to a new location when the arrangements were finalized.26


THE FRENCH HAD OTHER ideas. Gibraltarians, clutching suitcases and bags to their chests, waited on the quay as the first British ships arrived on July 10. “No sooner had the repatriated soldiers disappeared from view than a mass of civilians poured through the dock gates and spilled out across the road leading to the jetty. Black troops forced them forward with rifle butts,” wrote Commodore Kenelm Creighton, who commanded the British convoy. “It was plain that the French Admiral, livid after Oran, was intent on using these helpless scraps of humanity to embarrass the British.”27


Admiral Armand d’Harcourt ordered Creighton’s ships impounded. A ship would be allowed to leave only once it had boarded 1,000 Gibraltarians. Creighton pleaded with d’Harcourt and his officers for time to make the ships habitable and to arrange for water, food, and portable kitchens. After fourteen days of soldiers living, sweating, and defecating below deck, the troop ships needed a thorough cleaning. Not doing so placed the passengers’ health at risk. The galleys of the ships also weren’t designed to produce meals for 1,000 people. Creighton worried about the passengers’ safety too. The troop ships, designed to transport able-bodied men who could scurry up and down vertical ladders between decks, could be hazardous or unmanageable for small children and the elderly.28


Creighton’s pleas for time and consideration fell on deaf ears. As the British and French argued, the Gibraltarians baked under the hot North African sun. Creighton asked if they could wait in an unused warehouse, but the French refused. As the hours ticked by, the mass of evacuees on the docks increased with the arrival of each new busload. It was a humanitarian disaster in the making.29


Creighton reported the problems to the British admiralty and announced his intention to sail for Gibraltar. It seemed the only viable solution. “For Heaven’s sake don’t—we had enough trouble getting them out,” wrote Admiral Dudley North, his commanding officer. Governor Liddell again voiced his opposition to their return. Nevertheless, risking his career, Creighton ordered the ships to head there anyway. The six-hour voyage, much of which could be passed on deck, would pose little harm to the evacuees.30


By July 13, the evacuees had all returned to Gibraltar, where the British government didn’t treat them much better.31 Governor Liddell refused to let the Gibraltarians disembark, fearing they would not agree to leave again. After a series of protests, he allowed them ashore so the ships could be cleaned and properly supplied. The Gibraltarians, of course, scattered soon after. Twelve thousand were evacuated again, this time to Britain, arriving in time to experience London during the Blitz, before moving on to Northern Ireland. Two thousand went to Madeira under the auspices of Portugal. Another 1,500 crossed the submarine-infested waters of the Atlantic to live in Jamaica.32
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A Painful Surprise


AT THE BEGINNING OF JULY 1940, LESS THAN TWO WEEKS AFTER THE armistice, Marshal Henri-Philippe Pétain’s government—no longer welcome in Paris, the seat of kings, revolutionaries, and now Nazis—made the trek from Bordeaux to Vichy. Vichy had become the new capital by elimination. Clermont-Ferrand, the home of tire manufacturer Michelin, didn’t have enough space to house the government. Marseille was considered far too shabby and seedy to play midwife to a new France. Lyon, France’s second-largest city, bustled with a large working class, which didn’t suit the Pétain government’s right-wing sensibilities. Toulouse, the home of Aéropostale, lacked good rail connections.


That left Vichy, a pleasant spa town with enough villas and hotel rooms to house 30,000 French bureaucrats on short notice. It also had proximity in its favor, being four hours to Paris by train and only thirty miles to the demarcation line between the occupied and unoccupied zones. As a summer town, it fostered the notion that the nightmare of a divided France would be over by the fall and everyone could return to Paris. That was certainly the goal of Pétain, who likened Paris to “the heart and brain of the nation.”1


Vichy’s mineral baths had attracted visitors since the Roman era, but it became a fashionable destination in the 1860s when Emperor Napoleon III made regular visits. Claiming to benefit from the curative properties of its sulfur springs, the emperor used his holidays as a feint for seeing his mistress. He also ordered the construction of a casino, church, town hall, and train station, transforming the sleepy town into a showcase for Second Empire architecture.2 After World War I, Vichy became the destination of choice for well-to-do Parisians seeking to escape the city. By day, visitors strolled on the promenade and dined in cafés, taking note of the famous and notorious who came for a cure. Aching feet and other aliments found relief in visits to one of the town’s numerous bathhouses. By night, visitors slipped into silk and diamonds to hear the voices of Europe’s premiere sopranos and tenors soar in the newly built art nouveau opera house and gamble their fortunes away at the casino.


On July 10, 1940, from the seats of the opera house, what remained of the National Assembly voted to give Pétain the power to revise the French constitution, effectively ending the Third Republic. The following day, Pétain issued a constitutional act abolishing the office of president.3 Albert Lebrun, whom former prime minister Pierre Laval had cowed into not leaving for North Africa in order to preserve France, was out of a job. Pétain now served as head of the French state, occupying the role of both prime minister and president. Another act gave Pétain the power to appoint and dismiss ministers and pass laws through the Council of Ministers. He also dissolved Parliament. With his handpicked ministers, Pétain would rule unoccupied France unencumbered by the opinions of anyone who might disagree with him.


The Hôtel du Parc, an elegant and expensive hotel in the heart of the city, became the nexus of power in the Vichy government as Pétain took up residence on the third floor and his deputy Laval claimed the floor below. The Colonial Ministry colonized the Hôtel de l’Angleterre, and the Ministry of the Interior set up shop in the casino. As hotel rooms became offices, armoires and bathtubs were pressed into service as makeshift filing cabinets. The improvised quarters became permanent after the Germans reneged on their promise to allow Pétain’s government to return to Paris.4


The Free French government in London dubbed Pétain’s regime “Vichy,” turning a word popularly associated with an expensive brand of water, travel posters, and cold soup into a shorthand for collaboration and capitulation. When pronounced by non-French speakers, it even sounded sinister.5


AS PÉTAIN’S GOVERNMENT SETTLED into Vichy, an unsettling demand arrived from Germany on July 15. Now that Hitler had conquered France, he intended to turn his attention to Britain. To aid this endeavor, Hitler requested construction of eight airfields near Casablanca, in locations to be determined by a German commission. Vichy would provide equipment and personnel for the airfields, along with additional land for antiaircraft batteries. Germany would also have unrestricted use of French merchant shipping, North African ports, and the Rabat-Tunis railroad, along with unfettered access to North Africa’s communications network. Vichy authorities would be held accountable for any acts of sabotage. The request was to be fulfilled immediately.6


Though he couched the demand in terms of Vichy’s aiding Germany’s offensive against Britain, Hitler intended the new airfields at Casablanca to fulfill much grander ambitions. Hitler had trashed the Treaty of Versailles, launched a massive rearmament program, and invaded Poland and western Europe as part of his plan to obtain Lebensraum (living space) for the German people. That was only phase one. Hitler’s master plan called for three wars: the first against France, the second against Russia, and a third against the United States.7


Initially, Hitler regarded the United States as a dangerous opponent, because through immigration it had brought together the best strains of the Nordic race at the expense of Europe. That view changed during the 1930s in the wake of the Great Depression. America’s slow recovery led Hitler to believe the country was a racial melting pot hampered by the elevation of mongrel races and Jews to its highest offices. The only hope for the United States was its rescue by Nazi Germany and for German Americans to take their rightful place at the helm of its government.8 France’s rapid defeat and the failure of the United States to come to her aid assured Hitler and his deputies that a war with the United States would end quickly.


By using France’s fleet and her naval bases in North Africa, Germany would be able to launch an offensive across the Atlantic. Any offensive also required air power, both for bombing targets and delivering troops and supplies, so Germany needed airbases in North Africa as well. The flying range of airplanes of the era required that trips across the Atlantic be done piecemeal. The northern route from Britain to the United States involved stops in Ireland, Greenland, Canada, and New York. The southern route began in Lisbon and island-hopped, with stops in the Azores and Bermuda, before reaching Miami.9 Casablanca, however, lay directly across from South Carolina, making it a good staging point for a German assault on the United States. It was also controlled by Vichy, which answered to Berlin, unlike Spain or Portugal. French Morocco was so enticing that as early as 1937, the German navy and air force both sent agents to scout locations.10


Despite coveting use of France’s North African colonies, Hitler had not made their transfer a condition of the armistice. He feared doing so would delay the conclusion of fighting with France, which would not willingly relinquish its empire, and delay his plans to attack the Soviet Union. Hitler also had little interest in occupying North Africa or making it part of a greater German empire. He considered the region the dominion of France, Italy, and Spain.11


BRITAIN’S JULY 3 ATTACK on Mers-el-Kébir changed calculations on both sides. The French used the attack to justify its request that Germany withdraw its insistence that France demobilize its troops in North Africa. “If we do not wish to run the danger of losing to both sides, we must direct the attention of Germany and Italy to the considerable sacrifices to which we are agreeing so that we can defend the honour of our name,” wrote Maxime Weygand.12


Germany had proved agreeable to the French requests but began to doubt the willingness of Vichy to fight in the wake of events at Mers-el-Kébir. In response, Vichy had severed relations with Britain and launched an attack against Gibraltar that proved more symbolic than effective. On July 6, the British aircraft carrier Ark Royal attacked the French battle cruiser Dunkerque. German concerns about Vichy’s tepid response to British aggression increased after yet another British attack on July 8, this one against the battleship Richelieu moored in the harbor at Dakar. Richelieu’s stern suffered severe damage.


The events at Mers-el-Kébir and Dakar only confirmed Hitler’s long-held view of the French as feckless. When Vichy requested permission to operate its navy as it saw fit—a request lodged the same day as the Richelieu attack—he decided to draw the line. He would not allow the French to reassert control at the expense of German aims. The answer from Berlin was no.


PÉTAIN CALLED GERMANY’S REQUEST to establish a foothold in Casablanca “a painful surprise.” Only a week before, Vichy had requested a meeting in Berlin to discuss becoming an “associated power.” The armistice did not account for its ongoing battle with Britain, an enemy it shared with Germany. Pétain and his advisors had demonstrated a willingness to collaborate, but allowing the Germans a permanent presence in North Africa was another matter entirely.13


Weygand, who served as Pétain’s minister of defense, was particularly incensed by Germany’s demand. General Karl von Stülpnagel, president of the German Armistice Commission, said the French were required to snap their heels together and obey. Weygand, however, had no intention of allowing France to cede so much to Germany so quickly. During cabinet meetings, he helped orchestrate a rejection of German demands. Vichy would provide what the armistice called for “and not a comma more.” Pétain backed the recommendation of his cabinet.14


The letter sent to Berlin on July 17 cloaked the French refusal in the courtly and overly polite language of diplomacy. It lauded German greatness, while insisting on the need to adhere to the armistice. France refused to become a vassal in its own colonies. “Can such subservience be regarded as an equivalent consideration for the deferment of certain conditions of the Armistice? I think not,” read the letter signed by Pétain. “If the French government signs the demands advanced by General von Stülpnagel, it would… accept the guardianship if not the supremacy of the German military authorities over a considerable portion of this part of the globe.” Germany’s insistence on pursuing these demands would necessitate establishment of a “new relationship” between the two countries. “I have a sincere desire that after so many quarrels our countries grow to understand each other better,” wrote Pétain.15


After submitting the letter, Vichy’s leaders awaited the response from Berlin with trepidation. Their relationship with Hitler was too new to know how he might react to a refusal. They might get a tongue lashing, or he might nullify the armistice and march troops into unoccupied France. Instead, Berlin remained silent.


ON JULY 19, THE members of the Reichstag and Germany’s senior leadership gathered at the Kroll Opera House in Berlin to listen to Hitler deliver his first speech since October 1939. Instead of hosting a production of Wagner or Strauss, the theater became a carefully staged scene of Nazi power. As Hitler took center stage on the dais, a massive eagle clutching a laurel with a swastika spread its wings on the wall behind him. Enormous white circles inscribed with swastikas floated to the left and right of the eagle. Hitler dressed demurely, a single Iron Cross medal hanging from the chest of his double-breasted jacket. He left the military finery to the generals he had gathered to honor.16


For nearly two hours, Hitler delivered a fiery speech, his front lock of hair springing loose as he threw his whole body into the delivery. “In looking back upon the last ten months we are all struck by the grace of Providence that has allowed us to succeed in our great work. Providence has blessed our great resolves and guided us in our difficult matters,” said Hitler. The German soldier had triumphed and given the Reich victory in “the most tremendous series of battles in the history of the world.”


He was proud to have obliterated the “humiliation and disgrace” of Germany’s defeat twenty-two years earlier. France, having refused to make peace with the Fatherland, now lay in ruins, and an “indescribable misery has overtaken that great country and people since that day.” The same fate would also befall Britain if it continued to resist. “I do realize that this struggle, if it continues, can end only with the complete annihilation of one or the other of the two adversaries. Mr. Churchill may believe this will be Germany. I know that it will be Britain,” said Hitler.17


After the speech, however, Churchill and Britain refused to back down or accept Hitler’s taunting peace offer, leaving the western front still in play and a powerful opponent on the field. Twelve days later, on July 31, Hitler authorized an attack on the Soviet Union, setting in motion preparations for Operation BARBAROSSA, the largest Germany military operation of the war.18 One year later, in the summer of 1941, Germany would launch a massive assault on its erstwhile ally to the east.


Rather than respond in a huff or retaliate against Vichy, Hitler chose to let the demand for the Casablanca bases drop. While he objected to French impertinence, he did not want to send German troops to North Africa. The Reich should focus on bringing Britain to its knees, while preparations for the attack on the Soviet Union progressed.19


North Africa and the United States could wait a little while longer.
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