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EPIGRAPH


‘The last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way. And there were always choices to make. Every day, every hour, offered the opportunity to make a decision, a decision which determined whether you would or would not submit to those powers which threatened to rob you of your very self, your inner freedom …’


Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning


INGRID BERGMAN/ILSA: ‘Well, Rick, we’ll always have Paris. Do you remember Paris?’


HUMPHREY BOGART/RICK: ‘I remember every detail. You wore blue; the Germans wore grey.’


Casablanca


‘One of the peculiarities of the present war is the exclusively dangerously feminine role it imposes on women. Is it because of the total occupation of our territory, the omnipresence of an alien and virile multitude, that women are assuming the externals of gamines and the manners of pupils? I incriminate none of her ulterior motives, well knowing that she never exposes the best of herself. But the scarcity of her hair, the indiscretion of her curls, the inadequately long skirt open to both the wind and the casual glance, all these are errors in which French charm has committed too many provocations.’


Colette, Paris from My Window


‘Définer Arlette? Elle est jusqu’au bout des doigts une Parisienne. Elle en a le charme, l’œil coquin, le velouté dans les manières en y ajoutant une nonchalance héritée probablement d’une aïeule, une de ces belles femmes qu’aimait à peindre Winterhalter.’


Pierre Combescot, Preface to Une Vie pas comme une autre
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PROLOGUE:
LES PARISIENNES






Paris, mid-July 2015, and the city is swelteringly hot. By 19 July, thunder is in the air. I am sitting on a temporary stage, waiting for the rain, enraptured by an unremarkable woman in her late eighties telling a most remarkable story. Annette Krajcer is one of the few surviving victims of the most notorious round-up in French twentieth-century history. In July 1942, when she was twelve, she and her mother and sister were arrested by French police and taken in buses to a Paris sports stadium, the Vélodrome d’Hiver, along with 13,000 others, including more than 4,000 children. After three days of being held in disgusting conditions with almost nothing to eat or drink and with totally inadequate sanitary facilities, they were crammed into cattle cars and taken to another camp, Pithiviers, fifty miles south of the capital. This was just a little better as they slept on straw-filled bunks and were given some meagre rations. But two weeks later, the girls’ mother was taken away and they never saw her again. Abandoned, they were now taken back to Paris, to a holding camp in the suburb of Drancy. Most of the children who returned with them on this occasion did not survive much longer as they were shipped to Auschwitz and gassed. But Annette and her sister Leah were, miraculously, saved. A cousin who worked as a secretary in the camp saw their names on a list and managed to organize their liberation. They spent the next three years in hiding, but at the end of the war they were reunited with their father, who had been a prisoner of war working on a German farm in the Ardennes.


Today Annette is recounting those events to an audience that is mostly elderly but includes Parisian dignitaries and journalists. Her story is especially distressing because the mention of lists is a reminder of how the Jewish community was itself forced to compile names and addresses of its own members. She cannot, she says, pass a day without thinking of the other 4,000 children who did not have such useful cousins.


Also telling a story that oppressive morning is Séverine Darcque, a thirty-three-year-old teacher who owes her existence to Pierrette Pauchard, a farmer’s widow from Burgundy recently declared one of the Righteous Among Nations (the official term used by the state of Israel to describe non-Jews who risked their lives during the Holocaust to save Jews from extermination by the Nazis). Pierrette was among those French men and women who put their own lives in danger to help Jews survive, and Séverine’s dramatic story shows how courageously many ordinary French people behaved. Pierrette saved at least five Jewish children who grew up alongside her own, one of whom was an abandoned eighteen-month-old baby named Colette Morgenbesser. Séverine is Colette’s granddaughter but thinks of herself as a descendant of Pierrette too.


The stadium no longer exists, but this ceremony is now held annually on a nearby site in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower following President Jacques Chirac’s groundbreaking 1995 speech when he officially recognized French culpability for the 1942 round-up. The Vichy government, then headed by Pierre Laval, agreed to help the Nazi occupiers by delivering up thousands of foreign Jews, and their children born in France who were therefore French. The number of those who lived through the events being commemorated diminishes each year, but some of their children now attend to honour their parents’ memory. In less than an hour, the two women making formal addresses have revealed some of the myriad narratives which make up the complex patchwork of experiences in France during les Années Noires, the Dark Years. In different ways they have both shown that ‘the past’ is not yet ‘the past’ in France. Above all they demonstrate how harshly the burden of decision so often fell on women, usually mothers, and how murky was the range of choices.


Echoes of the past continually resonate in modern-day France, because what happened here during the 1940s has left scars of such depth that many have not yet healed. There is still a fear among some that touching the scars may reopen them. Nearly eighty years after the conflict ended, I am frequently warned as I plan interviews and research for this book to bear in mind that what to me is history is still the highly sensitive present for many; some people may not talk to me. Nowhere was this more evident than in today’s Vichy, the spa town which became government headquarters after the fall of France in 1940. The hotel which housed Marshal Pétain and many other government officials for four years now serves as the town’s Tourist Information Office, yet the young staff working there when I visited were unable to confirm any details of life in the town in the 1940s, a period about which they apparently knew nothing. My request to see the plaque, located inside Vichy’s opera house, which declares that it was there that on 10 July 1940 the National Assembly voted full governing powers to Field Marshal Philippe Pétain, thus ending France’s Third Republic, was turned down. Bizarrely, the plaque states that eighty députés, elected members of the National Assembly, or Parliament, voted to ‘affirm their attachment to the Republic, their love for freedom, and their faith in victory [over Germany]’, not that 569 members did not affirm their attachment to the Third Republic. Indeed, they condemned it, thus paving the way for the Vichy regime, which governed the defeated country during the Occupation.


On one occasion in Paris I found myself caught up in a demonstration as thousands of French had chosen that day, Mother’s Day in France, to protest against the recent legalization of gay marriage. The events, bizarre in a modern nation renowned for its tolerance, resonated in a strange way for me because la Journée de la Mère had been a matter of national political importance for Vichy France. Pétain used such occasions to bolster the moral and cultural conservatism of his authoritarian regime, glorifying the family as an institution in which the man was head and the woman occupied her place by virtue of being a mother. France’s low birth rate had been a concern for many years and, ironically, one of many reasons for welcoming thousands of foreign Jews to France in previous decades had been to help counterbalance this. Under Pétain, lessons in housekeeping, in which girls had to learn how to make simple clothes and undertake laundry, bleaching, ironing, cookery, nutrition and other aspects of domestic hygiene for one hour minimum per week, became obligatory in all lycées and colleges up to the age of eighteen. For while the world war was being fought, France was attempting a national revolution, creating a society that would turn its back on republican values. The demonstration that I witnessed was largely peaceful, with the police estimating that about 150,000 people took part. But for me it was clear evidence of the persistence of the past in present-day France. Even today there are significant welfare advantages for mothers of three or more children.


During the last few years, several people I tried to talk to about their memories, or of how their family survived, simply refused to answer my emails or phone calls. Almost all who did agree and who had lived through les Années Noires began by telling me, ‘Ah, c’est très compliqué …’ Very often, once we started speaking, it became clear that the choices they made during this decade had much to do with what happened to them or their parents during the previous conflict, the First World War, or the Guerre de Quatorze (War of 1914) as it is called here. Memories of that war were often ‘cultivated’ by the French, preserved artefacts became relics as photos of battlefields and devastated towns acquired almost holy status and there remained a deep-seated mistrust of their German neighbour. Naughty French children in the 1920s and 1930s were often reprimanded with the words, ‘If you don’t behave, the Boche [offensive slang meaning a German soldier] will come and take you.’


But then, as the second war progressed and Paris felt eerily empty with few French men to be seen and almost no cars, other factors came into play. Many women in Paris responded positively to German men, who were usually polite, often cultured, and sometimes offered the only source of food. A lot of the women, including intellectuals and resisters, played on their femininity to get what they wanted or needed, sometimes using sex, sometimes being used for sex, and at all times concerned with their appearances and with looking fashionable. Having family cutlery melted down in order to create a stylish bag or brooch, or buying leg paint to simulate stockings, occasionally took precedence over finding food.


I want to examine in these pages what factors weighed most heavily on women, causing them to respond in a particular way to the harsh and difficult circumstances in which they found themselves. M. R. D. Foot, historian of the SOE as well as soldier, was well aware of how many women, often young teenage girls, were heavily involved from the earliest days in helping men escape. ‘Evaders often found that they had to trust themselves entirely to women,’ Foot wrote; ‘and without the courage and devotion of its couriers and safe-house keepers, nearly all of them women, no escape line could keep going at all.’ Why did they choose to risk their young lives and their families? I will use the word choice – what choices they made – while recognizing that not all of them had a real choice as defined by anyone living through the war years. For women, choice often meant more than simply how to live their own lives but how to protect their children and sometimes their elderly parents too. One interview was almost abruptly terminated when I asked the noted playwright Jean-Claude Grumberg if he could understand how his mother had made what I considered the unimaginably brave choice to pay a passeuse, a woman who promised to take him and his slightly older brother to a place of greater safety in the south of France. As added protection, his mother was not allowed to know where the children were in case she was arrested and forced to reveal this information. Grumberg was silent at first and then stared at me disbelievingly.


‘La choix, c’est contestable,’ he replied eventually.


Anyone who used the word ‘choice’ in the context of the situation facing his mother could not have grasped the complexity of life for a Romanian-born Jewish woman in occupied Paris after 1942, a woman whose husband had been arrested, who could not speak fluent French, who was forbidden to move around freely or even, on a scorchingly hot day, to buy her Jewish children a drink in certain places at a certain time, and who was caring for a sick mother-in-law.


He repeated: ‘Choice? How can you ask me about choice?’ But I persisted, apologizing for any unintended offence, because choices, however heart-wrenching, were indeed made by women, especially by women.


Sacha Josipovici, born in Egypt and travelling, she hoped, also to a place of greater safety with her child on false papers, from Nice to La Bourboule in central France without her husband, had decided that if the train was stopped ‘and I was asked to account for myself I would most probably, despite my papers, say that I was Jewish. I felt that even though it would mean leaving you [her three-year-old son] with strangers, it was something I would have to do. There aren’t many moments like that in life but I felt that this was one of them.’ In the event she did not have to make that choice. Other women, travelling on false papers, hid compromising documents in their children’s bags. I have met those children and would not like to say the actions were without consequences.


‘You were not given the choice,’ insists Jeannie, Vicomtesse de Clarens who, as Jeannie Rousseau, began her opposition to the Germans as soon as war was declared. ‘I don’t even understand the question,’ she says with a rare clarity when asked why she risked her life. ‘It was a moral obligation to do what you are capable of doing. As a woman you could not join the army but you could use your brain. It was a must. How could you not do it?’ Other women were brutally honest in admitting that there was a ‘taste for danger that drove us on … but above all it was the joy, the thrill of feeling useful, the camaraderie of battle in which all our weapons were born of love’.


And of course there were constantly lesser choices that had to be made. Was it collaborating to buy food on the black market if your children were thin, ill and vitamin deficient? Was sending your children to a cousin with a farm in the countryside acceptable? Was it a choice to walk out of a café or a restaurant if German soldiers walked in, or was that deliberately courting danger given that behaving disrespectfully could have fatal consequences? Were those who made up lists and saved children of relatives before they saved the children of strangers culpable? Or should one blame only those who forced them to create the lists in the first place?


I want the pages that follow to avoid black and white, good and evil, but instead to reveal constant moral ambiguity, like a kaleidoscope that can be turned in any number of ways to produce a different image. Such a multifaceted image is far from grey. Was everyone who remained in Paris, who carried on grinding the gears, pressing the buttons, stocking the shops and performing in theatres or nightclubs, in some way complicit in the German adventure of keeping Paris alive and alight? The unreal situation of ‘occupation’ is itself a perverting one, arguably more difficult morally than the predicament presented by war. Of course there are fewer casualties, but fear, shame, anger and the terrible feeling of powerlessness, together with the compulsion to do something and a complex and often heady mixture of hate and perhaps self-interest – not to speak of individual love affairs – confuse any straightforward response. I want to explore, with as little hindsight or judgement as I can muster – after all, we British did not suffer occupation so what right have any of us to judge? What were the possibilities? Here is one absolute: I think I would go to any lengths to save my children. A handful of women went to extraordinary lengths to save other people’s children. But these are extremes and not all situations in the pages that follow are extremes offering absolute choices. The life that most of us engage in is a muddle, and that is what is so compelling for any writer or historian looking at France between 1939 and 1949, especially through the eyes of women. Turn the kaleidoscope one way and see women destroyed by the war; turn it the other and find women whose lives were enhanced with new meaning and fulfilment.


When I began this book a male historian suggested I spend hours in the subterranean Bibliothèque Nationale reading the diaries of men like Hervé Le Boterf and Jean Galtier-Boissière. But, important though these may be, I have tried to find an alternative, often quieter and frequently less well-known set of voices. I have relied on interviews with women who lived through the events, of necessity as children, as well as on diaries, letters, ration cards and memoirs of those no longer alive, both published and unpublished. I have watched intensely dramatic films, read hundreds of letters of denunciation, seen and touched hollow jewellery made with limited materials as well as cork or wooden-soled shoes, whose clackety-clack provided the soundtrack to the Occupation. Some voices weave in and out of the story, occasionally in different locations, others disappear entirely from the narrative either through death or because they leave France. It was always going to be hard finding women who admitted that they had worked for a German victory (although there are some) and so occasionally I have relied on a male account of a situation pertaining to women or used historical records of women who betrayed.


It has been exciting and rewarding to discover that women’s influence and activities during these years were considerably greater than might be expected from the public roles they were allowed to play in society at that time. Before 1939 women in French society were often politically invisible, without a vote and needing permission from husbands or fathers to work or own property. Yet women were actively using weapons in the resistance, hosting evaders on the run, delivering false identity papers, at the same time as they were performing all the old familiar tasks of cooking, shopping and caring for their homes. Women were now in charge, looking after the elderly as well as the children, duties which often prevented their own escape, and sometimes they were holding down a job too. Shortages and lack of refrigeration forced women to queue, for an average of four hours a day, to gather enough to feed the family they were being encouraged to bring into the world. Some women resorted to collaborating and some were straightforwardly victims, but others were simply bystanders, caught in the crossfire, and it is their role that occasionally proved crucial.


One more thing: the word ‘Parisienne’ may summon up to many the image of a chic, slim woman who wears fashionably elegant clothes and is alluring to men. Undeniably, women in Paris used fashion to defy the occupier in a small way, perhaps by adopting culottes to ride bicycles when the fuel ran out or by making ceramic tricolore buttons. Yet this is not a book about fashion, even though fashion was important both to Parisiennes themselves and to the German occupiers. But, while admitting that the glamorous description fits some of the women in this book – women who wore designer suits while risking their lives to deliver vital information, women who believed that wearing an outrageously large hat was a form of resistance – I am giving it a wider meaning. Many typically Parisian women found themselves, through necessity, living or subsisting outside Paris, while others in this story, though remaining in the city, were not Parisiennes in the accepted use of the word. If I had been in any doubt about using the term to describe a woman not living in the city but imprisoned in a camp, wearing rags, with sores on her skin, scars from lashings and unwashed hair, I felt justified when I learned that, instead of eating the ounce or so of fat she was given daily, she massaged it into her hands after concluding that these needed preserving more than her stomach. That seemed to me the reasoning of a true Parisienne.
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1
1939: PARIS ON THE EDGE


When the future looks uncertain some women get married, others get divorced, yet more buy jewels and hundreds go into hiding. Just a few, a very few, give such opulent balls that the world seems for a moment to have tilted on its axis.


On 1 July 1939 Elsie de Wolfe, an American-born interior decorator and failed actress, gave one of the grandest and most bizarre parties ever hosted by a private individual. Elsie, by then aged eighty-one and married for the previous thirteen years, much to everyone’s surprise, to the retired British diplomat Sir Charles Mendl, had shown her mettle during the First World War when she had remained in Paris volunteering in a hospital and winning the Croix de guerre and the Légion d’honneur for her relief work with gas-burn cases. Now she nursed a passion for parties. Owner of the newly fabulous Villa Trianon, a Louis XV chateau in the grounds of the Palace of Versailles, Lady Mendl was the best-known American hostess in Europe. She had devoted the last thirty-five years of her life – both as Lady Mendl and long before when she was the close companion of the theatrical agent Elisabeth Marbury – to the villa’s restoration and redecoration (it had been unlived in for many years). Giving lavish and original parties there was now her life’s work. She had recently created a dance pavilion with a specially imported spring-loaded floor, and had installed glass walls so that the views to the gardens were unimpeded; she had also had the space wired for sound under the supervision of her friend Douglas Fairbanks.


Throughout the 1930s, Elsie had organized a succession of dinner dances, bals masqués, themed parties. She was credited with inventing murder-mystery parties and, occasionally, she gave small parties for about forty close friends. As she entered her ninth decade her energy seemed undimmed. She still worked at her diet as well as her daily exercises and was so well known for her handstands that Cole Porter immortalized her in his song ‘Anything Goes’. As Wallis Simpson, her friend and admirer, said of her: ‘She mixes people like a cocktail – and the result is sheer genius.’


For the previous year Elsie had been planning the most spectacular ball yet. Ever since the previous summer when she had thrown an extravagant circus ball featuring acrobats, she had determined that next time she would outdo herself by repeating the theme but with elephants as well as clowns, tightrope-walkers and jugglers. She may have been inspired by a visit to India, or perhaps she even remembered an occasion thirty years before when she had seen elephants walking sedately through Boston. Whatever the inspiration, she knew that the elephants would create an incomparable social buzz. However precarious the world situation, she was not going to abandon her plans for an unforgettable night of entertainment.


It was a balmy evening on 1 July 1939 when shortly after 9 p.m. the chauffeur-driven Mercedes and Rolls-Royces and numerous taxis began disgorging the 700 or so guests at the Boulevard Saint-Antoine entrance to the Petit Trianon. Although the men in their elegant white tie and tails may have felt the heat, most of the women, in outfits designed by Coco Chanel, Elsa Schiaparelli, Jeanne Lanvin and Lucien Lelong, needed cloaks or jackets before the party was over at dawn.


Elsie herself draped a long, shocking-pink cape over her shoulders. Beneath the cape she wore a magnificent ivory silk gown emblazoned with silver sequins and jewelled butterflies designed by her favourite couturier, Mainbocher, who was now basking in international fame as the designer of the pale blue wedding gown worn by Wallis Simpson for her marriage to the recently abdicated Duke of Windsor. It was Elsie who had effected the introduction to the couturier. Although she was small in stature Elsie cut a striking figure as a circus ringleader with a diamond and aquamarine Cartier tiara in her hair. Brandishing a whip ‘as if to defy the fates’, she walked bravely between the legs of the elephants before leading eight white ponies and dogs through their paces in a circus ring laid out on the lawn. In addition, she had hired a blind strolling accordion player, a Hawaiian guitarist who floated on a boat in the swimming pool and three orchestras in rotation playing in the dance pavilion. In one part of the gardens she had placed a champagne bar in a small circular tent with a striped roof set up around a fat tree trunk; not far away was a hot buffet which stayed open until 5 a.m., serving (unusually for Elsie who did not place much store by offering food to her guests) lamb chops, scrambled eggs, cakes and even more champagne.


In social terms, the surreal occasion was considered a triumph. Everyone talked about the magnificence of the gardens with their unusual topiary as much as they praised the originality of the entertainments – although some complained about the inevitable smell given off by the animals and about their need regularly to relieve themselves, a detail left out by Vogue and others in their coverage of the spectacular event. The magazines were no more interested in the guests – aristocrats, diplomats, dukes, duchesses, princesses, writers, designers and artists, many of whom will reappear in the following pages – describing the clothes they wore and the jewels adorning their gowns. One of the most beautiful was a stunning Brazilian woman, Aimée de Sotomayor, widely considered one of the most glamorous women of the twentieth century, whose smiling photograph from that night appeared in Vogue a month later. With gardenias strewn in her blonde hair, she was wearing one of the first dresses designed by the then little-known Christian Dior, albeit not yet under his own name label. Christian Dior himself was, according to Aimée, ‘a little sad’ not to have been invited. However, Aimée’s style made a big impression on one of the other guests, the textile magnate Marcel Boussac. After the war, Boussac was to finance Christian Dior in creating his own label and design house.


Few among le tout Paris were concerned that night with what was going on in the rest of Europe because they believed that France would not be seriously affected, or at any rate not for long. Surely the seemingly impregnable Maginot Line, a series of concrete fortifications along the border with Germany, would protect the country? Throughout the spring and early summer the social season had continued as normal; in fact there was a sense of recklessness in the determination to celebrate which none in this high-society group considered excessive or out of place.


In April, Hélène Arpels, a former model born in Monte Carlo to Russian parents now married to Louis Arpels, youngest of the brothers in the jewellery firm Van Cleef & Arpels, was photographed with friends at Longchamp races, all wearing stunning designer outfits. A month later Hélène was snapped at the supremely smart Hippodrome de Chantilly in a dress by Maggy Rouff, a designer intensely proud of her royal clientele, and a white hat by Reboux, the house that had created Wallis Simpson’s wedding-day halo hat two years before.


Since the death in 1938 of Alfred Van Cleef, the family jewellery business had been run by his daughter Renée Puissant, a young widow. Renée had been briefly married to Emile Puissant, a racing driver, whom she met through her mother, Esther, his nurse during the First World War. When Emile was killed in a car crash in 1926, the administration of the firm passed to Renée.


Just as Parisian couture was flourishing, so was high art. That July, serious music-lovers travelled to Bayreuth, the town dedicated to the performance of Wagner operas, to admire the first French woman ever to sing Isolde there. Performing this role was considered a huge triumph for the Parisian-born Germaine Lubin, who seemed to have reached the pinnacle of her career. Wagnerian heroines were invariably German, and the French were proud of her achievement. Germaine Lubin had been educated at the Collège Sévigné, a well-known private girls’ school in Paris founded in 1880, intending to train as a doctor like her father. But she was persuaded to study singing instead at the Paris Conservatoire where Gabriel Fauré, deeply impressed, encouraged her. Her fine voice as well as her statuesque beauty ensured an early success singing roles from operas by Strauss as well as by lesser-known French composers. But, since 1930, she had found a niche tackling most of the great Wagnerian roles including Sieglinde in Die Walküre, Elsa in Lohengrin, Brünnhilde in the Ring Cycle and Kundry in Parsifal, and it was for these that she was renowned.


Although married in 1913 to the French poet Paul Géraldy, with whom three years later she had a son, the marriage was not a success and came to an end in 1926. Lubin was always surrounded by a posse of male admirers, including Marshal Philippe Pétain, whom she first met in 1918 when he was at the height of his fame as the hero of Verdun. A soldier famous for his womanizing, he was immediately smitten and even proposed marriage to Lubin though she was not free.1 Instead, the pair conducted a warm correspondence and remained friends until Pétain’s death in 1951. But Lubin was always less popular with female colleagues such as the Australian soprano Marjorie Lawrence, another Wagnerian, who found the Parisienne arrogant and overrated.


‘War between me and Lubin was on,’ Lawrence wrote in her memoirs, describing a moment of upstaging when the pair took their bows at the end of a performance of Lohengrin in 1933, in which Lawrence sang the role of Ortrud. ‘Lubin refused to shake my hand when I extended it to her and, being more practised than I in the tricks of the opera trade, she was able to edge herself in front of me and behave as if all the cheering was for her.’2


At Bayreuth, Lubin established friendships with several members of the Wagner family and was even complimented by Hitler himself (a photograph of the pair together would eventually seal her fate) when he told her she was the finest Isolde that he had heard. Lubin hoped to follow up her triumph by taking the role to the Metropolitan Opera in New York, having been recommended to the Met’s management by the Norwegian soprano Kirsten Flagstad. However, she could not travel during the war and was never to sing in the United States.


Also at Bayreuth that month were two English sisters, Unity and Diana Mitford, there at the personal invitation of Hitler. As soon as they arrived the girls were presented with two bouquets, one from Herr Wagner, the composer’s grandson, and one from the Mayor of Munich. On 2 August, the final day of the festival, Hitler invited them for lunch and Diana remembered him remarking that, as England seemed determined on war, it was now inevitable.


But an inability to face reality was not exclusively the preserve of the fashionable and wealthy. The writer Colette may have been at the height of her fame in the late 1930s but she was famously indifferent to politics throughout her life. By 1935, aged sixty-two, despite being married to a Jewish journalist, Maurice Goudeket, she still did not wield her pen to warn of the dangers of Hitler’s policies in Germany or of the failure of the Popular Front government and the rise of the far right in France. She was constantly writing – mostly novellas at this stage of her career – and also, in the first weeks of the war, giving broadcasts to Americans about the atmosphere in Paris which involved her travelling across the city in the early hours of the morning, often in a state of déshabillée. The two major pieces of journalism that stirred her in 1939 were both about unhinged murderers: one a toothless woman brothel-keeper in Morocco who tortured and killed her child prostitutes, believing that females had no value; the other, a man with many aliases who gruesomely murdered no fewer than five people, seemingly at random, for small amounts of money. The latter, Eugen Weidmann, was to become notorious as the last person guillotined in public in France, although the guillotine, that peculiarly French invention, would still be used during the war. Colette, appointed special reporter for Paris-Soir during the trial, devoted much time and thought to the brilliant investigative essay she wrote on Weidmann’s spiritual capacity for truth. Why did she not find it equally interesting to study the rabble-rousing tyrant from Munich about to unleash mass murder? Was it because, in Colette’s worldview, war and politics were the follies of men? The female self, struggling with the pain and ties of love, remained her natural subject until war affected her personally. Only then did she become engaged. Perhaps more remarkable, as the New Yorker correspondent Janet Flanner wrote at the time, was that in 1939, even as France stood on the brink of war with Germany, ‘Weidmann’s being a German was not considered an additional crime.’


Today, observing these events with the advantage of hindsight, one can only marvel at the blind sense of unreality shown by most of those that summer who were managing to live a carefree life dominated by concern about being seen in the latest fashionable hat. On the Champs-Elysées, where the expensive hotels were filled with American and English tourists and the pavement cafés were thriving, it was impossible not to notice the extraordinary confections that passed as hats merely because they sat on women’s heads, creations both tiny and huge, decorated with feathers, flowers and jewels and worn with more than a touch of insouciance. ‘The Parisian women,’ according to Elsa Schiaparelli, ‘as if feeling it was their last chance, were particularly chic.’ Flanner had a slightly different perspective on the phenomenon. ‘It has taken the threat of war to make the French loosen up and have a really swell and civilised good time,’ she wrote.


There were exceptions, however. As the New York Times reported on its political pages, the circus ball had provided the setting for the second meeting that day between the French Foreign Minister, Georges Bonnet, and the German Ambassador in Paris, Count Johannes von Welczeck. The French minister had given warning that his country would not stand idly by, as it had over Czechoslovakia only a few months earlier, if Germany invaded Poland. Just two weeks after the ball, on 14 July, Paris celebrated the 150th anniversary of the storming of the Bastille and the French Revolution. How many of those who took part in the long-planned pageants, military parades and days of dancing in the streets saw the irony of festivities marking the birth of democracy and the end of tyranny in 1789? Clearly, the deeper significance of the date was not overlooked by everyone. The extent to which the legacy of the Revolution was accepted by the whole of France was about to be severely tested.


Thousands of Spanish republican refugees, who had fled over the border into France after the Battle of Catalonia, were only too aware that fascist tyranny, in the shape of General Franco, had not been beaten in their own country. Some 17,000 were now living in appalling conditions in a hastily constructed camp at Gurs in south-west France, one of the first of about fifty camps on French soil where non-native refugees were ‘concentrated’. The internees had created an orchestra and constructed a sports field; on 14 July 1939 they arranged themselves in military formation in the field and gave a boisterous rendition of ‘La Marseillaise’; they then took part in sports presentations and various choral and instrumental concerts. From the start, Gurs was overwhelmed by the numbers of internees sent there. In 1939, at the outbreak of war, it took in German prisoners of war and French nationals with suspect political views and later, after the German defeat, Jews. Those held at Gurs were neither tortured nor beaten, but food was scarce and often inedible and conditions barely tolerable. There was no sanitation, no running water other than constant rain, no plumbing nor proper drainage as the buildings were unfinished, no one imagining that the situation would continue for long. There was a separate women’s camp at Gurs3 and initially the commander permitted some imprisoned women to rent a horse and cart and leave the camp to buy provisions.


Crane Brinton, a brilliant Harvard history professor whose particular expertise lay in the study of revolutions, wrote with great prescience in an essay published on 15 July 1939 that he saw much metaphorical rain ahead. As he contemplated the 150th anniversary of the storming and taking of the Bastille by the people of Paris, he predicted ‘changes which, in pure logic, are quite antithetical to what the men of 1789 were striving for … Democracy is in for harder sledding than it had throughout most of the nineteenth century.’


On 1 September, two months after Elsie Mendl’s surreal circus ball, Germany invaded Poland and democracy was indeed tested. General mobilization of all young men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five was announced in France immediately, and on 3 September France and Britain declared themselves at war.


Several of those who had attended the circus ball fled the capital as soon as they could. The Duke and Duchess of Windsor swiftly made plans to leave Paris and return to England. But as no palace, castle or royal residence was put at their disposal by the British royal family they were forced to stay at the Sussex house of their loyal friend and the Duke’s erstwhile best man ‘Fruity’ Metcalfe. Since it was clear that the British authorities were not going to provide them with a wartime home, like many others they soon returned to Paris and continued to live with uncertainty, watching and waiting. Many others among le tout Paris, finding themselves without servants, moved into the Ritz Hotel, where they were observed by the playwright Noël Coward, who remarked that September when he started working in the city for the British government, ‘Paris is beautifully “War gay”. Nobody ever dresses and everybody collects at Maxim’s.’ Coward found himself a beautiful flat in the Place Vendôme, exactly opposite the Ritz, ‘where they have the most well prepared air raid shelter’. The Ritz shelter, frequented by some of the best-dressed women in Paris, was soon famous for its fur rugs and Hermès sleeping bags. Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel, the influential designer who, as soon as war broke out, closed her Rue Cambon boutique, thereby throwing hundreds of women out of work, declared that this was ‘not a time for fashion’ – a decision that seemed deeply unpatriotic. She then moved into a suite at the Ritz for the duration of the war. Although the Chanel perfume and jewellery business remained open, she was not the owner, a situation that she was to dispute after the war.


Soon Chanel, approaching sixty, was openly consorting with Baron Hans Günther von Dincklage, a tall, blond and handsome German officer in the Abwehr or German Military Intelligence, known as Spatz. Spatz had been previously married for fifteen years to Maximiliane von Schoenebeck (who was known as Catsy), the Jewish half-sister of the writer Sybille Bedford. Sybille later settled in England. But in 1935, as soon as the Nuremberg laws, the anti-Jewish statutes, came into force, Spatz quietly divorced Catsy while remaining on friendly terms with her, so that few people realized they had parted. It was several months later, after another affair, that he took up with Chanel. The hapless Catsy had been briefly interned in 1938 ‘pour espionnage’, having been under surveillance for the previous two years partly because she was a German alien. Described by French military intelligence in 1939 as ‘Baronne Dincklage’, she was ordered in November to be interned again, as her presence in France apparently represented a danger, presumably owing to Dincklage’s well-known Nazi connections. In the early 1930s, when the couple lived together at Sanary-sur-Mer, a resort to the west of Toulon stuffed with German refugees, rumours were rife about his espionage activities, but there is no evidence that Catsy, who was punished, was involved in them.


Elsie Mendl insisted on sitting out the rest of 1939 in Paris, even though her husband, Sir Charles, in spite of his protestations about having no religion, was keenly aware that in Nazi eyes he was Jewish and therefore in danger. One evening, Elsie invited Noël Coward to dine. Fellow guests included the Windsors, who were in fine defeatist form. The Duke held forth about the coming battle, insisting that ‘the German spirit was very important because they are awfully dogged and capable of really surprising endurance in the face of practically anything, which is very important’. Not many in Paris in 1939 shared his views on German superiority.


While most of the German army was engaged in Poland, and as long as French soil had not yet been violated, many Parisians could close their eyes to the imminent dangers because they were convinced they would swiftly repel the Germans. For them, war seemed a distant event concerning other people. Hence this period soon came to be known in France as la drôle de guerre and in England as the ‘phoney war’. The playwright and avant-garde artist Jean Cocteau was missing his lover, who had been mobilized and was serving at the front. So when one of his friends offered to drive him there, he accepted with alacrity, ignoring any risks, entranced by the prospect of a clandestine lovers’ meeting.


The friend was Violette Morris, a lesbian former athlete who ran a car-parts store and therefore had access to transport. Yet Morris, an eccentric outsider with dangerous opinions, then living on a houseboat on the Seine with an actress lover, was not someone to tangle with. This convent-educated, former boxer and javelin-thrower had, in 1928, been refused a licence to participate in the forthcoming Olympics by the Fédération Française Sportive Féminine (FFSF – French Women’s Athletic Federation) largely because of complaints about her overtly public lesbian lifestyle. With her cropped hair, Morris had been dressing as a man since 1919 and was a heavy smoker, considered unacceptable in female society at the time. Morris appealed against the ban, and, when she lost, had both her breasts removed, apparently so that she could sit more comfortably in a racing car. Although she was a talented athlete excelling in many sports and had served as a nurse on the Somme in the Great War, she increasingly felt an outcast from French society, declaring: ‘We live in a country made rotten by money and scandals … governed by phrasemongers, schemers and cowards. This land of little people is not worthy of survival. One day, its decline will lead its people to the ranks of slavery but me, if I’m still here, I will not become a slave. Believe me, it’s not in my temperament.’


At the end of 1935 Morris was approached by the Nazis and invited at the personal request of Hitler to visit Germany for the 1936 Berlin Olympics, where she was treated to much fanfare. She retained her links with the Nazis in disgust at her treatment by the French. Then, in 1937, she killed a man but escaped a murder charge on grounds of self-defence. For Cocteau, an artist who claimed to be apolitical, to be seen in the same car with such a person was risky indeed, just as it was for Morris to drive him there since neither of them had a pass for the front.


Clearly, French society of the 1930s could not accommodate Violette Morris, who, unable to perform in the international sporting competitions in which she excelled, soon found a place for herself among the seedy petty criminals and German admirers of the extreme right. Exactly what Morris subsequently did to help the Germans and whether her life of collaboration turned to treason is the subject of academic debate. But, as the phoney war came to an end, Violette Morris was one of those on the fringes who found a home as she edged closer to the Gestapo.


There were thousands of others in Paris that year, guests neither at the circus ball nor at any of the many other summer extravaganzas, neither concert- nor opera-goers, participants neither in the Bastille Day celebrations nor in outings to Deauville, the fashionable resort favoured by so many Parisians – just ordinary men and women for whom the insecurity of 1939 had turned into a nightmare long before 3 September. Some Parisiennes – those who had already had their lives turned upside down for the past few years – were not heedless of the current dangers. Miriam Sandzer, aged sixteen when she arrived in Paris in 1930 with her family from Poland, had been visiting the Préfecture de Police in Paris almost daily since 1936, trying to help refugees regularize their situation as they flooded in from Poland, Germany and other countries threatened by Hitler. Her father owned a lingerie factory in the 19th arrondissement and, above it, had founded a small synagogue. Miriam’s job, in addition to  working long hours in the factory, was to try and arrange papers for the refugees, some of whom arrived with little more than a change of clothes, while others had jewellery to sell, but all were suffering from having nowhere to stay. Refugees could neither register in a hotel nor sleep rough because they risked interrogation from passing policemen asking randomly, ‘Vos papiers, s’il vous plaît.’ If a passport with a valid entry visa could not be produced, or if anything looked questionable, the individual would be detained in a police station until deported. The Sandzer family, deeply involved in helping foreign Jews to settle and find accommodation, could be under no illusions about the gloom ahead. Sometimes they welcomed a refugee family sleeping on mattresses in their own spare room, or persuaded friends to do likewise, until temporary permits could be arranged and the exiles could legitimately stay in a hotel. When more accommodation was needed, M. Sandzer paid the next-door brothel-keeper to vacate his premises for a year so they could use his twenty-three rooms to house refugees. Miriam had got to know the Chef de Police rather well over recent months and was learning fast ‘how corrupt these people were, how money talks in every language … with a bribe it was possible to extend their temporary permits until such time as they were able to secure an entry visa to an overseas destination’.
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Miriam Sandzer in 1936, aged twenty-two, looking exotic and strong-willed


But the endless quest for life-saving papers was becoming harder all the time. As the stream of fugitives kept swelling, more and more tasks fell to Miriam, both in the factory and at the police station. Her elder brother, Jack, had left Paris to live with his wife and baby in Honfleur, her mother was occupied with Miriam’s much younger brother, as well as with an elderly mother, and was cooking for large numbers of transient people, so Miriam not only became buyer for the business but also worked at cutting, sewing and designing the garments they produced. However, for the previous four years she had been engaged to Ben, the son of close family friends from Poland, who was now living in England. In 1939 Ben came to Paris and begged her to marry him and leave for London. ‘But how could I leave my parents when a war was going to come? How could I just go?’ she later wrote. In addition, having spent so much of her time organizing travel permits for others, she now found that her own were invalid. She could not travel as her Polish passport had expired and, in order for it to be valid for renewal, she required a red stamp which showed she had been to Poland in the last five years, which she had not. When she went to have it renewed it was confiscated. Marriage was her only hope of escape, but Ben, convinced from his London vantage point that there would be a long and devastating war ahead, had already volunteered in 1938 and now could not get enough leave for the two weeks necessary to fulfil the residency requirements in order to obtain a wedding licence in France. Like so many other young women in Paris, Miriam Sandzer was doubly trapped, both by her sense of duty to family and by the interminable complications of documentation.


Anyone who had been reading newspapers in the previous year would have been aware of the true situation – how at Munich in 1938 British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and French premier Edouard Daladier had avoided going to war over Czechoslovakia, insisting that by agreeing to Nazi demands they had achieved ‘peace in our time’. Although half a million people had greeted Daladier euphorically at Le Bourget airport in the belief that war had been averted, others recognized that this was little more than a breathing space. In Britain it was not long before the infamous prime ministerial waving of a piece of paper at Croydon airport was revealed to be meaningless. Kristallnacht had, after all, started on a Parisian pretext: the shooting two days previously of a German diplomat, Ernst vom Rath, at the Embassy in Paris by a young Jewish teenager, Herschel Grynszpan. When on the night of 9–10 November 1938, thugs viciously attacked Jewish shops and businesses throughout Germany, not only were windows and store fronts shattered but with them any illusions which some still held that Hitler could be satisfied merely with the Sudetenland. It became increasingly difficult for Jewish or political refugees to escape from the Reich. On 15 March 1939 Hitler’s forces invaded and occupied Czechoslovakia while France and Britain stood by. But the invasion of Poland, six months later, could not be tolerated. There was little to cheer about at the start of hostilities because memories of the Great War were still too raw.


Mobilization began immediately. The French government telephoned its chosen young men or sent private messengers to their homes, and posted notices announcing Appel Immédiat. There was general chaos and an oppressive worry as plans were suddenly made or changed without warning. The nineteen-year-old Jacqueline de La Rochebrochard, who hailed from a large family of old Breton nobility, had been planning her wedding to Lieutenant Joseph d’Alincourt for later that year. But, given only a few hours’ notice of his departure for a post in eastern France, ‘Without hesitation, we decided to marry at once. It was already late at night. We awakened the mayor. He agreed to officiate in the little town hall that also served as the village school. Early the next day our parish priest celebrated the wedding mass, and Joseph left immediately.’


The greatest emotion was seen at railway stations as men travelling to their regiments said goodbye to their mothers, fathers, wives and children. Station buffets now operated with self-service, a new phenomenon, as most waiters had been called up; there were also Red Cross workers doling out milk and dry bread to children, while Boy Scouts tried to help refugees with luggage. Although actual fighting still seemed distant to those in Paris, in reality there was nothing at all phoney about the next few months as far as Hitler and his generals were concerned; the Germans were training reservists and rushing equipment to the various fronts while the Nazi–Soviet Pact of August 1939, still being digested with horror by the Allies, as well as by many European communists, neutralized the possibility of Germany being attacked in the east.


Since 1933, when Hitler had come to power and introduced laws preventing Jews and others from leading normal lives, refugees from Germany, Austria and eastern Europe had been escaping in whatever way they could to find work or a home. Many trusted that in France at least, the first country in Europe to emancipate its Jewish population, they would find refuge. But alongside the longstanding revolutionary ideals and declarations of human rights which underpinned French philosophical thinking, the country had had a long history of anti-Semitism which had never entirely disappeared and which, from time to time, flared up angrily. The Dreyfus affair, which lasted approximately from 1894 to 1904, had left deep-rooted scars in France and, even though anti-Semitism subsided in the 1920s – partly because it was hard to accuse Jews of not being patriotic when so many had given their lives fighting for France in the First World War – it revived again in the 1930s. This time it was fuelled by the renewed influx of foreign Jews fleeing the Nazis, which came on top of the earlier wave of immigration of mostly poor Jews from the east escaping pogroms at the beginning of the century. In 1936 France had its first Jewish Prime Minister, Léon Blum, serving at the head of a Popular Front coalition. Blum introduced several important social reforms, including paid holidays for workers, and he was also (to an extent) a champion of women’s rights. But although three women served in his cabinet, women in France still did not have the vote, nor the right to have a bank account in their own name. Blum’s tenure in office was short-lived and he resigned in 1937, unable successfully to tackle the country’s economic problems. The anti-Semitic far right, not afraid to brandish the slogan ‘Better Hitler than Blum’, was now able to win over elements of mainstream conservatives and socialists not previously associated with anti-Semitism, denouncing the alleged Jewish influence which, they argued, was not only pushing France into a war against Germany, against the country’s best interests, but also allowing the country to become ‘the dump bin of Europe’.


At the beginning of the war the number of Jews in France was approximately 330,000 compared with 150,000 in the interwar period. In Paris alone the number had risen from some 75,000 before 1914 to 150,000 in the 1930s. This increase fed the latent anti-Semitism in France and helped stimulate the growth of a right-wing fascist press. In addition to the Catholic and royalist Action Française of Charles Maurras (who led a movement of the same name), the three main journals were the weekly Gringoire, edited by Horace de Carbuccia, Candide and Je suis partout, the latter being the most openly anti-Semitic of all. By the end of 1936 the circulation of Gringoire had risen dramatically from 640,000 at the beginning of the year to 965,000. In February 1939, Je suis partout, where Robert Brasillach was editor in chief from 1937 to 1943, devoted an entire issue to an attack on Jewish doctors and medical students in France.


But there were inconsistencies. Gringoire, Candide and Je suis partout all prided themselves on the amount of space they devoted to literary criticism as well as political commentary. For example, alongside a diatribe against Léon Blum, Gringoire published the work of Irène Némirovsky, the Russian Jewish novelist who had become something of a darling of the right-wing press after her novel David Golder, the story of a greedy Jewish banker with an unfaithful wife and demanding daughter, had achieved enormous success in 1929 before being turned swiftly into a film. Brasillach, as well as the literary critic of Gringoire, greatly admired Némirovsky. Yet in 1938 Brasillach called for Jews from foreign countries to be considered ‘as aliens and to place in opposition to their naturalization the most imposing of obstacles’.


In June 1939, when Irène revealed in an interview, ‘How could I write such a thing? If I were to write David Golder now I would do it quite differently … The climate is quite changed!’, she clearly understood that the establishment had not embraced her after all, that she was merely tolerated. Yet by 1939 she had been living in France for twenty years, ever since her family had fled Russia after the Revolution. French was her language of choice, the language which she had spoken since childhood, which she had studied at the Sorbonne and in which she now wrote. France was her country of choice. She wanted to be a French (not Russian nor Jewish) writer, writing about the French bourgeoisie. In 1926 she married a banker, Michel Epstein, a fellow Russian Jew whom she had met in France, and by 1939 the couple had two daughters, Denise, born in 1929, and Elisabeth, born in 1937, both French citizens by virtue of their birthplace. With her elegant clothes and fine seventh-floor apartment in the Avenue Constant Coquelin near Les Invalides, as well as a French nanny for the children, a maid and a cook, she was to all outward appearances a true Parisienne with a lifestyle largely paid for by her literary earnings. Yet Irène and her husband were actually foreigners who did not even apply for naturalization until 1938, even though Irène had been eligible since 1921, three years after the beginning of her stay in the country. Michel’s formal request to the Service des Naturalisations de la Préfecture de Police was supported by letters from his employers, the Banque du Pays du Nord, as well as from some of Irène’s impeccable literary admirers. Yet they heard nothing in response. In April 1939 they were asked to produce documents already submitted, yet by September, when they had still heard nothing, they were told that the delay was caused by ‘circumstances’ – that is, war. Their request had effectively been ignored, a rejection from which Irène suffered deeply. They were now stateless.


Earlier that year Némirovsky and her family had converted to Catholicism, with the baptism celebrated on 2 February in the old chapel of the Abbaye Sainte-Marie de Paris. It may not have been a deeply spiritual act but she had never identified herself as Jewish (she had been married in a synagogue, she maintained, purely to please Michel’s father) and felt genuine affinity towards Christianity. Presumably Irène also saw the conversion, in a world climate of increasingly virulent anti-Semitism, as a protective measure for the whole family.


In August 1939, following the Nazi–Soviet Pact, Michel started to worry that he and his wife might be viewed not merely as stateless but, worse, as Russian and therefore as enemies of France. In addition, if he lost his job in Paris, they might need to rely solely on Irène’s earnings for the entire family. He therefore wrote to her publishers asking for support and received a warm but useless letter in reply. The Epstein family then took their summer holiday in Hendaye, on the Basque coast, but in September, as soon as war was declared, Irène sent her daughters out of Paris to stay with the family of the nurse she had employed for the last ten years, Cécile Michaud, at Issy-l’Evêque, a small village some four hours to the south-east of Paris. During the first winter of the war, Irène came often to visit her daughters but did not move herself. There was, she felt, no need to leave Paris as yet.


That summer, when war was finally declared, many French families were on holiday or had children away at camp without their parents. It had been an especially hot summer and Claire Chevrillon, an English teacher at the Collège Sévigné, was in the mountains of the Drôme, at Valcroissant, helping direct a scout camp throughout August. The camp took a hundred little boys used to a suburban life in Paris and, by transplanting them into wild valleys and mountains for a month, tried to teach them to appreciate the beauty and dangers of nature. Claire, whose father André Chevrillon was one of the country’s foremost literary critics and whose mother came from a well-to-do, assimilated Jewish family, understood immediately the significance of the announcement of general mobilization. Her family had been aware for months of the dangers of Nazi doctrines spreading across Europe. Now, as parents were furiously sending telegrams to request the immediate return of their children to Paris, Claire’s fellow Director at the resort left immediately to become an army nurse. Claire single-handedly closed down the camp in twenty-four frantic hours before depositing the children with their relieved parents at the Gare de Lyon. ‘This,’ she remembered thinking, ‘is the end of happy life.’


Throughout France, women were rapidly trying to digest what war would mean for them. To many people, it was immediately clear that it was women, even without the right to vote and, for married women, without the right to own or control their own property, who would be playing a pivotal role in the forthcoming drama. One of the arguments used to exclude women from participating in French elections was that their economic dependency would prevent them from making free choices. In the early twentieth century, with continuing battles between republicanism and the Catholic Church, it was further argued that the duties of mother and wife would be incompatible with exercising the right to vote. Only since 1938 had they been given the right to take on a job outside the home without their husband’s or father’s permission. There were already some mutterings that this might give them inflated ideas or, as one senator declared, ‘If, because of the hostilities, a woman might be called upon to play a role outside her normal attributes she should be aware that this is only as an exceptional measure.’ This was a vain and desperate wish, of course, on the old senator’s part. Nonetheless the laws, first forbidding then encouraging married women to work, were deeply revealing of the conflicting attitude toward women in France. The ideal of the woman as wife and mother was permanently in tension with the need for, as well as desire of, women to work.


One area where it was acceptable for women to work and which changed little with the outbreak of war was entertainment. On 24 September the Comédie-Française – the first theatre in Paris to reopen following the declaration of war – staged a poetry matinée. The historic building itself, protected by a ten-foot-high wall of sandbags at the entrance, had been emptied of its great marble busts and other thespian treasures as well as half of its male personnel. Some of the company’s actresses had also moved to the country, but enough actors remained to plan a continuing schedule, starting that autumn.


Right up until 1939, films were still being made in France, and Parisians flocked to the cinema to see the young woman hailed as the new Garbo, Corinne Luchaire. Luchaire had had a peripatetic childhood after her parents separated and she had gone with her mother to Germany where she made friends with several high-ranking Nazis. But she was not unfamiliar with Jews either, because her grandfather, the playwright Julien Luchaire, had married a Jewish woman as his third wife, and her father’s sister, Ghita, was married to the Jewish philosopher Théodore Fraenkel. Nonetheless, both she and her sister had always wanted to act, and Corinne made her debut at the age of sixteen in a play written by her grandfather called Altitude 3200. At seventeen she starred in Prison sans Barreaux, and then, because she spoke fluent English, took the lead role when it was remade in English in 1938 as Prison without Bars. The following year saw her again starring in the first film version of the novel The Postman Always Rings Twice, which was called in French Le Dernier Tournant (The Last Bend). Corinne was emblematic of a generation of women who wanted to work and for whom becoming a film star was not only liberating but financially rewarding, and it did not require a professional qualification. It was a gratifying career path for any woman who enjoyed being admired by men, which soon meant being admired by Nazis.


Similarly, there was no shortage of young female dancers to perform at the cabarets and nightclubs that were flourishing as never before. Early in 1939, having been in Paris less than a year, a young South African girl auditioned as a dancer at a Montmartre cabaret. The twenty-one-year-old Sadie Rigal had left her father and five siblings behind in a Johannesburg boarding house, determined to make it on her own in Europe where she dreamed of joining the Ballets Russes. Sadie’s father David had taken responsibility for bringing up the family when her mother, two years after Sadie’s birth in 1917, was confined to a mental institution following the death of her youngest son in the flu pandemic. Life was tough for the Rigal family, but Sadie clearly had talent and, in exchange for generally ‘helping out’, a cousin who ran a small dance school agreed to give her free lessons. She started to win competitions, graduated to a more advanced teacher and, after performing one last solo in Cape Town, departed for Paris in 1938. Here she studied with Russian teachers, of whom there were many in Paris at the time, prior to the big interview that was her life’s ambition.


Meanwhile, to make ends meet, she auditioned for the famous Bal Tabarin music hall at 36 Rue Victor Massé, just behind the Place Pigalle, which had opened in 1904 and become hugely successful. The Bal Tabarin floor show was one of the best known in Paris, with semi-naked girls cavorting in unusual positions, gracefully performing acrobatics and spinning around a cage, some hanging on with their teeth as others bent backwards. Man Ray, the surrealist photographer, made a famous series of images of the cabaret in 1936 in which the girls look like a fantastic human tree. When Pierre Sandrini became Artistic Director as well as co-owner in 1928 he introduced ballet to the floor shows, with costumes designed by Erté, which transformed the performances into spectacular tableaux. There was a new show every year, each with a theme, such as The Planets or The Symphony, some of them inspired by historical figures such as Cleopatra and Mme de Pompadour.


In the summer of 1939 Sandrini, who was to be Sadie’s saviour in the precarious years to come, encouraged her and a friend to go to London to audition for the Ballets Russes. Both were accepted but were then told to wait in Paris because the company was due to travel there in December. So they returned to the French capital but, once war broke out, found themselves stranded as the Ballets Russes never came. David Rigal scraped together enough money to offer his daughter a ticket home to South Africa, but she refused, embracing uncertainty and deciding to chance her luck in Paris.


The Bal Tabarin was never quite as famous as the Folies Bergère, which after 1918 became enshrined as something of a national monument. There were even wild claims that the magnificent breasts of the dancers were somehow symbolic of the best of France that had been fought for in the recent war. It was where thousands of men, seduced by the legend of ‘Gay Paree’ and Parisian debauchery, paid to watch increasing amounts of naked flesh revealed on stage amid increasingly sumptuous costumes and sets. Yet the Folies Bergère launched the careers not just of scantily clad dancers but of many stars including Maurice Chevalier, the singer and actress Mistinguett and the black jazz singer and dancer Josephine Baker. It was also where another talented young girl, born in Dublin with neither money nor parents that she knew of, learned how to dance and entertain.


Margaret Kelly, nicknamed Bluebell because of her penetrating blue eyes, spent only a few years with the Folies Bergère before creating her own group which she called the Bluebell Girls. She was still only twenty-two. This troupe was sometimes engaged to perform at the Folies Bergère and sometimes at the Paramount Cinema on the classier Boulevard des Capuchines, one of the largest and most ornate of the old-style picture palaces in Paris, still used as a cinema in the mornings, and with a very different atmosphere from the floor shows of Montmartre. Kelly quickly became a successful choreographer, impresario and administrator, taking her girls on tours of Europe and acquiring considerable fame in her own right. She had been close friends for some years with the Romanian-Jewish composer and pianist at the Folies Bergère Marcel Leibovici, and although all backstage romances were officially forbidden, in 1938 Marcel proposed. He was thirty-four and she twenty-six. But getting married was complicated as Bluebell would have lost her British citizenship if she married a Romanian. They resolved the problem eventually by getting the Romanian Embassy to supply documents saying that he was no longer a citizen of their country – in other words that he was stateless, a brave undertaking for him. But then there was the problem of his religion since Bluebell wanted a church wedding and Marcel, although not observant, was Jewish. So determined was she to have the Church’s blessing that she petitioned the Archbishop of Paris, who referred her case to the Vatican. Marcel then had to promise in a formal interview with the Archbishop that he would raise any children of the union as Catholics. Finally, on 1 March 1939 they were married in a civil ceremony and, later, at the huge La Trinité church, they received a religious blessing. They also held a party at the Pavillon Henri IV Hôtel in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a popular tourist destination just outside Paris, having chartered a bus to bring as many dancers as it would hold. There was no honeymoon and the next day was business as usual. In July 1939 their first child, Patrick, was born.


With so many couples getting married in 1939, several jewellers now benefited from the flourishing trade in engagement rings. At least if the husband was killed, the war widow would then be able to obtain some financial compensation. But in the chaotic frenzy of changing roles, moving home and worrying about relatives at risk, there were almost as many couples separating or getting divorced. Comtesse Lily Pastré, approaching fifty, was forced to begin a new life in 1939 as, at the end of the year, she finally agreed a divorce settlement with her husband, the enormously wealthy Comte Jean Pastré, whose infidelities had nearly destroyed her.


Lily was born Marie-Louise Double Saint-Lambert in 1891, daughter of a rich family with Russian antecedents on her maternal side, while her great-grandparents on her paternal side were hardworking entrepreneurs and co-founders of the Noilly Prat liqueur business. As heiress to the Noilly Prat Vermouth fortune, Lily was rich in her own right. Nonetheless, her childhood had not been one of luxury, and she had been brought up in an austere Catholic, authoritarian household. As a young girl she was tall, blonde and slim and a talented tennis-player. But the first great sadness in her life came when her elder brother, Maurice, was killed in 1916 during the Battle of the Somme. Two years later, partly to strengthen alliances between families of the haute bourgeoisie in Marseilles, she agreed to an arranged marriage with Comte Pastré. The couple had three children – Nadia, Nicole and Pierre – but as was normal in her circle, Lily was not expected to spend much time with her children, who were brought up by a nanny and an English governess. With few options, Lily made her life in the concert halls and opera houses of Paris and became deeply knowledgeable about avant-garde music, theatre and art. In 1939, aged forty-eight with three adult children, she moved out of Paris as the divorce settlement left her with the family chateau at Montredon near Marseilles. But she was shocked to find herself shunned as a divorcee by French provincial society, even though her husband was the adulterer. She had little idea of what to do with her life and, as the gossip from Paris about her husband’s latest conquests reached her, she lost self-confidence, put on weight and started to drink. For Lily, the war was in some ways to be her salvation.


Noor Inayat Khan, an Indian princess, living with her family in the wealthy suburb of Suresnes in 1939, was also recovering from the break-up of a longstanding affair and recognized that war was going to put an end to her fledgling career as a children’s writer. Noor was born in Moscow in 1914 to an Indian father who was a distinguished Sufi teacher and direct descendant of Tipu Sultan, the eighteenth-century Muslim ruler of Mysore, and an American mother, Ora Baker. The family lived first in London before settling in Paris, in a large house named Fazal Manzil in Suresnes, where Noor studied harp and piano for several years, culminating in a period at the Paris Conservatoire under Nadia Boulanger. This was followed by a course in child psychology at the Sorbonne. Noor was often described by her friends and teachers as quiet and dreamy, but she was also both talented and clever. By her mid-twenties it was clear she was suffering deep emotional turmoil, was often in tears for no discernible reason and seemed close to a complete breakdown, most probably because for the last six years she had been involved in an intense relationship with a Turkish Jewish pianist known as Goldberg (his first name was never used), who lived in Paris with his mother.


Noor and Goldberg had first met and fallen in love while both were students at the Ecole Normale de Musique, and for a while he was accepted into the Khan household of Fazal Manzil and even given the name Huzoor Nawaz. But Noor’s family were not happy about the relationship, believing the class divide was insurmountable. Goldberg came from an impoverished working-class family – his mother worked in a laundry – who could hardly afford to pay his fees, while Noor was a noble princess. They believed her attraction to him stemmed partly from her sympathy for his deprived background and fear that if she left him he might try and end his life.


By the summer of 1938 she had passed exams which qualified her to teach child psychology, but the Khan family did not expect its women to take on professional, paid jobs. Instead she was establishing herself as an author and poet, contributing regular children’s stories, based on ancient Indian and Greek legends, to the Sunday Figaro. In addition, some of her stories were broadcast on Radio-Paris’s ‘Children’s Hour’ and won her excellent reviews at a time when stories of Babar, the elephant created by Jean de Brunhoff, and his queen, Céleste, were standard fare in every Parisian nursery. She often worked on her writing alone, in her room at night, but by the middle of 1939 she appeared to be happier and was contemplating ending the relationship with Goldberg and going to Calcutta to accept the proposal of another man, a wealthy Dutch Sufi aristocrat called Peter Yohannes, whose advances she had previously rejected. However, lacking the money for the fare to Calcutta, she put the trip to one side and continued to work on stories for newspapers as well as on her first book, Twenty Jataka Tales, which was published that summer in England. In the wake of her success she developed plans for a children’s newspaper and began collecting material for that. For Noor, the announcement of war ended her radio and newspaper work almost immediately as paper shortages loomed and stories about fairies and mythic creatures of the forest seemed inappropriate. The journalist with whom she had been working on the children’s newspaper backed out, telling her it would be impossible to go ahead at such a time when all that anyone wanted to read was hard news.


Throughout September the atmosphere in Paris was a panicky one as impoverished refugees were flooding in, soldiers drafted out and families, unable to decide whether to remain in the capital or travel to the coast, criss-crossed the country trying to find a place of relative safety. Most private cars were requisitioned and from now on travel, other than by train or bicycle, was difficult or impossible. Claire Chevrillon, the English teacher, and a social worker friend now began escorting women and children out of Paris into the country to save them from possible bombing attacks. To appear more professional and inspire confidence, Claire wore her scout uniform and carried the obligatory gas mask as she made several trips from the Gare Montparnasse on trains teeming with terrified women, rambunctious children and the sick and elderly. For the first few months after 3 September, Parisians of both sexes barely moved without the compulsory gas mask, so great was the fear of a gas attack. But as several newspapers noted: ‘Women in Paris Will Not Forsake Fashion in War’. Some designers seized the opportunity to create ever more ingenious fashion containers for gas masks, and it was not unusual to see the masks in leather or satin-covered boxes or in bags made of various fabrics as women tried matching them to their outfits. Jeanne Lanvin, one of the most popular designers, invented a cylindrical-shaped box with a long strap costing 180 francs, which was much coveted by a few wealthy Parisiennes.


Janet Teissier du Cros, a young Scotswoman married to François, a Frenchman, observed how a handful of fashion-conscious Parisian women managed to remain looking chic in the dark, dirty and chaotic capital. She and her husband had been living in Edinburgh but concluded two days before war was declared that they should return as soon as possible with their small son, André, in order that François could join his regiment to fight. Janet, having chosen to be in France to support her husband, later recalled feeling overwhelmingly that, in spite of the dislocation, uncertainty and upheaval, especially at railway stations, not to fight this time would be deeply shameful. As her sister, married to an American, put it: ‘If France and Britain don’t fight, however shall I face the Americans?’ Janet had studied music before her marriage and, for educated women like her, it was not so much a question now of how to avoid war as of how to win it once it came. Having said goodbye to her husband, she went south as quickly as she could with André to live with her in-laws, optimistic that the war would soon be over. As she boarded one train after another and then had to climb into an open cattle truck, she realized that by that stage ‘we were all looking pretty bedraggled. André was so filthy that I doubt whether I would have had the courage to touch him if he had been someone else’s child.’ But, as she settled on the floor of the cattle truck, she noticed another woman, probably on her way to visit her soldier husband, a true Parisienne dressed in a beautiful black, tailor-made suit with a white lingerie blouse ‘that was still really white’ and a small black hat which could have come only from Paris. ‘She was like a breath from Paris. Though she sat on the floor with us she never lost her air of neat elegance and the sight of her struck guilt into my soul for it reminded me that I had been taking advantage of circumstances to let my standards down, an unpardonable thing in France.’


The couture houses of Paris had shown their fabulous autumn– winter 1939 creations to the world’s buyers in April. Now the city’s thousands of dressmakers and ancillary workers in their ateliers were busy fulfilling orders. As Lucien Lelong, President of the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture, argued, ‘our role is to give France an appearance of serenity; the problems must not hamper the creators. It is their duty to hold aloof from them. The more elegant French women are … the more our country will show people abroad that it does not fear the future.’


For those who chose to look, 1939 had proclaimed itself a dangerous year from the start. Le Jardin des Modes was not alone among women’s magazines in keeping up a pretence of normality by advising its female readers in January 1939 how they too could dress their hair in a little chignon at the nape of their necks ‘à la Duchesse de Windsor’, or in March giving advice on ‘how to embellish, firm up and make younger looking breasts … a discovery which French women are passionate about’, the magazine insisted. The more upmarket Vogue published an advertisement for Helena Rubinstein make-up which proclaimed: ‘These days it is the duty of everyone, especially women, to communicate to those one loves, the optimism which results from confidence in oneself.’ The interesting logic behind the advertisement was presumably that wearing Helena Rubinstein make-up would help to win the coming war. It was an attitude driven home by editorials in all the magazines that autumn.


Some couture houses had responded to war by introducing military elements into their designs such as frogging, shoulder braid and tassels on the warm coats which were now essential for the long unheated train journeys. A few hats were created to resemble British busbies or French tricornes. But mostly the magazines responded with exhortations to keep up standards for the men’s sake. ‘For those who are at the front,’ declared Le Jardin des Modes on its September front page, ‘you must stay how they would like to see you. Not ugly.’ On its inside pages the magazine explained how all periodicals were required to reduce by 50 per cent the amount of paper they used, but ‘we decided in spite of the difficulties that our duty was to show the entire world that French fashion will continue in [these] serious circumstances to guide feminine elegance’.


For as long as they were in print, magazines exhorted Parisiennes to remain ‘women who were proud of maintaining a privilege for which all the world envied them, to help fashion overcome the war around them. Fashion will remain Parisienne in its most intimate fibre,’ according to an editorial that autumn. ‘You will dress yourself simply but elegantly. Those who are at the front want you to be pretty and soignée.’ It was a stirring column, telling women they had it in their power to accomplish this essential task: not to allow the luxury industry, one of the vital resources of Paris, to die.


By December the magazines were slightly more sober in tone, attuned to the times, advising women on what to put in the little packages to send their soldiers, how to cook the more economical rillettes, how to knit balaclavas and jumpers or, now that so many budgets were reduced, how to revive an old dress and make it look like this year’s. Some asked their readers if they would prefer to have half a magazine appear regularly or have the magazine stay the same size but published half as often. However, by early 1940 the shortages forced most magazines to close down anyway. Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, despite the difficulties, stayed in production longer but, as Lucien Lelong explained in a November 1939 interview, maintaining the fashion industry was not just about vanity. ‘At a time when the country needs foreign currency we must make every effort to increase our export figures. Our overseas clientele has resumed its usual way of life … We have another duty. Twenty thousand working women and 500 male employees make their living from Parisian couture. It also has a direct influence on the life of other industries: textiles, silk, furs, lace etc.’ Everything must be done to preserve these jobs in Paris, he said. It was an argument he was to make even more stridently and urgently in the months to come. Paris to most people meant fashion, food, cabarets and the Comédie-Française. How these aspects of life were to fare over the next five years was not clear in 1939, but each of them was digging in.


But merely looking elegant and soignée was, of course, never going to be enough. As the American former actress Drue Tartière commented, many of the French soldiers looked pitifully ill equipped for the ordeal ahead, wearing carpet slippers instead of boots. Drue was one of almost 30,000 Americans living in or near Paris before the outbreak of war. She was working at Paris Mondial radio station arranging for Americans to give broadcasts to the United States, intended to convey the difficult atmosphere in Paris. Colette was one of her regular broadcasters, along with the French actresses Mistinguett and Cécile Sorel and the influential American journalist Dorothy Thompson. Although the American Ambassador, William Bullitt, advised all US citizens to leave France, some 5,000 chose to remain in the city either because they had made it their home and loved the country or because they had family ties or both. Since Drue’s French husband, Jacques Tartière, to whom she’d been married just a year, was away fighting, Drue hired as her housekeeper a young girl from Alsace called Nadine keen to live in the big city. Just before taking her on, Drue asked her how she felt about the Germans. ‘My father, Madame,’ she responded with a straight face, ‘always said that there was only one way to cure Germany and that was to kill the women and children.’ The response, while comforting, seemed a little extreme to Drue, who took her on all the same. Not many Parisiennes felt quite the way Nadine did towards Germany.


 


1 Pétain was over sixty when he finally married, in 1920, Mme Eugénie Hardon, one of his mistresses, a divorcee who already had a child. Ironically, while Vichy prioritized raising the birthrate and protecting the family, he did not, as far as is known, father any children of his own.


2  The rivalry ceased in 1941 after Lawrence tragically contracted polio and left Paris.


3  For a while the artist Charlotte Salomon, the philosopher Hannah Arendt, and Dora Benjamin, sister of Walter, were all incarcerated here.
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1940: PARIS ABANDONED


France was not alone in suffering an exceptionally severe winter that lasted from mid-December 1939 until March 1940. The cold centre was situated in the Netherlands and northern Germany but the extreme weather conditions were also felt in Finland, Sweden, southern Norway, Denmark, south-western England, northern France, Germany, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Romania, Poland, the Baltic countries and western Russia. Even in northern Spain, temperatures of 0 degrees Fahrenheit (–18 degrees Celsius) were recorded. Some people in France began to wonder if they were living in Siberia, from where the arctic air originated. The ferocious weather encouraged those who believed that the phoney war could not continue and were in any case trying to prepare for catastrophe; ordinary people, many of them housewives, stockpiling essential items such as sugar, flour and tinned food, were shocked to find that water in flower vases turned to ice. But there were also several not so ordinary women who saw the need to offer whatever help they could as quickly as possible.


Early in 1940, Odette Fabius was one of many women from the Parisian haute bourgeoisie who responded to the call for volunteers for a variety of medical and social support services. Odette remembered that during the First World War an entire floor of her family’s spacious townhouse had been turned into a temporary hospital while her mother, in starched white nurse’s uniform, tended the sick. Four-year-old Odette was encouraged to walk up and down the beds offering cigarettes. Odette Fabius, née Schmoll, was born into one of France’s oldest and most illustrious Jewish families, with roots deep in Alsace on one side, in Bordeaux on the other, and was descended from Abraham Furtado, a French politician and one-time adviser to Napoleon Bonaparte. Her father was a high-ranking lawyer who worked in the Palais de Justice, and she and her brother grew up lacking neither parental love and devotion nor material goods. Her golden childhood enabled her to see life as ‘a marvellous gift’ full of privileges regulated by a British governess called Alice Darling. Darling, who was still with the family in 1940 after thirty-two years’ devoted service, ensured that English was Odette’s first language. That they were Jewish was simply a fact and did not disturb their daily life.
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Odette and Robert Fabius’s wedding in 1929


In 1929 Odette was introduced to Robert Fabius, an attractive man ten years older than her, whose family were antique dealers, or as M. Schmoll disparagingly described them, shopkeepers. It was a profession, however, that was ultimately to save his life. Odette and Robert were married the following year by Paris’s Grand Rabbin in a magnificent ceremony at the Grand Synagogue in the Rue de la Victoire, the same synagogue where forty years earlier Captain Alfred Dreyfus had married Lucie Hadamard. Odette, just twenty, wore a magnificent dress with a thirty-foot lace train made by Lanvin, her favourite designer, and was attended by numerous cousins and friends, including Renée, formerly Van Cleef, daughter of the jeweller. The lavish reception was held at the Hôtel George V.


Within a year a daughter, Marie-Claude, was born and the family moved to an apartment on the fashionable Rue Meyerbeer with enough room for three staff, including an English nanny. But Odette was far from happy with a life that involved nothing more than dinners at the fashionable Boeuf sur le Toit or visits to cabarets, and a husband who, as she soon learned, drank, gambled and kept mistresses. The latter was hardly a surprise to her, since her own father had done likewise. But, in the way of the haute bourgeoisie, he had been discreet. There were few options in the 1930s for a young mother like Odette. Then, in 1937, her beloved mother died and, lacking anyone with whom to discuss how best to live her unhappy life, she visited a well-known psychoanalyst in Paris, Dr Démétrian. She continued the sessions until Dr Démétrian was called up, then suddenly ‘for me, life was about to begin’. Odette joined the SSA or Sections Sanitaires Automobiles (mobile health units) as a volunteer ambulance driver. Faced with shortages of both ambulances and drivers, the French Department of War had accepted an offer from the Croix-Rouge Française to help with transportation of wounded soldiers from the battlefield. A brief inaugural ceremony was organized on 24 April 1940 in the Cour des Invalides, following which some units went immediately into action. In fact, the role of these SSA women, many of them countesses and princesses from France’s best-known families, went beyond merely picking up wounded British and French soldiers and was also aiding refugees heading south out of Paris and sending much needed supplies to prisoner-of-war camps. It was dangerous and tiring work, allowing almost no sleep for days on end. Those units near the northern France front line, confronted immediately with casualties from fierce fighting in the area, had to undertake day and night driving, as well as the loading and unloading of the wounded, often under sustained German bombing.


The ambulance drivers were subsequently ordered to retreat from village to village in the face of ferocious German attacks. One of Fabius’s final assignments was to transport the Red Cross treasury in her ambulance to Bordeaux, an area she knew well and where the government was intending to transfer in the wake of the German invasion. She stopped for a night en route in Orléans, staying in a hotel which was hit by Luftwaffe planes in the early hours; twenty people were killed. Lucky to survive, Odette moved on as soon as she could. ‘I did not want to be accused of disappearing with the Red Cross millions.’ But although the SSA was formally disbanded in early September 1940, several of the women, having been exposed to fear and danger, subsequently involved themselves in further actions against the Germans by joining some form of inchoate resistance.


The Duchess of Windsor also joined the SSA for a short time and agreed to deliver plasma, bandages and cigarettes to hospitals near the Maginot Line. Wallis admitted: ‘I was busier and perhaps more useful than I had ever been in my life.’ However, much to the annoyance of the Duke of Windsor, assigned to the British Military mission at Vincennes, just outside Paris, British newspapers were not interested in writing about the activities of his ‘courageous’ wife, ‘billeted within the sound of gunfire’, as he proudly tried to tell them. Then, once Germany invaded the Netherlands on 10 May and began to threaten the French defences, the Duke and several of the international set – including the wealthy socialite Daisy Fellowes, Sir Charles and Lady Mendl, the writer and collector Gertrude Stein and her lover Alice B. Toklas – decided it was time to flee Paris. Edward deposited Wallis in Biarritz and returned to Paris briefly to sort out his affairs. By the end of May his need to be with his wife was so overpowering that, leaving their house at 85 Boulevard Suchet in the hands of a German caretaker, he now abandoned his oldest and most loyal friend and ADC, Major ‘Fruity’ Metcalfe, without a word of warning, forcing him to find his own way back to England without any means of transport. Not surprisingly, Metcalfe saw this as a callous disregard of twenty years of friendship and threatened never to forgive him. ‘He deserted his job in 1936, well he’s deserted his country now, at a time when every office boy and cripple is trying to do what he can. It is the end,’ he told his wife. Some historians have defended the Duke on the grounds that he probably left Paris with the approval – indeed the relieved approval – of the military mission. More significantly perhaps, the Duke understood that, at a time when everyone else seemed to be against the Duchess, he had to be with her to support and defend her. From Biarritz the pair went to La Croë, their home in the Cap d’Antibes, where they heard news of the German advance and the French collapse. It was agreed with the local British Embassy that the Duke and Duchess must get to Spain, without getting caught up with the fleeing French government.
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