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Preface to the 1977 edition




  

    

      

        I intend to write the history of a memorable revolution which profoundly disturbed men, and which still divides them today. I do not conceal from myself the difficulties

        of the enterprise . . . whereas we have the advantage of having heard and observed these old men who, still full of their memories, and still aroused by their impressions, reveal to us the

        spirit and the character of the causes, and teach us to understand them. The moment when the actors are about to expire is perhaps the suitable one to write history: one can glean their

        evidence without sharing all their passions . . . I have pitied the combatants, and I have freely applauded the generous spirits.




        Adolphe Thiers, preface to Histoire de la Révolution Française, 1838


      


    


  




  IN January 1960 I was in Paris, researching into World War I, when “Barricades Week” broke out in Algiers. The European settlers, or pieds noirs were

  in revolt against de Gaulle and the élite “paras” were openly siding with them. For the first time the Press began using the ugly word “insurgents”, menacingly

  evocative of Franco and the Spanish Civil War. Momentarily it looked as if the still-fragile structure of de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic might crack. Then de Gaulle delivered one of his magical

  appeals, and the crisis dissolved like a puff of smoke. What most vividly remains in my mind of that tense week in Paris was the passionate involvement of members of the foreign Press; beyond the

  excitement of events and professional detachment they agonised at France’s dilemma and, during de Gaulle’s television appearance, tears of emotion were brought to more than one

  otherwise steely eye. “The history of France, a permanent miracle,” says André Maurois at the end of his Histoire de la France, “has the singular privilege of

  impassioning the peoples of the earth to the point where they all take part in French quarrels.” This is true. Writing about the history of France has the elements of a love affair with an

  irresistible woman; inspiring in her beauty, often agonising and maddening, but always exciting, and from whom one escapes only to return again. After nearly ten years spent on writing about

  Franco-German conflicts I felt instinctively that, sooner or later, I would be lured back to “take part” in this latest drama of French history, in one form or another, once the dust

  had sufficiently settled. It took my publishers to propose the idea.




  I also happened to be in France on two other occasions when events in Algeria threatened the very existence of the Republic – in May 1958 and again in April 1961, the latter the most

  dangerous of all when ancient Sherman tanks were rolled out on to the Concorde to guard against a possible airborne coup mounted from Algiers. Each episode seemed to me, in retrospect, to bear a

  curious resemblance to the essential rhythm of other great crises in modern French history, whether in 1789, 1870, 1916 or even 1940: a headlong rush to the brink of disaster,

  or even beyond it, followed by an astounding recovery and eventually leading to a re-flowering of the creative energies and brilliance that is France. The war in Algieria (which lasted nearly eight

  years – almost twice as long as the “Great War” of 1914–18) toppled six French prime ministers and the Fourth Republic itself. It came close to bringing down General de

  Gaulle and his Fifth Republic and confronted metropolitan France with the threat of civil war. Yet, when defeat led to the cession of this corner-stone of her empire where she had been

  “chez elle” for 132 years, out of it arose an incomparably greater France than the world had seen for many a generation.




  What in France is called “la guerre d’Algérie” and in Algeria “the Revolution” was one of the last and most historically important of the grand-style

  “colonial wars”, in the strictest sense of the words. Many a French leader, and especially the pieds noirs of Algeria, waged the war in the good faith that they were, indeed,

  shouldering the “White Man’s Burden”. Many a French para gave his life heroically, assured that he was defending a bastion of Western civilisation, and the bogey slogan of

  “the Soviet fleet at Mers-el-Kébir” retained its force right until the last days of the présence française. It was a “war of peace” in that no

  declaration of hostilities was ever made (unless one should recognise the first F.L.N. proclamation of 1 November 1954 as such), and during most of the eight years the vast majority of Frenchmen

  lived unaffected by it. Equally, it was undeniably and horribly savage, bringing death to an estimated one million Muslim Algerians and the expulsion from their homes of approximately the same

  number of European settlers. If the one side practised unspeakable mutilations, the other tortured and, once it took hold, there seemed no halting the pitiless spread of violence. As at a certain

  moment in the Battle of Verdun in 1916, it seemed as if events had escaped all human control; often, in Algeria, the essential tragedy was heightened by the feeling that – with a little more

  magnanimity, a little more trust, moderation and compassion – the worst might have been avoided.




  Important as it was in the history of France, for Algerians the Revolution obviously meant far more. War, said General de Gaulle, “gives birth and brings death to nations”. To

  Algeria it brought birth. But, during that war, more was involved than simply the issue of whether nine million Muslims should gain their independence or not. Not merely one but several

  “revolutions” were taking place on a variety of distinct levels; there was, inter alia, a profound social revolution going on within the framework of Algerian Muslim society and,

  on the French side, “revolutions” first by the army and later by the O.A.S. against the political authority of France. Finally, there was the tug-of-war for the soul of Algeria as

  fought externally on the rostrum of the United Nations and the platforms of the Third World, and in the councils of both Western and Eastern blocs. For the West as a whole the

  Algerian war contained the lessons of two classic failures. First, the failure either to meet, or even comprehend, the aspirations of the Third World. This is with us today not least – or so

  it seems to me – because modern Algeria exists very much as a creature of its revolutionary experiences and, if the consequences of its powerful influence over the Third World are not always

  agreeable for the West the reasons might well be sought in the years 1954–62. Secondly, the lesson of the sad, repeated failure of the moderates, or a “third force”, to compete

  against opposing extremes is one of constant relevance to the contemporary scene; whether it be in Northern Ireland, Southern Africa or Latin America. As in 1793 or 1917, in modern revolutions it

  is the Montagne that triumphs over the Gironde.




  The reader should not be plagued too much by the technical difficulties of the historian’s trade – except, perhaps, where they may affect his comprehension or confidence. The

  treatment of the Algerian war or Revolution, does, however, present certain peculiar problems that require mention in passing. The sheer length of it, in months and years, with a huge dramatis

  personae constantly appearing, reappearing and disappearing, and with its multiple levels of action often out of phase with each other, presents a canvas of daunting size. There is no obvious

  single focus, or climax, and possibly only one obvious entr’acte: the coming of de Gaulle in 1958. There is also the major problem of perspective; in terms of time it falls between the

  two stools of being neither, strictly speaking, history nor non-vintage contemporary events. I am conscious of the warnings of several participants in the story, including President Bourguiba of

  Tunisia, that “un peu plus de recul” might be necessary before any definitive account of the Algerian war could be written. On the other hand, I was flattered by one of the five

  ex-premiers of France kind enough to see me, who felt that no countryman of his could yet write a truly objective study, and that maybe “only an Englishman could”, and I am equally

  encouraged by Thiers’s wise and apt preface to his Révolution Française with which I humbly associate myself. I have been greatly aided in my research, in the

  cross-checking of facts and the correct gauging of moods, by the “memories” of surviving participants of the Algerian War (many of them by no means yet “old men”), and I

  would have been helped still more had I had recourse to those – especially on the Algerian side – who are no longer alive, or who were (like Ahmed Ben Bella) simply

  “unavailable”. I have tried to emulate Thiers in pitying the combatants “without sharing all their passions”.




  Apart from these problems of perspective, perhaps the greatest obstacle lies in the inequality of source material. The number of books relating to the Algerian War published in France alone runs

  into four figures, varying widely in quality, while the periodicals and other printed sources can be more readily measured by the cubic metre. As Le Nouvel Observateur

  remarked of this profusion, “still, and despite this, the Algerian War is the little historical eczema of every Frenchman”. In interviewing French participants – Gaullists and

  anti-Gaullists, O.A.S. and barbouzes, rebel generals and serving soldiers, right-wingers and left-wingers – I expected to encounter inhibitions about discussing the war, if not total

  refusals. In fact, I found almost an embarras de richesses of frankness and helpfulness, with only one downright rebuff: an eminent lady writer, who indicated that the last word on Algeria

  had been written in her own memoirs, and there thus remained nothing more of value to be said.




  The solution on the Algerian side, however, was quite different. At an early stage in my research, a senior Algerian diplomat, who had played an important part in the Revolution, while

  expressing personal enthusiasm for my project, warned me that in his country I might be discouraged by the shortage of written source material and also by a reluctance, both private and official,

  to talk. In fact, I was received with courtesy, interest and hospitality – and was not discouraged; but otherwise he was right, and for reasons that demand sympathetic understanding.

  First of all, on the purely military level, the style of guerrilla warfare was such that, with the F.L.N. constantly on the move, few men in the field had either the time or circumstances to keep

  coherent journals.1 And, it must be remembered, many were illiterate. Unlike the Yugoslav partisan war of 1942–5, with its rich literature, there was no

  centralised command. Many of the records that would normally have found their way into the archives of the new state were (so Algerian officials claim) either destroyed, or “removed” in

  the last desperate days of the O.A.S., and in the exigencies of creating a new state the work of collating the archives that exist was not accorded the highest priority.




  The high walls that surround the houses in Algeria, the delightful courtyards concealed in total privacy behind squalid exteriors in the Casbah, hint at an Algerian characteristic that also does

  not ease the path of an historian. This natural instinct for secretiveness, developed over the five generations of French suzerainty, was further heightened to the point where few inklings leaked

  out during the eight years of clandestine warfare of the many internal splits that repeatedly threatened to rive the F.L.N. leadership. It was no less difficult to discover the truth of such

  divisions by 1973. Compounded with secretiveness there also remains some degree of apprehension. Factionalism of the Revolution continued long after Independence in 1962, and

  as late as 1967 there was an abortive coup against Boumedienne. Two of the neuf historiques founders of the revolt against France have been mysteriously murdered in exile in Europe; Ben

  Bella spent many long years in prison. Several other former revolutionary leaders lived, like Trotsky, nervously in disfavour abroad. Though Algeria is today far from being a police-state on the

  Soviet model, it is an authoritarian regime, and the risk of a fall from grace can be incalculable.




  One of my earliest surprises in Algiers was that, in the Casbah where the highly emotive Battle of Algiers had been waged against Massu’s paras, there is not the smallest plaque or

  commemoration to indicate where such heroes of the Revolution as Ali la Pointe fought and died; and often it is hard to find residents who can guide or inform you, even though little more than a

  decade has elapsed. The same applies elsewhere in Algeria, and the explanation is, in part, that the Algerian Revolution was, from the beginning, a movement of collectivity: of collective

  leadership, of collective suffering, and collective anonymity. Thus, deliberate efforts have been made to veer away from anything resembling a cult of the individual hero or martyr. There is,

  additionally, a more general factor in that Algerian (indeed, to some extent, Arab) tradition holds a concept of History that is rather different from the European. It rates altogether lower

  priority, insofar as the essential fatalism of religious teaching suggests that man is strictly limited in his capacity to shape his destiny. Thus there is a tendency to write off the past,

  relegating its events – whether they occurred yesterday or in A.D. 600 – to the same vast limbo.




  The wounds of the war still lie deep, and it was not until April 1975 that the tricolour could fly again in Algiers, with the first state visit of a French President. Yet an expression I heard

  many times in Algeria was “the page is turned”. On the one hand, this is a sentiment of the most admirable magnanimity; indeed, how many other peoples could – within two or three

  years of the close of an eight-year war that cost the lives of almost one in ten of the population – make a film, La Battaglia di Algeri, where a colonel of the dreaded French paras

  appears almost as its hero? On the other hand, it in no way helps the historian in his work. The most elementary precisions become obscure, or difficult to verify; for example, birthdates of

  leading revolutionary figures often differ radically, according to the source, and for the key F.L.N. “Meeting of the Twenty-two” in the summer of 1954 no less than six different dates

  have been provided from the memories of those present.




  Perhaps the best of much advice I received in the preparation of this book came from another of Algeria’s top ambassadors abroad. “Be absolutely honest,” he said, “and

  admit it if you have only seen part of the picture.” For the very real difficulties outlined above, I cannot claim to have seen anything like the “whole picture”; but it may be

  open to doubt whether anyone – French, Algerian or outsider – could do so. Possibly now no one ever will.




  In the course of research I made two trips to Algeria and Tunisia, where I received the maximum co-operation from the authorities. I was received with warmth and openness by President Bourguiba

  of Tunisia; but a similar interview kindly sponsored by my publisher, Mr Harold Macmillan, with President Boumedienne was, alas, vitiated by its coinciding with the “Ramadan War” of

  1973. I made many trips to France where, as previously noted, I was almost overwhelmed by a surfeit of information and helpfulness. My researches took me on vertiginous leaps across the

  over-hanging roofs of the Casbah, and to third countries for shadowy appointments with anonymous “Jackal” killers still “on the run”; though, as far as personal hazard is

  concerned, nothing was more alarming than a drive across Paris in Jacques Soustelle’s Mini, the former Governor-General reminiscing at 80 k.p.h. with both hands!




  There remains the insidious problem of Arabic transliteration. When chided by his publishers for spelling inconsistencies in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, in that “Jedha the

  she-camel was Jedhah on slip 40”, T.E. Lawrence riposted dismissively: “She was a splendid beast.” Later on there was this exchange: “Slip 78, Sherif Abd el Mayin of slip 68

  becomes el Main, el Mayein, el Muein, el Mayim and el Muyein.” T.E.L.: “Good egg. I call this really ingenious.” If so distinguished an Arabist as Lawrence should admit defeat

  over the endless variation in the spelling of proper names in Arabic, I hope I may be allowed some indulgence. Otherwise, on the advice of Dr Albert Hourani, I have tried to adopt the European

  transliteration of the appropriate “colonising” power; i.e. French for Algerian and Maghreb names, and English for the occasional Egyptian or Palestinian reference.




  Of the many in France, Algeria and elsewhere who helped me, a number specifically requested not to be mentioned in this book or to have information attributed directly to themselves.

  Regretfully, I must comply with their wishes, but thank them sincerely in my heart. For the rest, I am particularly indebted to the following who have been kind enough to give me their time and

  assistance:




  President Habib Bourguiba; MM. les Présidents Georges Bidault, Michel Debré, Pierre Mendès-France, Antoine Pinay and Guy Mollet; Hocine Ait Ahmed, Dr Mahieddine Aminore, Mme

  Lorette Ankaoua, General André Beaufre, S.E.M. Mohammed Bedjaoui, Mr Edward Behr, S.E.M. Abdelmalek Benhabyles, Ahmed Ben Bella, M. Ben Youssef Ben Khedda, General Maurice Challe, M.

  Abdelkader Chanderli, Professor Pierre Chaulet, Colonel François Coulet, Mr Christopher Ewart-Biggs, M. Christian Fouchet, Colonel Jean Gardes, General James Gavin, Mr Omar Haliq, Dr Albert

  Hourani, S.E.M. Louis Joxe, Professor Mostefa Lacheraf, Senator Robert Lacoste, M. Mohamed Lebjaoui, General Jacques Massu, M. François Mitterrand, Dr Jean-Claude

  Pérez, Dr Pierre Roche, General Raoul Salan, Captain Pierre Sergent, Comte Alain de Sérigny, M. Jacques Soustelle, Maître Paul Teitgen, Mme Germaine Tillion, M. Bernard Tricot,

  M. Gérard Viratelle, Mr Sam White, Mr Robin Wu.




  I am also grateful to the French Embassy in London, the British Embassy in Algiers, and especially to H.E. M. Lakhdar Brahimi, Algerian Ambassador in London, for his constant help and kindness;

  to Lady Liddell-Hart for access to her late husband’s remarkable collection of personal archives; to Reggane Films, M. Jean Fontugne and Historia magazine; to the irreplaceable London

  Library, the Royal United Service Institution, the Bibliotèque de Documentation Internationale Contemporaine at Nanterre and the library of the French Senate at the Luxembourg (surely the

  world’s most sumptuous surroundings in which to research) and its librarian, M. Jean Bécarud.




  For their unfailing hospitality in Paris, as well as performing endless commissions, my warm thanks are due (once again) to Mr and Mrs Walter Goetz and to Mr Michael Edwards; for help in my

  travels to, and inside, Algeria and Tunisia, I am indebted to the Algerian and Tunisian governments, the Algerian National Travel Agency, Tunis Air, the Tunisian National Tourist Office, the

  Evening Standard and the Observer.




  As frequently in the past, an occasional haven of enlightened peace was offered me by St Antony’s College, Oxford – and additionally, this time, the benefits of their affiliated

  Middle East Centre.




  In France I owe a particular debt of gratitude to my old friends Gérard Minvielle, the Socialist Senator from Les Landes, and his charming wife, Jany, who between them opened many doors

  to me that might otherwise have been closed – and, in addition, those of the Senate Library. I am also warmly appreciative of the patient friendliness of M. Yves Courrière who, in his

  four volumes on the Algerian War, carried out invaluable pioneer work in personal interviews and who responded to my endless enquiries with a goodwill not always to be found between fellow authors.

  More sadly, I am beholden to Sir Anthony Nutting, Bt, for graciously withdrawing from an identical project where his wide knowledge of the Arab world might have stood him in better stead than

  mine.




  For the toilsome work of processing the manuscript I am first of all indebted to Mrs Angus Nicol for the typing and many items of research (alas, probably for the last time); to my wife for her

  reading and assaults on the extraneous gallicism; to Mr Alan Williams of the Viking Press, New York, for his long-range help and good sense, but especially to Mr Richard Garnett for his exacting

  editorial work and boundless patience. (Needless to say, all faults and errors that remain are mine alone.)




  Finally, I owe a particular debt of gratitude to my publisher, the Rt Hon. Harold Macmillan for his counsel and constant encouragement to write about a part of the world

  that – since 1942 – has held his imagination; and to Alan Maclean and Caroline Hobhouse for the actual idea which has committed their willing slave to more than three years’ hard

  labour, without remission.





  
Preface to the 1996 edition




  SOME fifty miles westward along the coast from Algiers lie the ancient Roman ruins of Tipasa. There are few more idyllic spots in the entire Mediterranean, and it

  provoked from that great French humanist, Albert Camus, one of his most eloquent and nostalgic essays. Writing in those tranquil pre-war days of colonial Algeria, Camus – in some ways the

  typical pied noir – described euphorically how he had experienced there “the happy lassitude of a wedding day with the world.” Lapped by a peacock-coloured sea, Tipasa

  remains an absinthe-perfumed paradise of expressionist colours. “Happy is he among the living who has seen such things,” exulted Camus.




  Five years after he wrote these words, when Algeria was occupied by the Allies in the Second World War, General Charles de Gaulle and Harold Macmillan, then Churchill’s plenipotentiary in

  Algiers, spent an historic afternoon together amid the joys of Camus’s Tipasa. Macmillan had bathed naked, but de Gaulle – always ram-rod correct and conscious of his dignity –

  sat bolt upright on a rock, in full uniform under the Algerian summer sun, while ceaselessly they thrashed out the future of the post-war world. Little could de Gaulle have realised then just how

  closely his own future was going to be linked to the fate of Algeria.




  When I first discovered Tipasa while researching A Savage War of Peace in 1973, it moved me almost as strongly as it did Camus. Revisiting it twelve years later, I was still able to find

  the small memorial to Camus that bears the now worn quotation from his works, in French:




  “Glory consists of the ability to love without measure.” Camus loved his native Algeria, algérie française, without measure, and in a way the

  ageing obelisk stands as a memorial to all the heartbreak, savagery and bitterness that now lies fading with extraordinary rapidity. Since Camus, Macmillan and de Gaulle, the

  glory that colonial France once created in Algeria has largely passed into limbo, and the gently peaceful beauty of Tipasa casts a deceptive cloak over a much more ferocious past. For it was on a

  sunny beach close to Tipasa that French women and children, as well as men, were machine-gunned as they bathed by freedom-fighters of the Algerian F.L.N. At Zeralda, just a few miles to the east,

  Algerian suspects died in a French torture camp; and it was from barracks in this same Zeralda that rebel units of the élite French paras launched a nearly successful coup against President

  de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic in April 1961.




  Four decades have gone by since the F.L.N. declared war on the French in Algeria on that historic All Saints’ Day of 1954. It is a long time in modern memory, and one tends to forget the

  passions stirred by this appallingly savage contest, not only in France, but the impact it also caused throughout the world. Yet it remains on the statute books as a prototype of the modern war of

  national liberation. It was as appropriate as it was imaginative that President Chadli Bendjedid’s Government should, in November 1984, mark the thirtieth anniversary celebrations of the

  beginning of the Algerian War of National Liberation with the first ever international conference of historians studying that war. That it should have been held at all, given the pain of memories

  only so recently in the past, was a remarkable – and courageous – feat on the part of the Algerians. But, in the openness of discussion and the factual revelations that emerged, the

  conference was also a considerable success in itself, and showed a significant break with the reticences and the repressiveness of the immediate post-war Algeria of Houari Boumedienne.




  Alas, the terrible events of the 1990s – up to 50,000 killings in a new civil war every bit as horrendous as the War of Liberation – attest that the angry echoes of Algeria

  1954–1962 have still not yet died away.




  In my Preface to the first edition of A Savage War, I drew attention to some of the difficulties encountered when trying to study the Algerian side of events in 1973.

  Eleven years later an invitation to participate in the Algiers’ historical conference provided me with a unique opportunity to meet some of the participants of the war who had been

  inaccessible to me in 1973. As Michael Holroyd once remarked, one of the privileges of writing contemporary biography – or, for that matter, contemporary history –




  

    

      

        “is that you meet, usually on friendly terms, people you have always wanted to meet . . .”


      


    


  




  Certainly this was true for me in Algiers in 1984. It was immensely exciting to meet for the first time men about whom I had written, but – because of

  circumstances – never previously been able to see.




  This new edition was stimulated by that Algiers Conference; on the other hand, it also contains some factual corrections and amendments noted down over the years (for which I am deeply indebted

  to the help given by very many correspondents), and some new assessments and updating. I remain, however, painfully aware that the last words on the Algerian War are far from being written. In

  France the sack-loads of archives removed from the Gouvernement-Général in the last days of the war lie, sealed from the public gaze, in the repositories of the University of

  Aix-en-Provence; in Algiers, the official archives were only just beginning to be assembled in a splendid new centre in 1984. Yet, meanwhile, memories are fading and eye-witnesses dying, their

  recollections unrecorded. It is with that in mind that I hope this revised edition may offer at least a part view of a key episode in our times, which – like the inscription on the Camus

  memorial – is rapidly being eroded away by the passage of time.




  Sadly, at the time of writing, overlaying all that bitter past in Algeria, has come a new civil war to rend its fabric once more, overflowing yet again to plague and perplex Metropolitan

  France.




  





  PART ONE




  Prelude




  1830–1954




  

    

      Qu’importe si cent mille coups de fusil partent en Afrique! L’Europe ne les entend pas.




      Louis-Philippe, 1835


    


  




  




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  “A Town of no Great Interest”




  

    

      

        As long as you keep Algiers, you will be constantly at war with Africa; sometimes this war will seem to end; but these people will not hate you any the less; it will be a

        half-extinguished fire that will smoulder under the ash and which, at the first opportunity, will burst into a vast conflagration.




        Baron Lacuée, 1831


      


    


  




  Sétif, 1945




  THE market town of Sétif sits haphazardly on a high and treeless plain some eighty miles west of Constantine. Even in early summer a thin, mean wind whirls up the

  dust along its rectilinear streets of typical French colonial design. Passing rapidly through it in March 1943, Churchill’s Minister Resident in North Africa, Harold Macmillan, noted with the

  eye of a classical scholar that, in comparison with the nearby ruins of Trajan’s Djemila, Sétif was “a town of no great interest”.




  On the morning of 8 May 1945, the inhabitants of this largely Muslim town were preparing for a mass march. It was V.E. Day; for Europe, the first day of peace following the Nazi capitulation the

  previous night.




  All across the mother country, metropolitan France, there would be fervent celebrations to mark the end of the nightmare five years of defeat, occupation and the destructive course of liberation

  by her own allies. But compared with the frenzied joy of Armistice Day 1918, France’s jubilation was somewhat muted by the sober backdrop. The scattering of antique cars that crepitated along

  the grands boulevards of Paris, propelled by cylinders of floppy bags of coal gas, perched on the roof like great duvets, symbolised the state of France herself. Plundered by the occupiers,

  bombed by the liberators, deprived of fuel and every raw material and fed by a crippled railway system, industry faced a grim struggle for rehabilitation. The épiceries were empty

  – and already there were grave menaces of industrial unrest. French society was riven; the hunting down of those who had collaborated (or were said to have collaborated) went on apace;

  politicians were already rending one another, as in the bad old days of the Third Republic, while an aggressive Stalinist Communist Party seemed poised for takeover. Such was

  the scene that confronted a generation of prematurely fatigued Frenchmen: those who had fought all the way from Lake Chad with Leclerc, or had more recently come limping home from deportation and

  the prisoner-of-war camps of Hitler’s Reich. The prevailing note was perhaps struck by one returning veteran when he remarked to an American journalist: “That great world insomnia which

  is war has come to an end, once again.” Like a weary insomniac, France too greeted the relieving dawn chiefly longing for one thing only – repose.




  If it was liberation that a haggard France was fêting that May day, that too was the magic word mobilising the Muslim community of Sétif. The difference was that the one was

  celebrating its return; the other, marching in quest of something it considered to be still denied it. Over the past weeks, hints of what might be to come had percolated through Algeria. There had

  been a mounting series of minor incidents against colons, as the European settlers were called; cars, and even children leaving school, had been stoned; fatmas, or domestic servants,

  told their employers that they had been warned no longer to work for them. On walls graffiti appeared overnight exhorting: “Muslims awaken!” “It’s the Muslim flag that will

  float over North Africa!” Or, with more direct menace: “Français, you will be massacred by the Muslims!”




  The hot-blooded colons riposted with aggressive scorn, laced with such epithets as sale race, which tripped all too readily off the tongue. Passions between the two communities had

  risen. Then, in mid-April, information had been received by the French authorities that a general insurrection was brewing, to be accompanied by widespread sabotage. The conspirators appeared to be

  a nationalist movement called the Parti du Peuple Algérien, or P.P.A., so as a precautionary measure its leader, Messali Hadj, was packed off into exile to the desert, thence to

  Brazzaville.




  In contrast to the heavily colon-dominated enclaves round Oran and Algiers, Sétif was predominantly Muslim and had a long history of radical nationalism. But apart from this

  ground-swell of political discontent, there were more immediate economic motives for trouble. Algeria had suffered harshly from two years of crop failures, on top of severe hardships imposed by

  wartime shortages. Emergency rations normally stocked against the eventuality of famine had been depleted by the Vichy French for the benefit of Festung Europa; the black market had thrived,

  but was beyond the means of most Algerian peasants. Revisiting his native land that year, Albert Camus was horrified to find Kabyle children fighting with dogs for the contents of a rubbish bin.

  Although relatively rich compared with Kabylia, the countryside round Sétif had received no rain since January – and resentments had been fanned by the prosperous harvest reaped by the

  foreign-owned Compagnie Genevoise, which held nearly 15,000 hectares of the best farmlands.




  If there was indeed to have been a concerted demonstration in favour of Algerian independence (although the evidence for this remains still inconclusive), there could hardly

  have been chosen a better day than V.E. Day; nor a better place in which to ignite the spark than Sétif. All Europe – and especially France – was rejoicing at deliverance from an

  occupying power; the United Nations Charter was about to be signed at San Francisco amid pious declarations of self-determination for subject peoples; while in Cairo birth had been given to the

  Arab League, a day of importance in the cause of Muslim independence everywhere. The French army was still largely preoccupied in Europe, and in Sétif itself there were no more than twenty

  gendarmes to maintain order.




  There could be no question of M. Butterlin, the sub-prefect of Sétif, halting the 8 May parades. After all, were they not nominally celebrating the triumph of the mother country and her

  allies, and specifically processing to lay a wreath on the monument aux morts in memory of the Algerian troops fallen in the recent conflict? And, in any case, how could his twenty gendarmes

  physically contain 8,000 Muslims pouring in from the outskirts of Sétif? At least, he decided, he would impose a strict ban against the march assuming any political character; above all, no

  seditious banners. But as soon as the procession had formed up outside the mosque, Butterlin received a telephone call from his chief of police, Commissaire Valère, that the demonstrators

  had, nevertheless, deployed banners bearing such provocative slogans as: “Vive Messali!” “Free Messali!” “For the Liberation of the People, Long Live Free and

  Independent Algeria!” They were also flourishing, for the first time, the green-and-white flag that had once been the standard of that legendary hero of resistance against the French,

  Abd-el-Kader, and was later to become that of the F.L.N. liberation movement. He at once ordered Valère to intervene and seize the banners. Valère warned that that might mean a fight

  (une bagarre). “All right,” replied Butterlin, “then there’ll be a fight.”




  At this point, as so often happens with such incidents, the record is obscure as to who actually fired the first shot. According to the investigating Tubert Commission, based on French police

  reports, Commissaire Valère was knocked down by a stone while trying to seize one of the offending banners, and had to defend himself with his walking-stick. Some of the demonstrators then

  opened fire with concealed weapons. Another account has it that a police inspector in plain clothes came out of a café, was surrounded by shouting demonstrators, lost his nerve and shot in

  the stomach a young Muslim bearing a relatively unexceptionable banner, mortally wounding him. Whatever the truth, it seems fairly clear that there were armed men, bent on trouble, among the Muslim

  marchers, and these – egged on by the blood-curdling you-you ululations of their women – now began an indiscriminate massacre of any Europeans caught out in the streets. Valère’s gendarmes returned the fire, but were soon overwhelmed. Small groups of killers, the scent of blood in their nostrils, now fanned out by taxi, bicycle or

  even on horseback into the surrounding countryside, spreading the word that a general jihad, or “holy war”, had broken out. At Chevreul European small farmers found themselves

  – like the Kenyan settlers under Mau-Mau – attacked by faithful servants whom they had employed for thirty years, and survivors huddled for protection in the local gendarmerie. At

  Périgotville Muslims seized an arms magazine, slaughtered a dozen Europeans, including the administrator and his assistant, then pillaged and burned the town. At the charming small seaport

  of Djidjelli four forest guards were among the murdered; at Kerrata a justice of the peace and his wife. In many cases it was the petits fonctionnaires, symbols of the présence

  française, that the assassins seemed particularly bent on hunting down. Meanwhile, at Guelma, the other focus of revolt two hundred kilometres away to the east of Constantine, there were

  similar scenes of demonstrators run amok, killings, rape and pillage.




  For five dreadful days the madness continued, until troops hastily rushed up by the army managed to restore order. The accumulated casualty reports made grisly reading: 103 Europeans murdered,

  plus another hundred wounded; a number of women brutally raped, including one aged eighty-four. Many of the corpses were appallingly mutilated: women with their breasts slashed off, men with their

  severed sexual organs stuffed into their mouths.




  There now began the grim work of repression. The army, incorporating Senegalese units legendary for their ferocity, subjected suspect Muslim villages to systematic ratissage –

  literally a “raking-over”, a time-honoured word for “pacifying” operations. This involved a number of summary executions. Of the less accessible mechtas, or Muslim

  villages, more than forty were bombed by Douglas dive-bombers; while the cruiser Duguay-Trouin lying off in the Gulf of Bougie bombarded the environs of Kerrata at extreme range (and,

  presumably, comparable inaccuracy). The casualties inflicted by the armed forces were set officially (by the Tubert Commission Report) at 500 to 600, but the numbers of Muslim villagers killed by

  the more indiscriminate naval and aerial bombardments may well have amounted to more. Nevertheless, the figure seems to have been but a small proportion of the dead accounted for by the vengeful

  backlash of an outraged and frightened European population. Spontaneously organised vigilantes seized prisoners out of country gaols and lynched them; Muslims found not wearing the white brassards

  as prescribed by the army were simply despatched on the spot. At one village alone, held under siege by the Muslims during the uprisings, 219 were reported to have been shot out of hand. At Guelma,

  where the European fury reputedly reached its highest point, the Algerian Communist Party was well to the fore in the work of reprisal – a factor of significance in the

  forthcoming revolution. Describing the uprising as “Hitlerian”, the P.C.A. secretary-general, Amar Ouzegane, wrote in Liberté, the party journal: “The organisers of

  these troubles must be swiftly and pitilessly punished, the instigators of the revolt put in front of the firing squad”.




  Estimates of the toll of Muslim dead exacted in the wake of Sétif fluctuate wildly, as is so often the case. The Tubert Report placed the figure at between 1,020 and 1,300; while Cairo

  radio immediately claimed that 45,000 had been killed – a total which was to become accepted more or less unquestioningly by the Algerian nationalists.2

  Robert Aron advances a figure of 6,000 which (although the basis whereby it was derived is not entirely clear) now seems generally acceptable to moderate French historians. But even if one were to

  accept the very lowest figure proffered by the Tubert Report, it still represents a ten to one “over-kill” in relation to the numbers of Europeans massacred; especially when, as

  was later officially estimated, no more than five per cent of the population had been tainted anyway.




  Details of the Sétif bloodbath were played down with remarkable success in metropolitan France. Simone de Beauvoir recalls: “We heard very little about what had happened at

  Sétif,” and noted that the Communist L’Humanité acknowledged only a hundred or so casualties, while de Gaulle in his memoirs dismisses the bloody episode in one

  terse sentence: “a beginning of insurrection, occurring in the Constantinois and synchronised with the Syrian riots in the month of May, was snuffed out by Governor General

  Chataigneau”. Yet the army repression must have been carried out on orders from de Gaulle’s coalition government, and it must equally have been fully aware of the extent of the ensuing

  bloodbath; on both scores it is to be noted that the Communist ministers shared responsibility without a murmur.




  For all the general ignorance in metropolitan France of what happened at Sétif, the impact on Algerians was incalculable, and ineradicable. Kateb Yacine, the liberal poet, records that it

  was at Sétif




  

    

      

        that my sense of humanity was affronted for the first time by the most atrocious sights. I was sixteen years old. The shock which I felt at the pitiless butchery that

        caused the deaths of thousands of Muslims, I have never forgotten. From that moment my nationalism took definite form.


      


    


  




  Of more direct significance was the disembarkation, shortly after Sétif, of the 7th Regiment of Algerian Tirailleurs, a unit that had distinguished

  itself in battle in Europe. Many of its men came from the Constantine area and were utterly appalled by the stories they heard. A number of these returning soldiers were subsequently to become

  leaders of the F.L.N. Among them was a much-decorated sergeant, Ben Bella, who wrote: “The horrors of the Constantine area in May 1945 succeeded in persuading me of the only path; Algeria for

  the Algerians.” The Algerian liberal leader, Ferhat Abbas, had condemned the wanton slaughter of Europeans by declaring, at the beginning of the uprising, “those who have urged you to

  rebellion betray you”. But, on his way to congratulate the Governor General on the Allied victory, he – like 4,500 of his followers who had had nothing whatever to do with the uprising

  – was arrested and, later, was forced to admit that Sétif “has taken us back to the days of the crusaders”. It was indeed hardly an exaggeration to describe it, as did

  Edward Behr while the war was still in progress, as




  

    

      

        an event which, in one form or another, has marked every Algerian Muslim alive at the time. . . . Every one of the “new wave” of Algerian nationalists

        prominent in the National Liberation Front today traces his revolutionary determination back to May 1945 . . . each of them felt after May 1945 that some sort of armed uprising would sooner

        or later become necessary.


      


    


  




  The reaction of the European colons, a mixture of shock and fear, was to demand further draconian measures and to suspend any suggestion of new reforms. “When the house is on

  fire,” wrote the Écho d’Alger, “when the ship is about to sink, one calls for neither the insurance company nor the dancing-master. For the house, it’s the

  hour of the fireman; for the ship, the hour of the lifeboat. For North Africa, c’est l’heure du gendarme.” With remarkable prophetic accuracy the French divisional

  commander, General Duval, who had already been responsible for much of the “gendarme” action in the immediate aftermath of Sétif, reported to Paris: “I have given you peace

  for ten years. But don’t deceive yourselves. . . .” In fact, the precarious peace was to last nine and a half years; but, in effect, the shots fired at Sétif represented the

  first volley of the Algerian War.




  The conquest, 1830




  Though immediate causes, such as hunger and the years of deprivation of the Second World War, may partly explain the fateful explosion at Sétif, for deeper motivations one needs to skim

  back swiftly over 115 years of the présence française in Algeria.




  In 1830, the country lay nominally under a loose suzerainty of Turkish military rule. Successive generations of French historians have, for fairly obvious reasons, claimed

  that a state approximating tribal anarchy prevailed. This view is now contested by “neutral” as well as Arab historians. In 1847 de Tocqueville declared to the French National Assembly

  that “The Muslim society in North Africa was not uncivilised; it only had a backward and imperfect civilisation.” He went on to claim “we have rendered Muslim society much more

  miserable and much more barbaric than it was before it became acquainted with us”. Even some of the early French conquerors paid tribute to signs of Algeria’s civilisation, however

  rudimentary, with one general noting in 1834, “nearly all the Arabs can read and write; in each village, there are two schools”. What is indisputable, however, is that in 1830 Algeria

  was suffering from acute political instability internally and therefore presented a feeble exterior to the world outside. It was indeed quite difficult to establish a national identity for a

  territory that had been little more than a corridor for successive conquerors, and known little but turbulence over many previous centuries. The Carthaginians had ruled for some seven centuries;

  they had been followed by the Romans; who had in turn been followed by the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Spaniards and the Turks. In the early nineteenth century the troublesomeness of corsairs

  operating out of the rugged Algerian coast had provoked thoughts of occupation among various European powers, and even troubled the United States. Back in the sixteenth century, the first European

  consul to El-Djezair, as the city was then called, had been a Frenchman, and Napoleon I had himself cast covetous eyes in its direction. From then on French merchants had become progressively

  involved in a series of complex and tangled trade details, and it was during a row provoked by one of these that, in 1827, the reigning Dey of Algiers (half of whose twenty-eight predecessors are

  said to have met violent ends) lost his temper with the French consul, struck him in the face with a fly-whisk, and called him “a wicked, faithless, idol-worshipping rascal”.




  France waited three years before avenging the insult. It then presented a useful pretext for Charles X’s regime which, increasingly unpopular, adopted the time-honoured formula of

  distracting minds from domestic problems by the pursuit of la gloire abroad. There were at once voices raised against the Algerian “adventure”, arguing that it was a deviation

  from France’s essential interests in Europe (“I would gladly”, declared one deputy, “exchange Algiers for the most wretched hole on the Rhine”). And in fact the

  Algerian entanglement was to play an important role in bringing down the regime – not for the last time in French history. Marching to plans based on a Napoleonic project, the French

  expeditionary force landed at Sidi-Ferruch, a sheltered beach some twenty miles west of Algiers. The enterprise was accompanied by a touch of the fête galante, with elegant ladies

  booking accommodation aboard pleasure boats to observe the naval bombardment of Algiers. A few weeks later the city fell, taking with it Dey Hussein; but too late to save the

  restored Bourbons in France.




  But despite initial French optimism, the fighting continued in the interior. In 1832 there arose a fierce and dedicated Algerian resistance leader, Abd-el-Kader, then aged only twenty-five. With

  intermittent cease-fires, Abd-el-Kader waged war against the French occupation over the next fifteen years. Though winning remarkably wide support in western and central Algeria, he was never able

  to unite totally the warlike Algerian tribes which, traditionally, were little more inclined to submit to his authority than they were to the French. In the context of the nineteenth century the

  weight of colonialist France was, in any event, altogether too great for Abd-el-Kader to have achieved anything resembling a united, modern nation. Militarily, the struggle assumed forms that were

  to become painfully familiar. Ill-prepared French troops would freeze to death in the harsh mountains in pursuit of an elusive foe, or fall into well-laid ambushes. Little quarter was given. The

  French army retaliated with scorched-earth reprisals; on one occasion French public opinion was deeply shocked to learn how fires had been lit at the mouth of a cave where 500 men, women and

  children had taken refuge, asphyxiating all but ten of them. “It was not a pretty war, nor an amusing war,” wrote one military commander. A legendary figure in French nurseries,

  Père Bugeaud, pressed operations ruthlessly to a conclusion, and in 1847 Abd-el-Kader finally surrendered—to spend the rest of his life in honourable exile in Damascus. In December the

  following year, a time when the U.S.A. had admitted little more than half its eventual complement of states to the Union, the Second Republic declared Algeria an integral part of France,

  transforming its vast territories into three French departments. It was a historic, indeed unique, step, and one which thereby set up for successive French republics a deadly trap from which they

  would find it well nigh impossible to escape.




  La présence française




  Pari passu with Marshal Bugeaud’s “pacification”. French colonisers steadily took root in Algeria. Said Bugeaud in a renowned statement before the National Assembly in

  1840: “Wherever there is fresh water and fertile land, there one must locate colons, without concerning oneself to whom these lands belong.” By 1841 the numbers of such

  colons, or pieds noirs as they came to be called,3 already totalled 37,374 – in comparison with approximately three million

  indigènes. There were a number of sources from which French administrations furnished the necessary land; the state domains which the French government had

  inherited from its Turkish predecessor (some one million hectares – nearly 4,000 square miles), forestry domains (much of which was in a condition of neglect), and agricultural land simply

  expropriated because it lay uncultivated, or for punitive measures. One such example of the last was 500,000 hectares seized from the Kabyles in 1871 in reprisal for their revolt against the

  pressures of French colonisation (about a quarter of this was later handed back as being inutilisable). On top of this there came the land which the colons acquired through direct

  negotiation with the owners. Various laws were passed to protect Algerian property from land-greedy colons, but all too often they were easily circumvented.




  Napoleon III, who was perhaps one of the first French leaders to concern himself seriously with the Algerian plight, in 1863 passed a law aimed at “reconciling an intelligent, proud

  warlike and agrarian race” in which was stipulated, inter alia, that “France recognises the ownership by Arab tribes of territories of which they have permanent and traditional

  benefit”. As so often with the more liberal acts of this well-intentioned ruler, however, their execution did not match up to his ideals; while a decade earlier he had himself pushed the

  floodgates of immigration ajar with his own political exiles and the unemployed of the Parisian ateliers. In his constant search for fresh funds abroad, he had also sold to the Compagnie Genevoise

  some fifteen thousand hectares of the best land round Sétif; but in the long run this would benefit neither France (in that the substantial income off it flowed into the pockets of Swiss

  bankers) nor Algeria (in that, contrary to Louis-Napoleon’s intentions, its intensive operations offered but little employment for land-hungry peasants), and in itself was to provide one of

  the contributory causes to the 1945 events. Another subsequent piece of protective legislation was the Warnier Act of 1873, which aimed at preventing the sub-division of Muslim lands, but left

  loopholes whereby such scandals as the following could occur: near Mostaganem a Jewish lawyer’s clerk acquired 292 hectares, which was tenanted by 513 indigènes, for no more

  than 20 francs. The costs imposed on the “vendors” somehow amounted to 11,000 francs, and they now became the purchaser’s labourers at starvation wages.




  In France voices continued to be raised against the colonisation of Algeria; Clemenceau bitterly attacked the “colonialist” Jules Ferry on the grounds that he was serving the designs

  of Bismarck by helping distract France from her destiny in Europe; agronomists feared that, because of the lower wages paid the Algerian peasants, French farmers and vine-growers would be

  threatened. But still the European immigrants arrived in their various waves. There were the unemployed and unwanted from the revolution of 1848, who hardly formed the best material for breaking

  the stern soil of Algeria; after 1871 (when immigration first began on a large scale) there came industrious and efficient Alsatians, refugees from the provinces forfeited to a

  triumphant Prussia. There came Spaniards, Italians and Maltese in their thousands; so much so that by 1917 only one in five of the non-Muslim population was said to be of French origin. As Anatole

  France muttered angrily: “We have despoiled, pursued and hunted down the Arabs in order to populate Algeria with Italians and Spaniards.”




  Undeniably, however, much of the land colonised by the pieds noirs had been carved out of insalubrious wilderness, some of which may have been used as migratory grazing grounds, rather

  than grabbed directly from Muslim farmers. This was especially true of the mosquito-ridden marshes of the Mitidja, inland from Algiers. Its reputation in the early colonial days was so bad that

  anyone with a face rendered sallow by fever was said to have a “Boufarik complexion”, but under French expertise it was rapidly to become Algeria’s richest farming area. In 1843,

  Trappist monks introduced the vine to the Mitidja; thirty-five years later the coming of phylloxera to France launched the Algerian wine industry, and by the mid-twentieth century it had grown to

  be one of the Mediterranean’s biggest producers. Thus in the all-important realm of agriculture, as indeed in that of industrial development later, the colons could reasonably claim

  that they had created the country out of virtually nothing. But it was the old, old story of the Europeans with their superior technique, resources and aggressive vigour progressively assimilating

  the best lands, while at the same time the more numerous indigènes were being pushed out on to the more peripheral lands.




  During the first forty years of the présence française Algeria was chiefly run by the military; administration at the local level being in the hands of the Bureaux Arabes

  created by Marshal Bugeaud. These were adapted from the Turkish system, except that plenipotentiary powers resided with the French administrator, who combined the roles of governor, judge,

  inspector of taxes, technical adviser and welfare officer. Often these came to be highly expert in their field, as well as deeply dedicated to the welfare of the people under their charge. By 1870,

  however, the pied noir population had risen to over 200,000 and an uprising against the military-style administration forced Paris to grant them greater control over their affairs and

  something more closely resembling the forms of government enjoyed by metropolitan Frenchmen. The institutions that then evolved were to remain, with little basic change, over the next eighty and

  more years. At the top, Algeria – since it had been annexed as an integral part of France – was governed through the French Ministry of the Interior. This was in sharp contrast to its

  closely related Maghreb4 neighbours, over whom France established only “protectorates” during the nineteenth century and

  which were consequently dealt with by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Thus it would always prove difficult to formulate any co-ordinated policy for the Maghreb as a whole, and in fact such

  disparate territories as French West Africa and Indo-China came to have more homogeneous links through both being subordinated to the same Ministry of the Colonies.




  Appointed by, and responsible to, the Minister of the Interior was the governor-general, one of the most senior functionaries of the French republic. By unwritten tradition he was never a

  pied noir, any more than the prefect of Corsica was a Corsican. Directly under him came the prefects of Algiers, Oran and Constantine; which, as departments of France, were entitled to send

  senators and deputies to the mother parliament in Paris. Originally only the pied noir population enjoyed the right to vote for these representatives. Then came the creation of the double

  electoral college system; the first college consisting of all “French citizens”, plus a modest proportion of select Muslims, the number of which was augmented over regular intervals

  – though at a painfully slow rate; the second embracing the whole Muslim population. Each college (in 1946) could elect eight senators and fifteen deputies to the National Assembly. In effect

  this meant that one million Europeans had voting rights equal to those of over eight million Muslims. Laws specifically relating to Algeria were adapted or initiated by a “regime of

  decrees” established in 1834, controlled by the administration and thus escaping any parliamentary control. The nearest semblance to any Algerian legislative assembly was the

  Délégations Financières, composed of mixed European and Muslim members, but the competence of this body was strictly limited to budgetary matters; and, in practice, for one

  reason or another it tended to reflect the interests of the grands colons.




  At lower levels – although the vast, empty Saharan territories continued under military control – the administration was divided between communes de plein exercice and

  communes mixtes. The former were established in communities where Europeans predominated (though there were some glaring exceptions, such as Constantine, where the Muslims were in an

  overwhelming majority), and they were based on the French model with a ruling mayor (invariably European) and an elected municipal council, three-fifths of whose seats were reserved for Europeans.

  The communes mixtes held sway in the areas where the Muslims had clear numerical superiority, and each was headed by an appointed European administrator, governing through the medium of

  local caids – all of whom derived their office through the governor-general.




  The institution of the commune mixte contained many of the elements of what, by the mid-twentieth century, was most unsatisfactory about French rule in Algeria. It was, in fact, an

  adaptation in modern dress of Père Bugeaud’s Bureaux Arabes, which had worked well enough in the early days, but it was simply not equipped to cope with either the

  advanced technical problems of the twentieth century or its vastly expanded Muslim populations. It is revealing that, whereas in 1922 there were 300 European administrators for the communes

  mixtes for three million Muslims governed by them, by 1954 the ratio had shifted to 257 for four and a half million. At Arris, for instance, the epicentre of the 1954 revolt in the

  Aurès, one administrator and two assistants were in charge of 60,000 dispersed over a wide and inaccessible area. The fault lay, to a large extent, with French policy which – possibly

  out of fear of releasing a genie from the bottle – had consistently shied away from creating an indigenous administrative corps. A passing comparison could be made with India, where, after a

  long participation in government, by the time of the British devolution of power in 1947 something like half of the civil service was “Indianised”.5 In contrast, by as late as 1956 – two years after the Algerian war had broken out – Governor-General Lacoste admitted that no more than eight out of 864 higher

  administrative posts were held by Muslims; and it was not until 1959, after the coming of de Gaulle, that the French army could proudly announce the appointment of the first Muslim regimental

  commander. Though often excellent and dedicated men in themselves, the French (or frequently pied noir) administrators tended to become an ingrowing race. As Professor Emile-Félix

  Gautier, a distinguished scholar and fervent admirer of Algérie française, wrote at the time of the 1930 centenary:




  

    

      

        The administrative career in Algeria has been a closed shop; the official enters at the beginning of his life to become later, if he succeeds, a director with grey hair;

        he doesn’t leave it; normally no door opens on to other French or colonial administrations. The result is that the Government-General is permeated by an Algerian [i.e. pied noir]

        spirit.


      


    


  




  The “cadi’s ear”




  Paradoxically, the advent of modern communications meant that the over-worked administrator became more, rather than less, out of contact with his flock; he communicated by telephone instead of

  riding out by horseback, as in the good old days, to stay overnight in the various douars. Many inhabitants in the remoter mountains of the Aurès and Kabylia never saw a European in

  their lives, their sole contact with France being through a caid, bachaga6 or the hated local tax-collector. More and more the administrator

  came to rely on these Muslim intermediaries; some were venerable and honourable old men, laden with decorations, who had fought for France, or served her loyally and with

  integrity; others owed their position purely to family and tradition, and were known contemptuously by young nationalists as the Beni-Oui-Oui, the rubber stamps of French policy; still

  others were appallingly corrupt. In the Turkish tradition, the bribe was all too often an indispensable fact of life. Jean Servier, a well-known French ethnologist, describes his outrage when an

  elderly illiterate produced a piece of paper stating that a local Muslim judge, or cadi,7 was charging him 2,000 (old) francs ($6) for obtaining a copy of his

  marriage certificate, plus “scribal expenses, 1,000 francs”.




  

    

	

      “That’s not the normal fee,” I told him, “France does not charge so much for justice.”




      “The cadi assures us nevertheless, that it is France which obliges us to pay so much money.”




      He added with a knowing smile. “Among our people there is a large cake called ‘the cadi’s ear’ – because it requires a lot of honey to sweeten it!”


    


  


  




  The “sweetening” often descended to the level of sheer swindle; 100,000 to 200,000 francs for a Legion of Honour or a post of caid, which might never materialise; or a desert

  sheikh who would bully the government into digging at great expense artesian wells to provide poverty-stricken fellahs with a living – these would prove to be dry and investigation

  would reveal that the arid land had in fact been sold (again, at great expense) to the Government by the said sheikh. The capacity (and ingenuity) of the “cadi’s ear” seemed

  boundless; it increased hand in hand with the gulf between the French rulers and the ruled in Algeria – and so did resentment.




  There was an important additional anomaly that provoked bitterness whenever the bona fides of “assimilation” with the mother country were questioned. This was the issue of

  French citizenship. Muslims were automatically French “subjects”, but not French “citizens”. From the early days legislation had permitted them to be subject to Islamic, as

  opposed to French, law; this may have been designed as a cultural and religious protection, but it became in effect a prison, because a Muslim wishing to adopt French citizenship had to renounce

  these rights, thereby virtually committing an act of apostasy. Moreover, in practice many obstacles were placed in the path of the Muslim seeking French citizenship. Back in 1871 tribesmen

  reporting in front of a judge at Bougie to fill in naturalisation papers were, reportedly, thrown into prison – pour encourager les autres. As a result, by 1936, after seventy-five

  years of “assimilation”, no more than 2,500 Muslims had actually crossed the bar to French citizenship. There were two further inconsistencies. To begin with, in having imposed upon

  them by the French the Arab judicial system, the Berber Kabyles had been made to accept a social structure that had been alien to them in the first place. Secondly, in 1870 the

  Crémieux Decrees had made the exception of conferring automatic French citizenship upon the whole Jewish community of Algeria. Here, for Muslims, was a constantly open wound: why should the

  Jewish minority be open to political privileges denied to the indigenous majority?




  Attempts at reform




  Before Sétif, various attempts had been made at political and social reform – in 1868, 1919 and 1944. By and large they had followed a dismally stereotyped pattern; initiated by

  metropolitan French governments, frustrated by pied noir pressure-groups. In 1914–1918 Algerian troops fighting alongside the French had suffered appalling casualties of 25,000 killed

  out of 173,000 joining the colours. By way of recognition of their courage and loyalty legislation was introduced in 1919 to facilitate Muslim access (in modest numbers) to French citizenship. It

  aroused the most intransigent and violent opposition from the pieds noirs, reluctant or fearful of change, typical of which was this expostulation by the senator from Oran. “The

  indigènes have fulfilled their duty vis-à-vis ourselves and deserve to be recompensed. But to do this, is it necessary to resort to imprudent measures?” The same

  kind of smug, myopic reliance upon Muslim “duty” and docility was abundantly evident at the lavish and self-congratulatory centenary celebrations of the conquest in 1930, which included

  a re-enactment of the landing at Sidi-Ferruch. At one of the many such ceremonies one Beni-Oui-Oui bachaga was heard to declare that if the Muslims had known the French in 1830 as they now

  knew them, “they would have loaded their muskets with flowers”; while another proclaimed that the legions of his countrymen who had died in the First World War in the cause of the

  “civilising work of France in Algeria” had atoned for the French killed in 1830.




  The centenary of the conquest was indeed a glittering colonial occasion reminiscent of the British Raj in India at its peak, and showed evidence on every hand of the genuine, and remarkable,

  benefits that France had bestowed on Algeria in so many fields over the preceding hundred years. Summing up, a British writer, Mary Motley, wrote: “In the golden glow of the centenary there

  seemed no reason why the existing regime should not last indefinitely.” This optimism, however, was far from being shared by Maurice Viollette, who had been one of France’s most

  visionary governor-generals. Deeply aware of the stirrings of discontent beneath the then apparently placid surface of Algeria, he issued this prophetic warning the year after the centenary:

  “before twenty years are up we will know the gravest of difficulties in North Africa”. Five years later, Viollette succeeded in getting a set of liberal reforms tabled by the Assembly,

  the Blum–Viollette Bill. His declared ideal was that “Muslim students, while remaining Muslim, should become so French in their education, that no Frenchman,

  however deeply racist and religiously prejudiced he might be . . . will any longer dare to deny them French fraternity”. It spelt, in one word, “assimilation”. The provisions of

  his bill, however, were once again extremely modest, notably offering citizenship to no more than 25,000 (out of some six million) Muslims, without renouncing their statutory rights to Islamic law.

  It would have been one of the most impressive pieces of legislation by Leon Blum’s Popular Front, then in power. But the well-oiled mechanism of pied noir protest began to run; the

  Algerian Press fulminated against the “explosive situation” provoked by Parisian ignorance; the anciens combattants marched through the streets; the mayors threatened to resign;

  the powerful lobbies in Paris burrowed away. “We will never tolerate that in even the smallest commune an Arab might be mayor” was a not untypical pied noir reaction. Under

  pressure at home and the threat of Hitler abroad, Leon Blum’s Popular Front hesitated, and finally collapsed before the bill could be passed. A bitterly disillusioned Viollette said to the

  Assembly in an eloquent warning that has been variously quoted:




  

    

      

        When the Muslims protest, you are indignant; when they approve, you are suspicious; when they keep quiet you are fearful. Messieurs, these men have no political

        nation. They do not even demand their religious nation. All they ask is to be admitted into yours. If you refuse this, beware lest they do not soon create one for themselves.


      


    


  




  The still-born Blum–Viollette Bill was the ultimate plea for “assimilation”. It aroused the most glowing hopes among Muslim liberals, but when – like

  every other endeavour of reform between 1909 and 1954 – it was thwarted, they were replaced by black despair.




  Growth of nationalism




  Back in 1894 Jules Cambon, then governor-general, wrote to the Senate describing the consequences of the French policy of breaking up the great traditional families of Algieria,




  

    

      

        because we found them to be forces of resistance. We did not realise that in suppressing the forces of resistance in this fashion, we were also suppressing our means of

        action. The result is that we are today confronted by a sort of human dust on which we have no influence and in which movements take place which are to us unknown.


      


    


  




  It was a profound and far-sighted analysis. When France, in extremis between 1954 and 1962, was to cast around for interlocuteurs valables, moderate nationalist

  representatives with whom compromise solutions might be negotiated, among this “human dust” she was to find virtually none. On the other hand, from earliest days the colonial structure

  had so functioned as to impede and obviate the emergence of any concerted Muslim opposition body, and for long years it succeeded marvellously; yet again, when the ultimate

  disaster did occur, France would be taken by surprise, because – for the reasons suggested by Cambon – the resistance movements would be “unknown”.




  Because of Algeria’s unique status as an integral part of France, which cut it off from undercurrents of Arab nationalism in the outside world more than its neighbours, one cannot easily

  state – as with other colonial territories – at what precise point a “resistance movement” began. In broad terms, three separate strands of Algerian nationalism have been

  defined, each identified with a particular leader. There was the religious movement, as embodied by the Association des Ulema of Sheikh Abdulhamid Ben Badis; the revolutionaries following Messali

  Hadj; and finally the liberals of Ferhat Abbas. Over the past century of French rule, French education and French culture, Muslim scholars consider that it was the religious doctrine which, more

  than anything, had kept alight the fires of nationalism in Algeria, and – although they were not the first in the field – it was probably the Ulema (founded in 1931) that provided the

  nationalists with their first momentum. Certainly their philosophic influence was of primary and inestimable significance, even remaining very much of a force in present-day Algeria. A Berber from

  Constantine descended from a family with centuries of tradition in political and religious leadership, Ben Badis was an ascetic and deeply conservative theologian who believed that Algerian

  regeneration could only be achieved by a return to the first principles of Islam. He remains the only one of the early nationalists who is still regarded as something of a national hero by most

  Algerians today. In their puritanism of outlook, the Ulema perhaps most resembled the Wahabi sect which, under Ibn Saud, had swept through the Arabian peninsula from the early 1900s onwards. They

  rigorously condemned alcohol, tobacco, dancing, music and sport, and one of their principal targets was the marabouts – or holy men and leaders of mystic orders – whom they

  accused both of corrupting the faith by their espousal of mysticism and of being the “domestic animals of colonialism”. The Ulema also campaigned, with patriotic motives, for the

  separation of church and state; their programme was cultural as well as religious; and in schools set up widely across the country the values of Arabic as a language, of Algeria as a national

  entity and of pan-Arabism as an ideal were pressed home with considerable effect. Stated in all simplicity, their creed was: “Islam is my religion, Arabic is my language, Algeria is my

  country. . . . Independence is a natural right for every people of the earth. . . .” The Ulema did more than any other body to rekindle a sense of religious and national consciousness among

  Algerians, but, tied up in their own theological coils, they failed to find pragmatic applications of their doctrines.




  Messali versus Abbas




  To some extent, this gap was filled by the “revolutionaries” of Messali Hadj.8 Born in 1898, the son of a shoemaker from Tlemcen near the

  Moroccan border, Messali received little formal education; he served in 1914–1918 in the French army, and then went to work in France. Here he married a Frenchwoman, who brought him for a

  short period into the ranks of the Communist Party (but the role played by the P.C.A. in the repressions at Sétif finally caused him to break with the Communists). Always studiously dressed

  in the traditional attire of djellaba and red fez, with his broad face and vigorous beard, Messali was an imposing figure and an inflammatory orator. A journalist of Le Monde visiting him in

  1952 was reminded of “Rasputin of 1916, Gapon of 1905 . . . a magus, a prophet, a miracle-worker”. In 1927 Messali became president of a political grouping recently formed from Algerian

  workers in the Paris area, called the Étoile Nord-Africaine, which under his lead soon became the most radical of all the nationalist organisations. Through the working-class origins of both

  Messali and its founding members, the Étoile came to have a proletarian character superimposed over its nationalist and religious doctrines. It differed from the Ulema both in a more

  modernistic interpretation of Islamic dogma and in its social demands, which included the redistribution of land among the fellahs. Much of Messali’s ideals of popularist socialism was

  later to be inherited by the F.L.N. and present-day Algeria. By 1933 Messali was already talking of “revolution”, and the Étoile programme declared for universal suffrage in

  Algeria, “a struggle for the total independence” of all three Maghreb nations, and confiscation of all property acquired by the French government or colons. Messali’s

  revolutionary zeal was to bring him several spells in prison or exile, and make him – until the outbreak of the war in 1954 – the best known of all the Algerian nationalist leaders. The

  Étoile was dissolved, then recreated by Messali in 1937 as the Parti Progressiste Algérien (P.P.A.), with roughly the same platform but concentrating its activities on Algeria alone;

  after 1945 the P.P.A. – banned again – assumed the more dramatic title of Mouvement pour le Triomphe des Libertés Démocratiques (M.T.L.D.).




  The third strand of Algerian nationalism in the inter-war period, the liberal movement, is less easy to reduce to party terms than the other two, but can perhaps best be studied through the

  person of its central figure, Ferhat Abbas. His whole career is one of utmost relevance in this story, for it was symptomatic of how the liberal moderate – through successive disillusions

  – becomes superseded by the revolutionary extremist. Born in 1899, Abbas, like Ben Badis, originated from the Constantine area, but his father, unlike Messali’s, had risen from being

  the son of a fellah to be a caid and Commander of the Legion of Honour. To Abbas, his father’s career exemplified how the best of the French colonial system

  could be exploited to the advantage of the Muslim, and he himself rose successfully through the ranks of legislative posts that were open to him. He did his secondary studies at a French

  lycée in Constantine, then adopted the profession of pharmacist9 in Sétif. Everything about Abbas was orientated towards the West, specifically

  France, and a bourgeois France at that. Linguistically, he never felt as at home in Arabic as he did in French, which he spoke with great skill and charm. He divorced his Muslim wife, and then,

  like Messali, married a Frenchwoman – a marriage that in itself was symbolic of his divided loyalties between France and Islam, where he could not support puritanical zeal to the same extent

  as Sheikh Ben Badis. In the Second World War, at the age of forty, Abbas promptly enlisted in the French army, but never received a commission.




  It was during his time at Algiers university, however, that Abbas was first influenced by nationalist sentiment, through contact with other young évolués like himself. As

  president of the Muslim Students Association he entered the political arena and began ardently to pursue a goal of Franco-Algerian equality. Of pacific temperament, although he was a skilful

  debater, he was no rabble-rouser like Messali, and he and the proletarian supporters of Messali felt mutually ill at ease. To them, remarks one French writer: “he was a little like the cousin

  who had gone up to the big city, educated himself, and succeeded, but having forgotten his origins”. With his clipped moustache, long, cultured features and neatly sober dress, Abbas was the

  essence of the westernised, middle-class Arab évolué – and so were the majority of his followers. Until relatively late in his career he was a passionate protagonist of

  assimilation – in equality – with metropolitan France, and unlike Messali and Ben Badis he did not believe in an Algeria with a separate identity. In a much-quoted passage, he declared

  in 1936:




  

    

      

        Had I discovered the Algerian nation, I would be a nationalist and I would not blush as if I had committed a crime. . . . However, I will not die for the Algerian nation,

        because it does not exist. I have not found it. I have examined History, I questioned the living and the dead, I visited cemeteries; nobody spoke to me about it. I then turned to the Koran

        and I sought for one solitary verse forbidding a Muslim from integrating himself with a non-Muslim nation. I did not find that either. One cannot build on the wind.


      


    


  




  Two months later Ben Badis riposted fierily that he and the Ulema sages had also “examined History”, and had indeed discovered a “Muslim Algerian nation”, which “has its culture, its traditions and its characteristics, good or bad like every other nation of the earth. And, next, we state that this Algerian

  nation is not France, cannot be France, and does not wish to be France.”




  The schism within the nationalist movement was wide open, a prelude to those that were to plague the Algerian revolutionary movement throughout its existence. In June 1936 a “Muslim

  Congress” was convened in Algiers for the first time, but the display of unity it produced was short-lived. The Blum–Viollette proposals of the same year themselves provided the root

  cause of a fresh split. While Ferhat Abbas and the liberals warmly welcomed them, they were attacked by Messali in violent terms as “a new instrument of colonialism aimed at dividing the

  Algerian people, by the usual French methods of separating the élite from the masses”.




  When the Blum–Viollette Bill collapsed, however, an impossible predicament confronted the liberals: on the one hand, they saw themselves looked on as renegades by Messali and the Ulema; on

  the other, they were rejected by the French. It was a bitter personal disillusion for Abbas, who, from this moment, began to move away from the ideal of assimilation towards some form of autonomy

  for Algeria. Thus, at least ideologically, he and his supporters were brought a long step closer to the “revolutionaries” – a progression, tragic for France, that was to be

  repeated each time “moderate” Algerian nationalists found their overtures repulsed by the government of France, or by the pied noir lobbies. Modest as were the reforms it would

  have introduced, the abortion of the Blum–Viollette Bill undoubtedly marked a vital turning-point for the Algerian nationalist movement. At the same time it also bestowed on the pieds

  noirs a first dangerous awareness that they could call the tune on any reform initiated by a government in Paris.




  Impact of the Second World War




  The Second World War came, and with it France’s crushing defeat in 1940. To Muslim minds, particularly sensitive to prestige and baraka,10

  the humiliation made a deep impression. The reaction of many was: “France has had it; so why not pay our taxes to the Germans, instead of to France?” For the pieds noirs,

  circumstances were austere but not impossible: “there were restrictions, shortage of oil, and chickens on the balconies to lay eggs. Life was tolerable, we all more or less had a photograph

  of the Maréchal in the dining-room, but simply because he had a fine head of an old man,” recalls a Jewish resident of Algiers. But discrepancies with the Muslim population were

  marked; economic severance from the mother country, with its 100,000 Algerian wage-earners there, and successive famines caused standards of living to sink acutely. As Harold

  Macmillan noted in his wartime memoirs:




  

    

      

        It is as if the Irishmen in the U.S.A. and Great Britain were to cease sending money home, and at the same time no Irish labour was going over to England for the harvest,

        etc., and earning money in that way.




        The population is therefore very poor, and the food and clothing position among the people has caused us all a lot of worry.


      


    


  




  On top of the humiliation of defeat was compounded the confusion of not knowing what authority represented the true France. After 1940, while the French colonies in Equatorial Africa went over

  to de Gaulle, Algeria remained pro-Vichy; thus, within three years, Algerians found their loyalty invoked first to Pétain, then to Darlan, then Giraud and finally de Gaulle. But even after

  the rise to eminence of de Gaulle, it was the shadow of the Allied colossus in the background that constantly obscured the rekindled, feeble light of the présence française in

  Algeria. Landing – once again at Sidi-Ferruch – in November 1942, the Anglo-Americans with their overwhelming weight of war material and the power and riches that this implied, in

  contrast to the puny resources of the Vichy French, made a powerful impact on the Algerian nationalists. They were also soon aware of the anti-colonialist creed of Roosevelt’s America, and

  Abbas had several meetings with Bob Murphy, the President’s personal representative in Algiers, to explore the possibility of applying the Atlantic Charter to Algeria.




  But when, early in 1943, a Muslim delegation approached the Free French leader, General Giraud, with a petition of reforms, they were headed off with “I don’t care about reforms, I

  want soldiers first.” And, indeed, Algeria did provide France with soldiers – as in the First World War: magnificient Tirailleurs and Spahis, to whom General Juin was heavily indebted

  for his victorious progress through the grinding Italian campaign. These Algerian soldiers at the front were either largely unaware of, or had their backs turned upon, the turmoil brewing at home

  – until Sétif. But the camaraderie of the battle-front, their contact with the more privileged British and American troops, as well as the training they received, were things not to be

  lightly forgotten.




  In 12 February 1943, Abbas produced his own “Atlantic Charter” called the “Manifesto of the Algerian People”. In a more virulent tone than heretofore, he claimed

  savagely: “The French colony only admits equality with Muslim Algeria on one level; sacrifice on the battlefields.” More ambitious than his previous demands, the “Manifesto”

  now marked a clear turning away from assimilation, calling for an “immediate and effective participation” of Muslims in the government and the establishment of a constitution

  guaranteeing inter alia, liberty and equality for all Algerians, the suppression of feudal property – as well as various other planks borrowed from the more

  radical platform of Messali. At this point, Messali was under house arrest (a sentence commuted from sixteen years’ hard labour imposed following an army mutiny in 1941), his P.P.A. was in

  dissolution and the Communist Party of Algeria (P.C.A.) banned – so, temporarily, Abbas reigned supreme. Next, in May 1943, pressed on by the followers of Messali, Abbas came out with a

  “Supplement” to the “Manifesto” which demanded nothing less than “an Algerian state” – though still through recourse only to legal and peaceful means.




  This was too much for the French authorities, and Abbas too was consigned to house arrest. In protest against French policy the Muslim representatives on the Délégations

  Financières refused to take their seats that September. Perhaps realising that he had gone too far, Abbas recanted, affirming his “fidelity to France”, and was released again at

  the end of the year. Then, in January 1944, de Gaulle gave an epoch-making declaration in Brazzaville; it was French policy, he announced, amid some typical oratorical ambiguities “to lead

  each of the colonial peoples to a development that will permit them to administer themselves, and, later, to govern themselves”. Algerian Muslims were offered equal rights with French

  citizens, and an increase in the proportion of representatives in local government. To the Algerian nationalists this was little more than Blum–Viollette warmed up, and, by 1944, it was too

  little too late. (Nor, indeed – like other promises of reform – was the Brazzaville declaration ever to be implemented.) Abbas’s reaction was to bury the hatchet with Messali, and

  on 14 March in the fateful town of Sétif, and in another rare moment of unity, all the principal components of nationalism joined hands in a new grouping called Amis du Manifeste et de la

  Liberté (A.M.L.). In the most precise terms yet, it restated its aim as being “to propagate the idea of an Algerian nation, and the desire for an Algerian constitution with an

  autonomous republic federated to a renewed French republic, anti-colonial and anti-imperialist”. This new brief moment of unity was to perish finally amid the bloodshed and recriminations of

  Sétif the following year; nevertheless, the A.M.L. declaration did establish a principle of immense political and propaganda importance. Indeed, in the opinion of Albert Camus the movement

  was “the most original and significant that has been seen to emerge since the beginnings of the conquest”.




  And so France in Algeria staggered from war into peace, her prestige in Algeria gravely tainted, her power and influence in the world sorely reduced. United in despair, the Algerian nationalists

  saw, in the ending of the war, prospects of a return to “colonialism as usual”, a powerful French army returning to police the country and aid the pieds noirs prevent

  implementation of the reforms they so ardently demanded. The scene was set for the terrible, unforeseen and unexpected explosion at Sétif – and, in its wake, l’heure du

  gendarme.




  





  
CHAPTER TWO




  Ici, c’est la France




  

    

      

        Magnanimity in politics is not seldom the truest wisdom; and a great empire and little minds go ill together.




        Edmund Burke, On Conciliation with America, 1775


      


    


  




  The country




  SETTING the scene for the quite irrational murder of the anonymous Arab by his pied noir anti-hero, “The Outsider”, that great native-born writer of

  Algeria, Albert Camus, paints in words that scorch the mind:




  

    

      

        There was the same red glare as far as the eye could reach, and small waves were lapping the hot sand in little, flurried gasps. As I slowly walked towards the boulders at

        the end of the beach I could feel my temples swelling under the impact of the light. It pressed upon me, trying to check my progress. And each time I felt a hot blast strike my forehead, I

        gritted my teeth, I clenched my fists in my trouser-pockets and keyed up every nerve to fend off the sun and the dark befuddlement it was pouring into me . . . all I had to do was to turn,

        walk away, and think no more about it. But the whole beach, pulsing with heat, was pressing on my back.


      


    


  




  He goes on, kills, and accepts – inarticulately and impassively – the penalty of the guillotine.




  Environment shapes men, and none more so than the vast skies of Algeria – generally blazing down without pity or moderation, but capable of unpredictable, fierce change. Immense,

  beautiful, sudden, savage and harsh; one gropes inadequately for the right adjectives to describe the country. Distance never ceases to amaze; from Algiers to Tamanrasset in the barren, lunar

  mountains of the Hoggar is 1,300 miles, or roughly the same as from Newcastle to Algiers; from Algiers to Oran, a flea’s hop on the map of North Africa, is little short of 300 miles by road.

  Four times as big as metropolitan France, with its land area unchanged since the colonial era, present-day Algeria is the tenth largest country in the world. Nine-tenths of it are comprised by the

  endless Saharan under-belly that sags below the Atlas mountains, the endless wasteland of blistering rock and shifting sand. Sparsely inhabited by troops of wandering nomads, or exotic tribes like

  the Ouled-Nail, whose comely dancing daughters traditionally used to offer themselves as courtesans in other regions, then returned with rich dowries to transmute themselves

  into honoured wives, dotted with mysterious M’zabite cities such as Ghardaia, and policed by isolated Foreign Legion forts, the Sahara once formed the average Englishman’s romantic

  Beau Geste image of all Algeria. It is a world of seizing visual beauty, of shimmering whites and yellows that shift to glowing apricot, pink and violet with the sinking of the saturant sun.

  “A magnificently constructed Cubist painting,” was how an enraptured Simone de Beauvoir saw Ghardaia: “white and ochre rectangles, brushed with blue by the bright light, were

  piled on each other to form a pyramid. . . .” Few French soldiers remained impervious to its dangerous allures, yet this great backyard seemed real estate without value – until, during

  the Algerian war itself, discovery was made of the vast reserves of natural gas and oil that were to provide the basis of the wealth of independent Algeria.




  For all its immense scale, the Algerian scene shifts with unexpected rapidity. Within a few hours’ drive northward from the desert oasis of Bou-Saada, you are up in the 7,000-foot Atlas

  range of the Djurdjura, where (as I once discovered to my cost) even as late as mid-May roads can be blocked or swept away by avalanches and landslides. Beyond the mountains lies a totally other

  world. The hundreds of miles of rugged, indented coastline where the Barbary pirates had their lairs is the true Mediterranean; but a Mediterranean where secret, sandy bays are often pounded by

  seas of Atlantic force. Parts of it, like the aptly named Turquoise Corniche, are as breathtaking as the Amalfi peninsula but without its hordes and hoardings. There is the beguiling Roman site of

  Tipasa, on its gentle promontory where “the sea sucks with the noise of kissing”, drenched at midday by the scent of wild absinthe, and where Camus repeatedly experienced “the

  happy lassitude of a wedding-day with the world”. In springtime the ruins are a blaze of contrapuntal colour: wild gladioli of magenta, bright yellow inulas and spiky acanthus thrust up among

  sarcophagi carpeted with tiny blue saxifrage and sprawled over by convolvulus with great pink trumpets. The ochre stones and iron red soil contrast joyously with the silvery-grey of the olives and

  absinthe and a peacock sea. “Here the gods themselves serve as tryst-places, or beds,” says Camus. “Happy is he among the living who has seen such things.” And happy,

  indeed, were the pieds noirs who, in the “good days” owned summer villas – such as one might find in Brittany or Arcachon – at Tipasa or on other stretches of

  Algeria’s unspoilt coast-line.




  Pied noir Algeria




  The centre of gravity of French colonisation lay close to the coast, with its big, Europeanised city ports of Algiers, Oran, Bougie, Philippeville and Bône, and the Mitidja – the

  rich, flat farmland which French ingenuity had created out of malarial swamps. Here, in country which might have been Languedoc, straight eucalyptus-shaded roads led through a

  prosperous and tidy succession of cereal and citrus farms, drenched with orange-blossom scent in May, and vast vineyards, owned by pieds noirs and operated by Muslim labour. The Mitidja

  towns – like Blida, where Oscar Wilde, Lord Alfred Douglas and André Gide once vied for the charms of “Arab boys as beautiful as bronze statues” – were unmistakably

  French. Their main squares, surrounded by well-pollarded plane trees (as well as containing the inevitable, graceless monument aux morts) would almost invariably boast a highly ornate

  bandstand where, of a Sunday, the band of the local garrison would endeavour to distract the indigènes from their lack of more worldly privileges with rousing martial music. The names

  of the townships founded by the colons were just as uncompromisingly French; Victor-Hugo, Rabelais, Orléansville, Aumale, Marengo and Inkermann.




  Algiers itself, cradled in steep hills green with pine and palm that offer countless superb panoramas, was one of the pearls of French Mediterranean culture. Arriving by ship in its bay –

  which, next to Rio, must be one of the most beautiful in the world – one’s eyes were blinded by the massed whiteness of the terraces climbing up from the sea. It deserved its sobriquet

  of Alger la Blanche. High above Algiers on one side was perched Notre Dame d’Afrique, a Catholic shrine of prime sanctity for the pieds noirs (and also of appalling taste, a

  little reminiscent of Montmartre’s Sacré-Cœur), containing a black madonna with the paternalistic inscription “Pray for us and our Muslims”. On another hill nestled

  the luxurious Hôtel Saint-George, where General Eisenhower set up his Allied Headquarters in 1942, and through whose exotic gardens of giant contorted euphorbia and sweet-smelling moonflowers

  Churchill and the titans of the Second World War strolled, laying plans for a world in which Anglo-Saxon predominance seemed assured in perpetuity.11 After

  the war it reverted to being a haven for senior French officials, high army brass and their ladies. Just down the hill from the Saint-George lay the Palais d’Été, a dazzling

  white mauresque mansion where the governor-general resided in full viceregal splendour. Once the centre of Algiers was the Place du Gouvernement, close to the harbour whence creep fishy smells, and

  where the corsairs used to auction their slaves; but the true solar plexus (and certainly in the years after 1954) was formed by the Plateau des Glières, leading up from the sea, past the

  palatial Hôtel des Postes, up steep steps to the imposing monument aux morts and thence to the open space, or Forum, in front of the modern block that housed the offices of the

  Gouvernement-Général.




  With its waterfront of grand prosperous arcaded buildings belonging to the banks, big mercantile companies, the Hôtel Aletti and the Écho d’Alger,

  its red-tiled bourgeois villas gazing out over the bay, this could easily have been Nice or Cannes. Yet of its total population of 900,000 only one-third was in fact European. In their different

  enclaves the two communities coexisted closely together – which, in time of peace, was to provide Algiers with its most fascinating contrasts, and, later, its most savagely bloody collisions.

  The elegant, thoroughly French boulevards of Rue Michelet and Rue d’Isly, with their expensive shops and trottoir cafés thronged with chattering students, terminated abruptly in

  the Casbah. This, the old Turkish quarter, embraced in its compressed and nigh-impenetrable confines, redolent with all the odours of spice and oil of any Arab city and resounding with its

  ululations, a totally Muslim population bursting at the seams. The squalid, labyrinthine alleys often concealed ancient houses built around open courtyards of great charm. Abutting the Casbah on

  the other side lay the tenements of the European working class of Bab-el-Oued, so heavily impregnated with Spanish blood that its inhabitants were known collectively as the

  “Hernandez-and-Perez”. At the opposite, south-east, end of Algiers, in the seedier pied noir quarter of Belcourt, the boundary between the poor whites and their Muslim

  counterparts was still less distinct.




  The summer in Algiers is long and torrid, and by the end of it the Europeans tend to feel like fruits that have ripened too long in the sun. Tempers fray, until at last the potent September

  rains bring liberation and new life. Through much of the year – winters that sparkle and springs that warm – the climate, like the architecture, is that of the northern Mediterranean.

  Then, suddenly, with the least warning, the sky yellows and the Chergui blows from the Sahara, stinging the eyes and choking with its sandy, sticky breath. Men think, and behave, differently. It is

  a recurrent reminder that this is indeed Africa.




  Oran, the second city of Algeria, was even more European than Algiers; in fact, with 300,000 pied noir inhabitants to 150,000 Muslims, it was the only centre where they predominated. The

  scene of the Royal Navy’s tragic action to sink the French fleet in 1940, rather than risk it falling into Nazi hands, Oran was to suffer but little until the last days of the Algerian war.

  Camus condemns it as a city of ineffable boredom, where the youth had but two essential pleasures – “getting their shoes shined and displaying those same shoes on the boulevard”

  – and found its streets “doomed to dust, pebbles and heat”, its shops combining “all the bad taste of Europe and the Orient”. To him, while Algiers had an Italian

  quality, Oran with its “cruel glitter” had something more Spanish about it; and Constantine reminded him of Toledo. But, he added harshly, in contrast to those of Italy or Spain,

  “These are cities without a past. They are cities without abandon, without tenderness. In the hours of boredom which are those of the siesta, the sadness there is

  implacable and without melancholy. . . . These cities offer nothing to reflection and everything to passion. . . .”




  Kabylia and the Aurès




  In a country full of violent contrasts none could be greater than that between the Mediterranean littoral with its Europeanised cities, beaches and flat, cultivated hinterland, and the almost

  entirely Muslim-populated wild mountain massifs of the Aurès and Kabylia. Separating Constantine from the desert, the Aurès is a land of savage, inhospitable grandeur with

  Algeria’s highest peaks occasionally (and surprisingly) relieved by a few fertile strips along the floors of narrow canyons, and an occasional forest dense with scrub oak and entangling ivy.

  Of spring in one such oasis, El-Kantara, André Gide writes lyrically:




  

    

      

        the apricot trees were in bloom and humming with bees; the waters were out and irrigating the fields of barley; nothing more lovely can be imagined than the white blossoms

        of the apricots overshadowed by the tall palm trees, and themselves, in their turn, overshadowing and sheltering the bright tender green of the young crops. We passed two heavenly days in

        this paradise, and they left me no memory that is not pure and smiling.


      


    


  




  But for the most part the Aurès is a treeless wilderness where it looks as if nothing but stone will grow. Even the shallow graves of the native Chaouias are marked only

  with jagged splinters of rock. The square dwellings of the villages that nestle on top of unassailable mountain spurs are built of the same ochreous stone, the only material available, and thus

  blend with such perfect camouflage into the natural backdrop as to be all but invisible from below. Searingly hot summers are succeeded almost immediately by the cutting winds of winter, and the

  Aurès has long suffered perhaps the most woeful poverty of all Algeria. Equally like the north-west frontier of India, which it closely resembles, it has from time immemorial been a land of

  unvanquishable guerrillas and banditry.




  Kabylia in springtime is surely one of the last unspoilt, bucolic paradises of this world. Cornfields are pink and azure with wild flowers spared the tidy rapacity of English herbicides; the

  foothills to its rugged mountain chains blaze with saffron masses of wild broom, or are shaded by groves of smoky blue cedars or dense forests of cork and Spanish chestnut reminiscent of the

  hinterland of the Alpes Maritimes. Clear streams burble through poplars that sing with the loving calls of doves, or tumble forcefully through rocky gorges as savage and beetling as the floor of

  the Grand Canyon. Above it floats the great jagged spine of the Djurdjura, mantled with winter snows till early summer. Riddled with caves, Kabylia is ideal country equally for ambushes and for

  guerrillas to melt away when hunted. In many ways it could be called the Scotland of Algeria but, in contrast to most highland or alpine countries whose villages crouch for

  shelter in the valleys, Kabylia’s white-walled and terracotta tiled douars perch defiantly atop razor-backed ridges. They are a reminder of a turbulent history when safety from

  raiders, floods or landslides often lay in the high ground – as well as providing the traveller with one breathtaking panorama after another, since the tortuous roads follow the line of the

  villages. But the lyrical beauty of Kabylia is deceptive. Like so much of Algeria, it has a stern ecology. The stony outcrops are often covered but thinly with arable soil; winters are bitingly

  cold, and rainfall scanty and unpredictable. In relation to its fertility, Kabylia had also become the most acutely over-populated region of Algeria.




  Whether it was the vast bled (as the French army called the outback) of desert, mountains, pasture and vineyards, or the cities and beaches, on French administrators and soldiers alike

  the country as a whole produced a curiously intoxicating effect. As the man who was to sign the settlement finally terminating the présence française there, Louis Joxe,

  remarked to the author: “Algérie montait à la tête.”




  Kabyles and Arabs




  The Muslim native of Algeria can trace his origin back to a multiplicity of racial and tribal stocks – Kabyle, Chaouia, M’zabite, Mauretanian blacks, Turkish and pure Arab –

  producing some particular and some general characteristics. The oldest inhabitants are the Berbers of Kabylia and the Aurès who, like their kinsmen in the Moroccan Atlas, fell back into the

  mountains under pressure from first the Roman, then the Arab, invaders. Together they comprised (in 1954) the largest proportion of the Muslim population. But probably less than a third still

  retained their separate identities of language and culture, the rest being rated by ethnologists as Arabised Berbers. Among themselves, the Kabyles have difficulty understanding the dialect of

  their kinsmen in the nearby Aurès, and have different customs. For instance, although in contrast to the Arab women with their more sombre clothing and faces concealed behind the haik

  both the Kabyles and Chaouias traditionally walk outside without the veil, in boldly coloured foutahs and often wearing exquisite necklaces of silver and coral, the Chaouia woman keeps

  possession of her dowry and plays a forceful role in married life; privileges which were not to be found in Kabylia. The Berbers through history have been a warlike and unruly people; as far back

  as 950 B.C. they are chronicled as fighting the Pharaohs on the Nile; they provided two Roman Emperors, Septimus Severus and Caracalla, and were with

  the vanguard of the Muslim conquest of Spain. But they tended to be as unsuccessful at ruling as being ruled. Revolt, and revenge in the Corsican fashion, were honoured occupations from time

  immemorial. Like the Scots they are a people imbued with intense national and regional pride; they are not great smilers, but if you tell a Kabyle waiter in Algiers that you

  have been to Tizi-Ouzou, his face will explode with pleasure. Jean Amrouche, the Kabyle writer, characterises his people as swinging between extreme enthusiasm, when inspired by an idea, and an

  apathetic withdrawal when that idea has lost its charm.




  In the past, the Kabyle and the Arab had little love for each other, and – in the best colonial tradition – it was often the policy of French administrators to set one off against

  the other. More orthodox in religion than the Kabyles, the Arabs were at the same time perhaps more supple in their mental processes, and shrewder businessmen. As townsmen and lowlanders they had

  had the most contact with French culture, and had also suffered, directly, the most in that it was largely their patrimonial lands that had come within the grasp of the colons. Nevertheless,

  at the risk of generalisation one can isolate certain “Algerian” characteristics shared by Kabyle and Arab alike. “Here everything is rock, even the men – as if, like the

  land on these slopes, they were lacking in some essential grace,” wrote Jules Roy, a pied noir deeply sensitive to the Muslim predicament. He was thinking specifically of Kabylia, but

  it might have applied equally to other Algerians. Like the soil, they are dour, uncompromising, sometimes harsh – and capable of extreme cruelty. In contrast with the sunny volubility of the

  Tunisian, the subtlety and humour of the Cairene, they are the Aberdonians of North Africa. “The Algerian mentality is characterised by the right-angle. There are no contours or

  compromises,” explained the Algerian leader, Abderrazak Chentouf, to an American professor. Complexe et complexé, the Algerian is allured by ceremony, military parades

  and decorations (a susceptibility readily exploited by the Europeans), but at the same time antipathetic to any showy, “cult of the personality” leadership (a Bourguiba would never hold

  sway in Algeria). He is distrustful by nature, reluctant to place himself under the authority of another – and exceptionally secretive. The Algerian male prides himself on a sense of

  courteous dignity and reserve – while, in praise of the essential toughness of the Algerian woman, Jules Roy remarks: “They do not betray, nor do they forgive. More easily than one

  supposes, the men sell their brothers. . . . But not the women, who are incapable of subterfuge, except in love. . . .” All these were characteristics that were to display themselves with

  emphatic relevance from 1954 onwards.




  The Muslim Algerian and the pied noir communities were separated by a wide gulf that was at once religious, cultural and economic. Solid friendships could exist between the two but seldom

  matured into anything more intimate because, says Jacques Soustelle, ethnologist and future governor-general: “the traditional status of the Muslim woman, recluse and veiled, hindered

  families from getting together, from households entertaining each other.” There was a fundamental divergence of orientations: when the pied noir went on holiday he

  made for the beach, and instinctively he gazed out over the Mediterranean towards Europe. In contrast, the Arab or Kabyle would head for the cool verdure of the mountains or the desert oases; he

  looked inland, towards the land-bound heart of Africa. Yet a number of qualities united the two peoples – at least in the eyes of metropolitan Frenchmen, or other Europeans. There was, noted

  a dispassionate Swiss journalist, Henri Favrod: “the same energy, the same indolence, the grandiloquence, the enthusiasm, the gambling instinct, the dressiness, the sense of hospitality, the

  arrogance of the male, the respect for the mother”. He might have added the common temperament of passion, and indeed violence.




  The pieds noirs




  The diverse origins of the pieds noirs have already been noted. By 1917 it was estimated that only one European in five was of true French descent (and these included Corsicans and

  Alsatians), and in the 1950s you could still hear more Spanish than French spoken in the poorer quarters of Oran. Arriving, many of them, under the Second Empire, these Spaniards had adapted

  themselves readily to the climate and had proved perhaps the best workers on the land. Then there were the Italians who, like most of the Spaniards, had come with empty pockets and with little more

  than the hope of an Eldorado where either work or land would be readily available. They were artisans, builders, miners and fishermen. There were the Maltese who, being Catholic and speaking a

  language akin to Arabic, had a foot in both camps and established themselves swiftly as a class of petits commerçants. Of the French, apart from the Alsatians of post-1870, most came

  from the climatically similar Midi; especially after the phylloxera had wiped out the vineyards there. If there was one single common denominator for the pieds noirs, they were, in the

  expression coined by the French army, mediterranéens-et-demi. It was an important factor in understanding their motives and behaviour from 1954 onwards.




  The pieds noirs had developed some of their own peculiar customs, some borrowed from the Muslims. There was the traditional outing on Easter Monday, a picnic centred around the ceremonial

  “breaking of the mouna”, a hemispheric and sickly sweet cake scented with orange-blossom. But essentially their life and pleasures were those of the true Mediterranean being: the

  old women knitting and gossipping on shaded park benches, the men arguing and story-telling over the long-drawn-out pastis outside the bistros; the protracted silence of the siesta; then the

  awakening in the cool of the evening, the games of boule in dusty squares, under trees populated with revivified and chattering birds. It was a good life, with not too many cares. For the

  affluent there was the Algiers Yacht Club, the Golf Club, the Club Anglais and the Club Hippique, and skiing up at Chréa in the winter; for the petits blancs of

  Algiers there was the racecourse at Hussein-Dey and football at the Belcourt stadium. The heavy red wine of Algeria was both plentiful and cheap, and above all there was the beach. “The

  Outsider” of Camus, who perhaps personifies the pied noir mentality better than any other fictional character, describes his anguish of privation while in prison, awaiting the

  guillotine:




  

    

      

        I would suddenly be seized with a desire to go down to the beach for a swim. And merely to have imagined the sound of ripples at my feet, and then the smooth feel of the

        water on my body as 1 struck out, and the wonderful sensation of relief it gave, brought home still more cruelly the narrowness of my cell.


      


    


  




  On the beaches nearest Algiers, the young of the poorer whites would spend their entire week-end splashing joyously in the sea, then dancing under the stars to the music of a

  juke-box. The slang they used – se taper un bain, “indulge in a swim”, rather than “go for a swim” – was perhaps suggestive of the sheer sensuality of

  their attachment to the sea.




  “I learned not to separate these creatures bursting with violent energy from the sky where their desires whirl,” says Camus of his fellow pieds noirs. The sea and sun, these

  were factors that were all-conditioning, responsible for their best as well as their worst characteristics. In contrast to the Cartesian rationale in which the northern Gaul so prides himself, the

  meridional pied noir was first and foremost a creature of the senses. Everything was excess: excessive exuberance, excessive hospitality, excessive affection – and excessive hate.

  “Stopping to think and becoming better are out of the question,” claims Camus. “The notion of hell, for instance, is merely a funny joke here. Such imaginings are allowed only to

  the very virtuous. And I really think that virtue is a meaningless word in all Algeria. . . .” Under the implacable sun the pied noir married young and was burnt out young. For as well

  as nurturing and stimulating life, the sun society also caresses death. It was quite customary for a murderer – whatever the rights or wrongs of his case – to be referred to,

  compassionately, as “the poor fellow”, and the acceptance of violence and death lay never very far beneath the surface. Among his pieds noirs, Camus himself was mystically aware

  of a “merciless tête-à-tête with Death, this physical fear of the animal who loves the sun”. The conditions of Algerian life bestowed upon the European there a

  sense of mortality, of transience, which, writing even before the Second World War, Camus was able to discern in some remarkably prophetic passages:




  

    

      

        he is born of this country where everything is given to be taken away . . . here is a race without past, without tradition . . . wholly cast into its present lives without

        myths, without solace. It has put all its possessions on this earth and therefore remains without defence against death. All the gifts of physical beauty have been

        lavished on it. And with them, the strange avidity that always accompanies that wealth without failure. . . .


      


    


  




  The sentiments of the pied noir towards metropolitan France (for so many not their mother country at all) were compounded of resentment, love, disdain and an inferiority complex with the

  undertones of superiority that so often accompany it. For “The Outsider”, Paris was “A dingy sort of town, to my mind. Masses of pigeons and dark courtyards. And the people have

  washed-out white faces.” The women of Bab-el-Oued found it hard to understand how, without a “true sun”, the laundry would ever dry in Paris. If the pied noir loved France,

  it was with a love that sought constant reassurance: “The French of Algeria would like to be reassured that. . .” was a theme frequently to be found in Press editorials. For his part,

  he felt that he had well deserved France’s love through his sacrifices in two world wars. “Where is our promised land?” one of the rebel generals of 1961, Edmond Jouhaud, was to

  demand: “I think we have paid for the right to be French, by the blood that we shed from 1914 to 1918 and from 1939 to 1945.” It was an argument with which Britons were made familiar

  early in the Rhodesian crisis. Perhaps because so many pieds noirs, or their antecedents, had come to Algeria after a vie manquée in Europe, there was a residual misgiving that

  the metropolitan Frenchman regarded him as a second-class European, and this inferiority complex could manifest itself in a display of extreme sensitivity: “the least reserve about the

  climate is to say that their mistress is one-eyed,” comments Pierre Nora sardonically; “to permit a remark about their manner of overtaking an automobile and running over pedestrians is

  an insult to their virility. . . .” Again, it was an attitude that some Britons may at times have encountered in countries of the old Commonwealth, and its inversion was an isolationist,

  separatist sense of superiority that could vest the pied noir with a vastly over-inflated notion of his own weight in world councils. With a feeling of just pride the pieds noirs

  recalled that, in 1914, it was Bône and Philippeville that had drawn the first German naval salvoes; and, once more, Camus seems to strike a chord of utmost fidelity when, at the conclusion

  of The Outsider, he reveals that the last wish of his anti-hero was to occupy the centre of the stage: “for me to feel less lonely, all that remained was to hope that on the day of my

  execution there should be a huge crowd of spectators and that they should greet me with howls of execration”.




  At the time of the projected Blum–Viollette reforms, a pied noir financier remarked to Viollette: “Monsieur le Gouverneur-Général, you reason in the French of

  France, but we reason in the French of Algeria.” It was not at all the same language, as was to become tragically plain later, and in order to understand events from 1954 onwards it is

  necessary to accept the existence of three totally distinct peoples – the French of France, the French of Algeria, and the Muslims of Algeria.




  In the outer world, the most obvious kinsmen to the pied noir are the whites of South Africa, Rhodesia and the “Deep South” of the United States. In terms of the numbers of

  generations that had come to regard Algeria as “home”, and had absolutely nowhere else in the world to go, he stood somewhere between the Afrikaaner and the Rhodesian. At the opposite

  ends of the social scale, comparisons in their way of life and attitudes could be made between the grands colons and the plantation owners of the “Old South”, while the least

  privileged elements of Bab-el-Oued or Belcourt bore a marked affinity to the “poor whites” of Faulkner, coexisting uneasily alongside the blacks in the torrid, over-crowded American

  cities of the same epoch. In Algeria, however, there was no form of segregation so overt as apartheid, or “Jim Crow” laws on buses; on the other hand, there was nothing resembling the

  miscegenation of Brazil, or even Mozambique.




  An Arab, but dressed like a person. . . .




  If the pied noir attitude to the indigenous Algerian could be summed up in a word, it was, simply, indifference. He was regarded, says Pierre Nora, “as an anonymous figure of whom

  it sufficed to know that one provided his welfare, so that one had no need to be concerned about him”. In so far as he supplied the labour essential for exploiting the country, he was simply

  “a part of the patrimoine immobilier [real estate inheritance]”. At best he would be treated with paternalism, fairness and a kind of formal acceptance of his different religion

  and culture. But too often he was regarded with disdain, and from a vantage of superiority; which manifested itself in many different ways, and more insidiously among the poorer levels of whites

  where the frictional contact was closest. Bicot, melon, figuier, sale raton12 – there was a plethora of derogatory slang for an inferior race

  that sprang all to readily to the lips. Equally a host of preconceived inherited notions about the Algerian were accepted uncritically, without examining either their veracity or causation: he was

  incorrigibly idle and incompetent; he only understood force; he was an innate criminal, and an instinctive rapist. Sexually based prejudices and fears ran deep, akin to those elsewhere of white

  city-dwellers surrounded by preponderant and ever-growing Negro populations: “They can see our women, we can’t see theirs”; the Arab had a plurality of wives, and therefore was

  possibly more virile (an intolerable thought to the “Mediterranean-and-a-half”); and with the demographic explosion spawned by his potency, he was threatening to

  swamp the European by sheer weight of numbers.




  The pied noir would habitually tutoyer any Muslim – a form of speech reserved for intimates, domestics or animals – and was outraged were it ever suggested that this

  might be a manifestation of racism. Commenting on this, Pierre Nora (admittedly a Frenchman often unduly harsh in his criticism of the pieds noirs), adds an illustration of a judge asking in

  court:




  “Are there any other witnesses?”




  “Yes, five; two men and three Arabs.”




  Or again: “It was an Arab, but dressed like a person. . . .”




  With shame, Jules Roy admitted:




  

    

      

        One thing I knew because it was told me so often, was that the Arabs belonged to a different race, one inferior to my own. . . “They don’t live the way we do.

        . . .” The sentence drew a chaste veil over their poverty. . . . Yes, their happiness was elsewhere, rather, if you please, like the happiness of cattle . . . “They don’t

        have the same needs we do. . . ,” I was always being told. I was glad to believe it, and from that moment on their condition could not disturb me. Who suffers seeing oxen sleep on straw

        or eating grass?


      


    


  




  Later on, he confesses: “It came as a great surprise to realise – little by little – that the figuiers were men like ourselves, that they laughed, that

  they wept, that they were capable of such noble sentiments as hatred or love, jealousy, or gratitude. . . .”




  Even great-hearted Camus, who was among the first to expose the dreadful economic plight of the Algerians, both shortly before and after the Second World War, occasionally reveals a curious

  blindness, almost amounting to indifference, towards them as human beings. His Oran of La Peste appears to be devoid of Muslims; although he writes so sensitively (albeit often censoriously)

  of his kindred pieds noirs, his vendors selling lemonade for five sous a glass on the Algiers streets, his Oran shoe-shine boys (“the only men still in love with their

  profession”) seem to be accepted as part of the essential, touristique backdrop, without his pausing to question the penury that must inevitably accompany the “profession”

  he believes them to be in love with. Again, in The Outsider he seems oblivious to the other victim of tragedy, the Arab girl whose lover beats her up and whose brother is killed while trying

  to avenge her. It is as if Camus, too, cannot be bothered to understand this “anonymous figure”, this portion of the patrimoine immobilier.




  Petits blancs and grands colons




  But how difficult it is to generalise about a people so diverse as the pieds noirs! Apart from their mixed racial origins, they represented a wide spectrum of political hues, and the span

  between the top and bottom of the economic scale was even wider. At one end of the political spectrum there were the diehard conservatives, both rich and poor, some of them

  later to become known as “ultras”, who stubbornly resisted all change; at the other end, various kinds of liberals supporting reform of one sort or another. By the 1950s, these latter

  were reckoned to comprise twenty to twenty-five per cent of the overall population, loosely embracing the European professional classes; these figures also include the Muslim

  évolués and a large section of the Jewish community. But the liberals had little or no proletarian support. Many of the petits blancs were failed farmers who had

  gravitated towards the cities, and this in itself was to grant them a collective political consciousness not to be found among the more rural settlers of Morocco and Tunisia. Like the poor whites

  of Rhodesia, they could not afford to be liberal, but tended to be either Communist or reactionary; and, curiously enough, these two opposing forces were largely at one, at least where

  liberalisation for the Muslims was concerned, as has already been noted at the time of the Sétif uprising. Between the top and bottom of the economic scale, the span was even wider. On the

  whole, earnings were lower than in France; perhaps as many as eighty per cent of the pieds noirs were merchants or salaried employees, and among them a father of three might earn less than

  half that of his metropolitan opposite number (on the other hand, it would buy benefits inaccessible to the latter, such as the cheap domestic services of an Algerian fatma). Yet the

  prosperity gap between very rich and very poor in France was less than that between the handful of most affluent grands colons of Algeria and the petit blanc; while between the latter

  and his Muslim competitor, the differential was, in contrast, extremely slender.




  Who in fact were the grands colons, the men of power, in Algeria by 1954? Three names, Borgeaud, Schiaffino, Blachette, were the big entrepreneurs of Algeria, between them controlling the

  greater part of the economy, and, pari passu, wielding immense political power. Top of the list was Henri Borgeaud, a Swiss by origin (two generations back), a big man in his mid-fifties who

  looked like a jolly farmer from the Auvergne and who was proud to proclaim himself a pioneer of the soil. Centre of the Borgeaud empire was the magnificent mansion of La Trappe at Staouéli,

  close to Algiers, which had passed to the Borgeaud family after its founders, the Trappist monks who gave it its name, were dispossessed during France’s secular “war” in 1905. La

  Trappe embraced 1,000 hectares of the best land in Algeria, producing regularly four million litres of wine per annum. But if wine was the chief source of the Borgeauds’ fortunes, it was only

  one of many interests; they were major food producers, and owned Bastos cigarettes (the Gauloises of Algeria); while the name of Henri Borgeaud appeared on the boards of, inter alia, the

  Crédit Foncier d’Algérie et de Tunisie bank, the granary Moulins du Chélif, the transportation Cargos Algériens, the Lafarge cement works, the

  Distillerie d’Algérie, the cork industry, the timber industry, etc., etc. Hence came the popular saying: “In Algeria, one drinks Borgeaud, smokes Borgeaud, eats Borgeaud, and

  banks or borrows Borgeaud. . . .” In addition he was senator for Algiers, and had powerful allies in the form of Comte Alain de Sérigny, the conservative owner of the Écho

  d’Alger, and, at the Palais-Bourbon, the deputy Réné Mayer who headed an influential pro-pieds noirs lobby. The archetype of a paternalist seigneur, he apparently

  enjoyed the affection of many of the Muslims among his 6,000 employees, who were (relatively speaking) both well-paid and well-cared-for. But politically Borgeaud was a deep-dyed conservative. At

  the Evian peace negotiations in 1962, one of the F.L.N. leaders, Ben Tobbal, claimed to Favrod, the Swiss journalist: “Henri Borgeaud deserves the title of national hero. Without him and

  those like him, there would never have been a united Algeria.”




  Then there was Laurent Schiaffino, who controlled probably the biggest fortune in Algeria, including most of its shipping. Although a third-generation Neapolitan, Schiaffino revealed few of the

  extrovert characteristics one might have expected; with a greyish complexion, he was a cold and retiring personality with a meticulous knowledge of the marine world, but seldom seen outside family

  or business circles. He too was a senator for Algiers, and owner of the Dépêche Algérienne, which held a reputation principally for being “anti”, that is to

  say, “anti” any measure of liberalisation. (Yet, after 1962, because of the efficiency and in dispensability of his marine fleet, he was the only one of the grands colons to be

  invited to stay on by the new Algerian republic.) Third among the triumvirate of pieds noirs tycoons was Georges Blachette, whose family, originating from the Midi, were among the earliest

  pioneers of Algeria. A small, rotund figure with a delicate stomach and said to live on Evian water, Blachette was known as the “king of alfalfa”. In the area south of Oran his alfalfa

  fields reached the horizon on every side; most of his crop was earmarked for British paper mills, and it provided the source of no less than twenty per cent of all Algeria’s foreign earnings.

  In addition, Blachette had fingers in a number of other agricultural and industrial pies; he owned the Journal d’Alger, was elected deputy to the Assembly in 1951, swiftly proved

  himself a skilled lobbyist there, and was even considered by Mendès-France for a ministry. In contrast to Borgeaud and Schiaffino, however, Blachette set out to be a liberal and progressive.

  Nevertheless, it could not be overlooked that the Muslim alfalfa workers were among the most poorly paid in the country.




  As a liberal – and a sincere and dedicated one – Blachette’s principal ally was Jacques Chevallier. In his mid-forties, Chevallier swiftly achieved a kind of La Guardia

  reputation as mayor of Algiers, with his slogan of “a roof for everybody” which he had put into action by the construction of impressive numbers of low-cost housing

  units for the city poor. But he was to be constantly torn in his liberalism between responsibility for the Muslims and for the poorer pieds noirs. Also a deputy, in 1954 he accepted from

  Mendès-France the portfolio of Secretary of State for National Defence declined by Blachette. Finally there needs to be mentioned, briefly, among the powerful conservative adversaries of

  Chevallier and the liberal lobby three other figures: Raymond Laquière, President of the Algerian Assembly, a shrewd political operator, with an eroded face, utterly dedicated to European

  supremacy and going as far as to aspire to be leader of a separatist Algeria; Amédée Froger, mayor of Boufarik and president of the Federation of Algerian Mayors; and, finally, Comte

  Alain de Sérigny. A tall, nervous, fast-talking aristocrat of roughly the same age as Chevallier, de Sérigny was deeply proud of his colonial ancestry; he could trace it back to Le

  Moyne who had colonised Hudson Bay, and other forefathers who had fought against the Spaniards in Florida, or struck roots in Louisiana. Brought up in Algiers, he became a journalist in 1941 only

  after escaping from a German prisoner-of-war camp. As the fire-eating editor of the ultra-conservative Écho d’Alger, founded in 1912, and the most influential pied noir

  paper, he was to play an important role.




  The Jews




  There remains, finally, one other important minority group to be identified – the Jews of Algeria. Comprising approximately one-fifth of the non-Muslim population, they – rather like

  the unhappy Asians of East Africa – tended to find themselves in the tragic position of being caught between two fires: between the European and the Muslim world. Many could trace back their

  antecedents to the expulsions from sixteenth-century Spain; some even claimed them to pre-date the invaders who had surged out of the Arabian peninsula during the eleventh century. Thus they could

  argue that only relatively were they later arrivals than the Muslims. However, by 1830 the Algerian Jews had become an under-privileged community, fallen into backward squalor, and the advent of

  the French gave them an opportunity to improve their status. The Crémieux Decrees of 1870, conferring automatic French citizenship, attracted more prosperous Jews from outside Algeria; while

  at the same time they provoked a sense of unfair prejudice among Muslims. However, it was not the Muslims but the Catholic Maltese, Spanish and Italian pieds noirs who, at the turn of the

  century, launched a minor pogrom against the Jews, smashing up their shops in protest against the competition of this new class of petits commerçants. (Analysing the various degrees

  of disdain in Algeria, a pied noir journalist, Albert-Paul Lentin, observed how “the Frenchman despises the Spaniard, who despises the Italian, who despises the Maltese, who despises

  the Jew; all in turn despising the Arab.” In the Second World War, Pétain’s anti-Semitic regime repealed the Crémieux Decrees, and Jewish teachers and

  children alike were summarily flung out of European schools; the whole community was menaced with deportation to Nazi camps.13 Yet during all this time (so

  several Algerian Jews averred to the author), there was barely a breath of anti-Semitism from any Muslim quarter. By the 1950s the Algerian Jews were tugged in several directions; the least

  privileged tended still to identify themselves with the Muslims rather than the pieds noirs, and many were members of the Communist Party, while the wealthiest had developed distinctly

  Parisian orientations. Perhaps typical of the latter was Marcel Belaiche, who had inherited a large property fortune from his father; politically, however, he leaned strongly towards the liberal

  camps of both Chevallier and Ferhat Abbas, and away from the Borgeauds and Schiaffinos. After 1954 a significant proportion of the Jewish intellectual and professional classes was to side with the

  F.L.N.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  In the Middle of the Ford




  

    

      

        In this admirable country in which a spring without equal covers it with flowers and its light, men are suffering hunger and demanding justice.




        Albert Camus, 1958


      


    


  




  France’s gift to Algeria – education




  THERE was never a shortage of motives for political discontent among the Algerian Muslims to explain the Sétif explosion of 1945, but close behind them always lay

  equally cogent economic factors (and, associated with them, those of training and education). These were to become acutely aggravated between 1945 and 1954. Before one dissects the deficiencies,

  however, one needs briefly to pay tribute to the truly remarkable material achievements that France had wrought in Algeria during the course of her tenancy of a century and a quarter. Even a decade

  after the ending of France’s rule, a visitor to Algeria could not help but be impressed by the depth of the roots her civilisation left behind; an excellent network of roads often as good in

  quality as those of France, and over terrain as difficult as anywhere in the world; modern railways and airfields; great cities and a score of ports; electricity and gas and a (slightly less

  efficient) telecommunications system. She created a medical service and imposed standards of hygiene where none had existed. In agriculture, she increased the 2,000 cultivable square miles of 1830

  to 27,000 in 1954; with her capital and know-how, she dug mines and set up vast industries that would not otherwise have existed; she provided jobs in France for several hundred thousand Algerian

  immigrant workers, and subsidised some eighty per cent of the country’s budget deficit.




  Perhaps the greatest of France’s gifts to Algeria, however – as elsewhere in her sprawling empire, and, indeed, anywhere caressed by her culture – was education. And yet,

  paradoxically, both at its strongest as at its weakest points, French education tended to bolster her opponents at France’s expense. At its weakest, it was simply a matter of too few schools,

  too few teachers, and too little money to provide them. As far back as 1892, while the budget earmarked 2½ million francs for the schooling of European children, only 450,000 francs was

  allocated for the vastly more numerous and illiterate – and therefore more needy – Muslims. Over the years the situation showed little change; except that the

  numbers of the Muslims and their educational needs expanded ever more dramatically. By 1945, the picture was as follows:




  Europeans: 200,000 children of school age at 1,400 primary schools.




  Muslims: 1,250,000 children of school age at 699 primary schools.




  By 1954 it was estimated that, of the Muslims, only one boy in five was attending school, and one in sixteen among girls (though in some country areas the ratio could rise as high as one in

  seventy); illiteracy (in French) was set at ninety-four per cent for the males, ninety-eight per cent for the females. Sometimes, also, the priorities of the funds actually spent on education

  looked bizarre; in 1939 Camus acidly criticised the construction in Kabylia of magnificent school buildings, costing the taxpayer up to one million francs apiece, yet seemingly designed chiefly to

  impress “tourists and commissions of enquiry”, and which, because of lack of space, had to turn away one in every five applicants.




  Excellent as was the general standard of French education, its content sometimes struck Arabs and Berbers as painfully incongruous: as for instance the history text-books beginning “Our

  ancestors, the Gauls. . . .” And then they were sooner or later confronted by the inevitable factor of discrimination; Ahmed Ben Bella recalls that in his childhood at Marnia he “did

  not feel the difference between Frenchmen and Algerians as much as I later did at Tlemcen”, because in the first football teams were integrated, whereas in the latter Europeans and Muslims

  each had their own. The little French learning was also dangerous, in that it aroused a powerful appetite for more; and it threatened (because of economic problems) to create a class of

  “literate unemployed”. In words that could have applied to more than just education, an old Kabyle complained sadly to Germaine Tillion: “You’ve led us to the middle of the

  ford, and there you’ve left us. . . .”




  Furthermore, with its traditional emphasis on the grandiose liberal principles of the “Great French Revolution”, French education could hardly help but divert perhaps otherwise

  passive minds to the nobility of revolt. M’hamed Yazid, one of the more intellectual F.L.N. leaders, notes that school heroes for his generation included Mustafa Kemal, Gandhi and the Irish

  rebels of the First World War. At their best, the French schools provided an admirable breeding ground for revolutionary minds. In a novel by Mourad Bourboune, Le Mont des Genêts

  (1962), a French official tells a young Muslim évolué that he is now too French to continue to wear a burnous, and receives the devastating reply: “It’s not with

  you but against you that we are learning your language.”




  The shrinking land . . .




  Without schools you cannot have industrialisation and, for all French endeavours to this end, agriculture remained the mainstay of Algerian life. But, successful as French

  technology had been at opening up new lands by drainage or irrigation, it continued to provide a precarious living of ever-diminishing returns. As the European slice of the cake grew, so,

  relatively speaking, the Muslim slice shrank. Since 1830 the area of cultivable land owned by Muslims had almost doubled; but the population trebled. In 1956 Germaine Tillion reckoned that the

  country could feed no more than “between two and three million”; and there were then almost nine million Muslims alone. By 1954 some twenty-five per cent of all the farming land was

  reputedly owned by only two per cent of the total agricultural population. (Of the country’s total wealth at that date, ninety per cent was accounted as held in the hands of ten per cent of

  the inhabitants.) With growing mechanisation and efficiency, whereas before the First World War over 200,000 pieds noirs lived off the land, by 1954 the figure had sunk to 93,000; and,

  naturally, the numbers of Muslim labourers to whom they gave employment had shrunk correspondingly. At the same time, the size of the individual European holdings had increased markedly in size. In

  the Department of Oran alone, 750 Europeans owned between them 55,832 hectares, while on average the vineyard of Algeria was notably larger than its French counterpart. In contrast, as a result of

  hereditary governances, it was not unusual to find in over-populated Kabylia one fig tree owned by several families. The statistics (from reliable French sources) relating to the average Algerian

  farm holding in 1954 are eloquent:
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  The creation of the Algerian wine industry, following the phylloxera catastrophe in France, had only added to the agricultural imbalance. Although it had come to account for half of

  Algeria’s exports to France and had granted considerable economic power to the wine lobby (as personified by Senator Borgeaud), it hardly helped the economic predicament of the Muslims,

  providing him with but little steady work, and producing a crop which did not nourish him and offended his religion. After the Second World War acute and growing over-production set in, forcing the

  French treasury to intervene and subsidise surplus stocks, costing annually (according to Le Monde of 17 August 1955) a sum “equivalent to the total value of credits voted to Youth and

  Sports since 1946”.




  The official Maspétiol Report of 1955, which deeply shocked the French government, revealed that nearly one million Muslims (or one in nine of the overall population) were totally

  or partially unemployed, and that another two million were seriously underemployed; in the country this meant that the agricultural worker worked no more than an average of

  sixty-five days a year – or thirty-five days if female labour were included in the reckoning. The human consequences of these bald statistics were devastating: before the war

  (admittedly in a time of famine) Camus had found in Kabylia families where only two out of ten children survived; he had seen children in Tizi-Ouzou fighting with dogs for the contents of a rubbish

  bin, and had reckoned that at least half the population was living on nothing but grass and roots. Since then, conditions had improved, but still a large proportion of the Kabyles could not support

  their large families on their meagre earnings, and lived themselves in grinding poverty at subsistence level. Malnutrition induces lethargy at work, which doubtless could to a large extent explain

  the commonly held pied noir notion that the Algerian worker was, by nature, indolent and idle.




  When he was able to find a day’s work, the Algerian agricultural worker would often earn no more than 100 (old) francs a day (about 2s. or 22¢), and in other walks of life the

  prospects were not much rosier. For a Muslim average earnings throughout Algeria were estimated at 16,000 francs a year – whereas the European equivalent was 450,000 francs, or nearly thirty

  times as high. At the same time, the taxes he paid on his meagre pittance seemed unfairly weighted. It was reckoned that the 100,000 most impoverished Algerian families might be milked of twelve

  per cent of their incomes; while at the other end of the scale the 14,000 best off (of whom 10,000 were European), with incomes five times higher than the average for French families, were called

  upon to pay only twenty-nine per cent of earnings vastly larger than those of the Muslims. But at the same level in France they would have paid thirty-three per cent. Nevertheless, to escape from a

  life that held little prospect on the land, as in the poorer countries of Latin America the Algerian peasantry gravitated increasingly towards the cities. Here they found that nearly half of all

  available jobs in industry were firmly occupied by the pied noir eleven per cent, while twenty-five per cent of the urban Muslims were unemployed. The results were that during the twelve

  years between 1936 and 1948, as an example, the population of Algiers soared by forty-two per cent and with it the mushrooming of wretched bidonvilles and the simmering of new kinds of urban

  discontent.




  The next logical haven for the agrarian jobless was France herself. The largest numbers came from Kabylia, the most overcrowded region of Algeria and where land-hunger had long been most acute;

  in 1912, only 5,000 Kabyles left for France; by 1924 they had risen to 100,000. But after 1945 economic adversity pushed the immigrant waves to new heights, and by the outbreak of the revolt the

  total of Algerian workers in France was over the half-million mark. Economically they were a godsend to Algeria; the wages they sent home equalled about a third of those of the

  whole agricultural labour force in Algeria, and at home they sustained some million and a half of otherwise indigent dependents. Equally, for France they provided a source of cheap labour for the

  work of reconstruction in the less agreeable tasks – such as road-building, ditch-digging and rail-laying – where a Frenchman might be more choosy. But usually they were forced to live

  in the worst city slums of Paris or Marseilles, in family-less celibacy and dispiriting isolation in overcrowded tenement houses. Their contacts with French life would often be limited to members

  of the Communist Party and other disgruntled proletarian militants, so that when they returned to Algeria they brought with them seeds of more coherent discontent, awaiting germination.




  . . . and exploding birthrate




  The most ineradicable cause of all Algeria’s economic woes from 1945 onwards, the factor constantly nullifying any French ideal or scheme of improving things had one simple, insoluble

  root: the net Muslim birthrate. At the time of the conquest the indigenous population stood at somewhere less than three million; then a combination of war, disease and disastrous famine reduced it

  by fifty per cent. But by 1906 it had re-established itself at 4,478,000, and from then on it began to take off, as European medical prowess made its impact. Such population inhibitors as malaria,

  typhoid and typhus all but disappeared; infant mortality shrank to a percentage not far from that of metropolitan France; penicillin became known as “the drug that brings children”, for

  it stamped out venereal diseases causing sterility. According to figures cited by Robert Aron, if between 1830 and 1950 the population of France had risen at the same rate as that of Algeria, it

  would by then have reached more than 300 million. As it was, by 1954 the Muslim Algerians numbered nearly nine million, and were increasing in a geometrical progression. Over the previous twenty

  years the urban population had more than doubled, and it was reckoned that it would double again over the next twenty years – which, but for the war losses, it probably would have

  done.14 With one of the highest net birthrates in the world, the Muslims were estimated to be breeding at ten times the rate of the pieds noirs

  – hence the very real basis of their fears of being demographically “swamped”, for they could reasonably reckon that, within the next generation, instead of representing

  eleven per cent of the total population they would have shrunk to a mere five per cent. Here also, by extension, lay one of the root sources of opposition in metropolitan France to a policy of

  “assimilation”, or “integration”; for, by the end of the twentieth century, what kind of France would there be if she were wedded inextricably to an

  Algeria by now of almost equal population, and increasing more rapidly, and with equal rights and representation in all her councils?




  As a summing up on how Algerians viewed the material benefits bestowed on them by France in 1944, the words of Messali Hadj strike a relevant note: “The achievement of France is

  self-evident. It leaps to the eyes, and it would be unjust to deny it; but if the French have done a lot, they did it for themselves.” Or, phrased perhaps even more succinctly by a Frenchman,

  Robert Aron: “France did much for Algeria, too little for the Algerians.”




  France distracted




  But if she stands accused of doing “too little for the Algerians”, it would be only fair to consider the problems – beyond the ever-present nightmare of Algeria’s

  demographic explosion just discussed – confronting France from 1945 onwards. The world has become so accustomed to a strong, rich and politically stable France as it was under de Gaulle that

  it is easy to forget the prolonged malaises of the Fourth Republic (which in so many ways resembled those of Britain of the mid-1970s); equally one forgets her quite spectacular feats of

  reconstructing an economy gravely mauled by war, and of uniting a broken Europe. In 1945 de Gaulle warned his countrymen that it would take “a whole generation of furious work” to

  resuscitate the nation, and his estimate proved to be remarkably accurate. In his Memoirs of Hope he describes how “a few months after victory, the State was on its feet, unity

  re-established, hope revived, France in her place in Europe and the world”. But then, “the parties had reappeared, to all intents and purposes with the same names, the same illusions,

  and the same hangers-on as before. While displaying towards my person the respect which public opinion demanded, they lavished criticism on my policies.” Exasperated by the wheeling and

  dealing identical to that which had so disastrously undermined the Third Republic during the inter-war years, on 20 January 1946 he suddenly resigned the premiership with that hauteur, just tinged

  with the irresponsible, which characterised both his earlier and later career. He had not, he remarked with crushing causticity to one of his ministers, liberated France “to worry about the

  macaroni ration”.




  Though, like its predecessor, the Fourth Republic was born as a consequence of military defeat by the Germans, the constitution it gave itself started with what looked like a bright enough

  image. Its preamble led off that: “It . . . solemnly reaffirms the rights and freedoms of man and citizen as set forth in the Declaration of Rights of 1789” and went on to declare that:

  “France, together with the overseas peoples, forms a Union founded upon equality of rights and of duties, without distinction of race or of religion.” France would,

  it stressed, “never employ its forces against the liberty of any people”. Yet already France was fighting the nastiest of all colonial wars, which would drag on for another eight weary

  and debilitating years, in Indo-China. Politically, the components of the new republic were unpromising from the very start; in the words of that highly astute American observer, Janet Planner, it

  was “like a woman with three hands, two Left and one Right”. The former were constituted by the Socialists and the alarmingly powerful Communist Party, the latter by the Catholic,

  moderate conservative Mouvement Républicain Populaire (M.R.P.). In the running conflict between these elements, “whose simultaneous presence in government”, said the veteran

  Léon Blum, “is at once indispensable and impossible”, agreement on any decisive issue could seldom be reached. As de Gaulle justly complained, the old political life of the Third

  Republic resumed; governments came and went, twenty of them between 1945 and 1954; M. Pleven succeeded M. Queuille, who then replaced M. Pleven, who in turn pushed out M. Queuille – all in

  the space of thirteen months.




  Strikes endlessly paralysed the economy; many were politically motivated, others sparked off by incredibly trivial causes. One such was the strike of August 1953, set off by two postmen who

  inadvertently did a Watergate on an incomplete draft of a government economic project which, they noticed, appeared specifically to omit postmen. They brought out all the postal workers who,

  twenty-four hours later, were followed in sympathy by two million other government employees. Soon four million Frenchmen were on strike, and the country was at a standstill. In a miraculous way,

  year after year, the farmers and the middle-classes, as well as the very rich, somehow avoided paying taxes with impunity. Inflation ran wild, resulting in a regular devaluation of the franc. In

  1951 (so Edgar Faure, premier for just two months, told the Assembly), France’s cost of living rose thirty-nine per cent, compared with only twelve per cent in Britain, while spiralling

  prices and an overvalued currency had dragged exports down twenty per cent and pushed imports up thirty-six per cent; and there was only three days’ worth of reserves left in the coffers. By

  1953 prices stood at twenty-three times their pre-war levels, and while, on a basis of comparison with 1929, United States industrial production had doubled, Britain’s had risen by fifty-four

  per cent,15 and war-shattered Germany’s by fifty-three per cent, France’s had expanded by a mere eight per cent. Everything conspired to lower

  morale: an alarming number of Frenchmen sought refuge in acute alcoholism (which sometimes caught in its sinister embrace nine-year-old Normandy schoolchildren), and this in turn slashed at

  productivity.




  And yet, and yet, beneath the surface and beyond the bickering of the politicians, favoured by the same system of excessive centralisation that proved a bugbear in other

  ways (not least in the administering of Algeria), France’s new technocrats – supported by bountiful Marshall Aid – were laying the foundations for her astonishing economic

  recovery. Under the Monnet Plan, vast hydro-electric systems and oil refineries were being built to power new industrial complexes. France’s railways, electrified and modernised, were already

  running the fastest express services in Europe; but the maximum benefits would not be reaped until the Gaullist era of the 1960s.




  On the world scene, France was fearful of Stalinist Russia and, increasingly by 1953, fearful of a more traditional enemy – a resurgent Germany. She was distrustful of her more powerful

  friends, Britain and Eisenhower’s United States, while the pusillanimity of her divided leaders over ratifying the European Defence Community (E.D.C.) and West German rearmament maddened the

  inflexible John Foster Dulles. In North Africa and the Middle East she felt her position seriously undermined, first by Britain’s forcing her out of her Syrian and Lebanese Mandates, and

  secondly by Britain’s own withdrawal, first from Palestine, then Egypt; followed swiftly by the arrival of the nationalist Nasser. The protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco were already

  clamouring for independence. But worst of all was the predicament in which France found herself endlessly trapped in Indo-China, where the war ground on year after year and where, said de Gaulle:

  “the determination to win the war had alternated with the desire to make peace without anyone being able to decide between the two”. The war was a running sore that had consumed over

  the years more than France received in Marshall Aid; that cost annually ten per cent of the national budget, that swallowed up an entire class of St Cyr officers every three years, and that by the

  time it ended was to account for 75,000 French casualties in dead and missing alone.




  Dien Bien Phu and Mendès-France




  In 1953 a new and ambitious military command embarked on a calculated risk to lure the Viet-Minh forces into a pitched battle and destroy them. The field chosen was Dien Bien Phu, a camp

  fortified up to almost Verdun standards; but isolated far away in the interior of North Vietnam, too close for comfort to the Chinese frontier, and tactically badly sited in a hollow overlooked by

  dominating hills. The French generals overestimated their capacity to supply and support the garrison by air power, and underestimated the ability of an irregular colonial guerrilla force to bring

  heavy artillery to bear. General Giap took up the French challenge, and for fifty-six days the defenders heroically withstood a siege accompanied by a bombardment of First World War intensity. On

  the eve of the ninth anniversary of V.E. Day, 7 May 1954, Dien Bien Phu fell, at a cost of some 13,000 dead among the defenders. Psychologically, there was no more devastating

  defeat ever inflicted on a Western regular army by a colonial “resistance movement”, and it was to have far-reaching repercussions in Algeria.




  The immediate consequence of Dien Bien Phu was to cause the downfall of the government of Joseph Laniel, a weaver from Calvados known to his associates as “poor Joseph” –

  France’s twentieth premier since the Liberation. In his place there now entered a new and imposing figure – new to the front benches, though long familiar on the back benches of the

  Assembly as a figure in the wilderness – Pierre Mendès-France. Scion of a prosperous and old-established family of Sephardic Jews, aged only forty-seven in 1954, he had already been

  Under-Secretary of State for Finance under Blum in 1938, at the tender age of thirty-one. Mendès-France was an unorthodox leftish radical with an austerely cold and penetrating intellect

  which made him the maverick of the Fourth Republic. He had had a distinguished war record, escaping from France to join the Free French air forces, and he brought the same courage into post-war

  politics, refusing to curry favour or peddle alliances. Minister for Economic Affairs in de Gaulle’s first government, he had been, refreshingly, the only Fourth Republic politician to resign

  on an issue of national policy – with the exception of François Mitterrand (who was later to become his Minister of the Interior and, still later, President of France at the head of a

  Socialist–Communist alliance). In the world of finance Mendès-France stood for austerity, currency reform and a controlled economy; but above all he had long stood for an end to the

  war in Indo-China. “If you ask me to sum up in one word my policy,” he told the Chamber of Deputies, turning upside-down Clemenceau’s famous bellicose utterance: “Je

  ferai la paix.”




  To an astounded Chamber on 17 June he promised that within thirty-three days he would not only make peace in Indo-China but also produce an economic reform programme for France, a new political

  deal for the protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco where riots had been steadily worsening through the summer, and an untying of the Gordian knot of the E.D.C. If he could not deliver the goods

  within the appointed time, then he and his new government would resign. The following month the Geneva accords brought an end to the fighting in Indo-China. For the first time since 1939 France was

  at peace – but only for three months and four days. On 23 July Mendès-France and his government received an unprecedentedly overwhelming vote of confidence of 471 to 14. A week later

  (a Henry Kissinger ahead of his time) he flew off on a whirlwind trip to Tunisia to speed the transfer of autonomy. Though his conservative opponents growled that he was selling the empire down the

  river, by and large Mendès-France was – briefly – fêted in France as a national hero for his ending the “dirty war” in Indo-China; while in

  Algeria the moderate nationalists regarded his coming with intense hope.




  Because of France’s long involvement in Indo-China, wrote Mitterrand, she “would miss her European rendezvous and neglect her African mission. She had fallen into the trap.”

  And Indo-China had been but one of the numerous factors all conspiring to avert France’s gaze from Algeria in the post-war years. During that cruel summer of 1954 there were many Frenchmen

  who, with the insouciance of the little pigs, consoled themselves with the thought, “well, at least Algeria has remained calm!” There had, after all, been nine years of tranquillity

  there. But what, in fact, had been happening during this time of French preoccupation elsewhere?




  Algeria after Sétif




  After the ruthless crushing of the Sétif revolt in 1945, and the splintering of the Algerian nationalist factions that followed it, the pieds noirs found themselves in a position

  of supreme – but temporary – power somewhat similar to that gained by the Israelis through their crushing victory of 1967. Here was the superlative opportunity to make a generous and

  lasting settlement from a posture of strength; but the pieds noirs, like the Israelis, and from not altogether dissimilar motives, were to muff it. Shaken by the events at Sétif, the

  French government decided it was time to draft a new “bill of rights” for Algeria, and present the country with her first statut organique. For the usual reasons of the opposed

  forces at the Palais Bourbon, and the very diverse propositions put forward by them, the statute ended as a compromise, having nearly brought down the Ramadier cabinet. Nevertheless, on 27 August

  1947 it was finally voted in by 328 to 33, with 208 abstentions – including, discouragingly, those of the fifteen Muslim deputies. The 1947 statute tabled five important reforms which the

  Muslims had been demanding for many years:




  The suppression of the communes mixtes, and their replacement by democratically elected local councils.




  The suppression of the military government of the Saharan territories, and their replacement by civil departments.




  The recognition of Arabic as an official language alongside French.




  The separation of Church and State for the Muslims, as for the other religions.




  The electoral enfranchisement of Muslim women.




  At the same time it abolished the system of “government by decree”, replacing it with an elected Assemblée Algérienne composed of 120 members (sixty from each electoral

  college), with powers to modify metropolitan laws applicable to Algeria, and also to vote in the budget and finance bills.




  The statute, however, still retained the inequitable double college principle,16 whereby, in effect, the European minority were

  balanced against the entire Muslim population. It met neither the demands of the Muslim parliamentary group for sovereignty to be granted to the Algerian Assembly, with the exception of reserve

  rights of defence and foreign affairs; nor for the according of dual citizenship rights. During the debate, among the various heated exchanges there was one that spoke volumes about the problem of

  national identity of the Algerian:




  

    

	

      M. BOUKADOUM – “Don’t forget that I’m an Algerian, first and foremost!”




      M. LOUVEL – “That’s an admission!”




      From several benches, in the centre – “You are French, first and foremost!”




      M. BOUKADOUM – “I am a Muslim Algerian, first and foremost!”




      M. MUSMEAUX – “If you consider the Muslim Algerians as French, give them all the rights of the French!”




      M. LOUVEL – “Then let them declare that they’re French.”


    


  







  In effect, the statute satisfied few; the Algerian deputies (as already noted) abstained; the supporters of Messali’s M.T.L.D. refused even to recognise the competence of the French

  Assembly to legislate the statute; and the pied noir conservatives – Borgeaud, Laquière and their supporters – declared that national security would be threatened by

  opening the door to a Muslim majority in the Algerian Assembly. Nevertheless, if the statute had been enacted it would at least have represented a more important reform than anything preceding it.

  As it was, the pied noir lobby managed to block it just as they had the Blum–Viollette proposals of 1936. A procedural clause was inserted into the statute whereby its five crucial

  reforms would be made subject to the approval of the Algerian Assembly. Thus, so long as the pieds noirs maintained a majority there, these – like every other attempt at major

  political reform since 1909 – would never see the light of day. All that remained to be ensured was that this majority would not ever be at risk – which the pied noir politicians

  set about achieving with ruthless efficiency.




  Electoral swindles




  In the municipal elections of 1947 sweeping victories by Messali’s followers alarmed the pied noir leaders. This could not be permitted on a national level. Consequently, when, in

  1948, elections for the new Algerian Assembly took place as required by the 1947 statute, they turned out to be a masterpiece of rigging. There was widespread evidence of “stuffing” of election boxes by “loyal” caids or local officials; in some villages registration cards were never issued; in others heavily armed police

  (sometimes supported by tanks) assumed a menacing presence, and at Dechyma, where the populace refused to vote, the gardes mobiles opened fire, killing seven; nationalist election meetings

  were broken up and numerous arrests made. At Guelma and Sétif, the two centres of revolt in 1945, the results were simply never announced. Discrepancies between the first and second

  run-offs, too, were suggestive; at Guelma, Messali’s M.T.L.D. candidates got 6,544 on the first, and only 96 on the second; at Blida, 10,647 was reduced to 2,534. Even in France voices (not

  only of the Left) were raised against the electoral fraud in Algeria; in a letter of 14 April 1949 to the Minister of the Interior, one M.R.P. deputy, Fonlupt-Esperaber, reported an incident where,

  although voting ended at ten-thirty,




  

    

      

        one of my M.R.P. colleagues from Algiers was invited to leave the polling centre at 10.45, but returned there a quarter of an hour later, because it was snowing, and

        observed that whereas at the moment of his departure the electoral list contained only some ten entries, it contained one hundred and ninety-four on his return. Having stood in the doorway of

        the polling centre throughout this quarter of an hour, he avouched that no one had entered. . . .




        None of the officials I saw disputed for a single second that the elections in Algeria were the work of the administration. . . .


      


    


  




  Whereas the administration had been warned in advance that, if given a free rein, the M.T.L.D. might gain ninety per cent of the Second College seats, the final figures were in fact as

  follows:




  “Independents” (i.e. government candidates, or Beni-Oui-Ouis) 55 seats




  M.T.L.D. (Messali) 9 seats




  U.D.M.A. (Abbas) 8 seats




  Independent Socialists 2 seats




  It was a result of which a Communist bloc regime could have been proud. Naegelen, the governor-general, declared smugly: “I congratulate myself that the Algerian populations have

  accomplished their electoral duty in tranquillity, and I thank them . . . we are marching towards liberty and fraternity, towards ever greater democracy. . . .” “Reason”, Algiers

  radio blared forth, “has triumphed in Algeria.” Neither were views that many Algerians could endorse. M’hamed Yazid, later F.L.N. Minister of Information, claimed in a letter to

  the New York Times of 1958 that when he was standing for election in 1948, “more than thirty of us were arrested during the electoral campaign and put into jail for years. A look at

  the list of those then jailed will give you an approximate list of the actual leadership of the Algerian revolution today.” Even the most pro-French among the Algerian

  évolués was profoundly shocked by the blatancy of the electoral fraud. But the technique was to be improved upon by the next elections for the Algerian

  Assembly and the National Assembly, in 1951. At Djelfa neither the M.T.L.D. nor U.D.M.A. collected a single vote; while the government candidate managed to tot up 800 – out of 500 eligible

  voters! At Port-Gueydon 23,671 votes were cast; 23,645 registered for the government candidate. As a result, the opponents of the regime were reduced in Algiers to no more than seven or eight; in

  Paris the M.T.L.D. and U.D.M.A. between them were deprived of every single representative – including Ferhat Abbas.




  “The rigging of the elections of the Second College has become a byword in Algeria,” deplored a correspondent of Le Monde normally sympathetic to the regime: “Today,

  even the most évolué of Algerian nationalists will say to you: ‘These elections are a farce. If you consider us incapable of voting, then why not admit it openly. . .

  ?’”




  Said Ahmed Boumendjel, the distinguished liberal leader from Constantine:




  

    

      

        It is a question of contempt, and beyond this the oppression of the mass of our people; that is what is impossible for us to tolerate. Why should we feel ourselves bound

        by the principles of French moral values . . . when France herself refuses to be subject to them and to accept the essential rules?


      


    


  




  “The French Republic has cheated,” he declared bitterly, “she has made fools of us.” For liberals like Boumendjel and Abbas these were bitterly

  frustrating experiences. Combined with the emasculation of the 1947 statute, the electoral frauds marked an important stage in the crystallising of Muslim rage; it also meant that, after 1954, when

  any French leader talked about offers of “free elections” no Muslim would believe him.




  The attitude of the average pied noir was one of thankfulness that the feared and disliked statute had been nullified, and that the Muslims had accepted the electoral results with such

  apparent passivity. “Rid of their psychosis about civil war,” says Professor Charles-André Julien, they returned to their traditional concepts of colonial Algeria: “little

  by little the liberal achievements of Governor Chataigneau crumbled; the municipal centres stagnated; . . . projects in rural communes were abandoned; the rehousing of fellahs was considered

  to have been finished . . . even education . . . suffered from a dearth of credits. . . .” Not every pied noir leader, however, was quite so short-sighted at this time. Liberals like

  Jacques Chevallier foresaw a grave danger that French tactics would force the Muslims “to attempt to unite themselves in a kind of policy of the worst, and to push them into compromising

  themselves in a desperate gesture.” To do something about it, to attempt to see the 1947 statute loyally and properly enacted, Chevallier himself resigned his mandate in Paris to take a seat

  in the Algerian Assembly in 1951. From then on, until November 1954, this body under Chevallier’s influence began to assume a more hopefully liberal aspect; but it moved

  too slowly – and too late (though Germaine Tillion believes that even if, by 1 November 1954, genuine elections could have been held in Algeria, “they probably could have spared us a

  long and cruel war”). Writing in 1953, Professor Julien warned prophetically: “It is by closing the normal paths of legality to a mass of eight million people that one risks driving it

  back into the arms of the declared adversaries of la présence française, who aim to solve the Algerian problem by violence.”




  Nationalism after Sétif




  The reasons for the apparent political torpor of the Algerian Muslims, which gave the pieds noirs such a false sense of complacency over the long nine years of deceptive tranquillity, can

  be traced back to the aftermath of Sétif. The nationalist movements were virtually decapitated by the seizure of their leaders – Messali Hadj deported to the French Congo, Ferhat Abbas

  under house arrest. Messali’s M.T.L.D. in particular had been disrupted by French repression, and all groups were more disunited than ever before, with the liberals fiercely reproaching the

  M.T.L.D. for their role in the disastrous revolt of 1945. (To this day, Abbas believes that Messali, in collusion with the colonial police, instigated it with the aim of destroying the unity

  achieved by his Amis du Manifeste et de la Liberté created the previous year.) Released in March 1946, Abbas had launched a new, more coherent party called the Union Démocratique pour

  le Manifeste Algérien (U.D.M.A.), but otherwise he resumed his moderate policies very much as before: “Neither force nor base submission”, he declared, addressing Muslim youth,

  “will bring a veritable solution.” Elected to the National Assembly, he was shocked by the lack of understanding, and often sheer racial arrogance, that he and his fellow Muslim

  deputies encountered there. During one particularly stormy, and deplorable, session in August 1946 Abbas rose with great dignity to state: “It is a hundred and sixteen years that we have been

  awaiting this moment, that is to say the opportunity of being here and making ourselves heard among you. . . . Therefore, have patience, I ask and beg of you. . . . We are but a very small

  minority. Be generous. . . !”17 But, as the preceding pages have shown, France could not, the pieds noirs would not, be sufficiently generous.

  As rage succeeded frustration with the sabotaging of the 1947 statute, so the support for Abbas and his liberals began to slip away, and Abbas himself was forced to move

  steadily to a less moderate position. The returning war heroes who had fought so fiercely under Marshal Juin were particularly disillusioned to discover how little things had changed at home after

  all they had seen and learnt in the outside world. Many gravitated towards the more extreme doctrines of Messali, and began to clamour for yet more direct action than even the M.T.L.D. was

  proposing. A new post-war generation was emerging that had acquired some knowledge of Marxist revolutionary techniques; that was impatient with interminable political dialogues, meaningless

  manifestos and unfulfilled promises; that respected strength and force, and that, in short, would not flinch from violence.




  Ben Bella and the O.S.




  One of these new figures was a strongly-built young Arab called Ahmed Ben Bella. He was born at Marnia, west of Oran, in 1918 of a father engaged in petty commerce who also owned a small farm.

  His oldest brother died of wounds suffered in 1914–1918, and his two other brothers died at early ages. Although, as already noted, Ben Bella first became aware of racial discrimination at

  secondary school, this did not inhibit him from joining up – twice – with the French army. In the 1940 campaign he was awarded the Croix de Guerre. Demobilised after the fall of France,

  he rejoined a Moroccan regiment to fight at Monte Cassino and all through the Italian campaign, where, rising to the rank of warrant officer, he had the Médaille Militaire pinned on his

  chest personally by de Gaulle, who little knew that he was decorating the man who would become one of the initiators of revolt against France and the first president of an independent Algeria.

  During this campaign Ben Bella had contact with the Italian resistance, for whom he formed lasting admiration. On returning to North Africa in 1945 news of Sétif so shocked him that he

  refused to accept a commission, and instead entered local politics, running successfully as a municipal councillor. There now follows a confused episode, related by Ben Bella himself, in which the

  administration attempted to neutralise him by means of a “plot” involving another Muslim set up to confiscate the farm Ben Bella’s father had left him. In protecting this

  property, Ben Bella got into a shooting match and wounded his adversary. This, he claims, forced him to abandon his office as municipal councillor, assume a false name and go underground with

  Messali’s M.T.L.D. as a “clandestine militant”. Disgusted with its unproductive dialectics and outraged by the administration’s electoral frauds, Ben Bella soon became one

  of the founder members of a new splinter group inside the M.T.L.D. called the Organisation Spéciale – or O.S. Pledged to fight colonialism “by all means”, legal or illegal,

  the O.S. was in effect the first nationalist body dedicated to preparing for an armed confrontation with France – now considered inevitable – and thereby it became

  the immediate predecessor of the F.L.N.




  By 1949 Ben Bella had emerged as the most forceful leader of the O.S., and, together with a twenty-six-year-old Kabyle called Ait Ahmed, organised its first major coup: an armed raid on the

  central post office of Oran. Amateurishly mounted, the raid netted a sum of three million francs (little more than £3,000), while leaving ten times this amount scattered on the floor;

  nevertheless, this modest booty provided the future F.L.N. with its first operational funds. But although it was constructed on a system of watertight compartments that was to be successfully

  emulated later by the F.L.N., the security of the O.S. was poor and French intelligence efficient. The following year Ben Bella was arrested and sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment. By

  this time O.S. membership numbered some 4,500, and many of those who escaped imprisonment either fled abroad or formed the nucleus of a growing maquis in the more inaccessible parts of the country.

  Some of the names are worth mentioning, as all were to reappear later as founder leaders of the F.L.N.:




  Ahmed Ben Bella: imprisoned, subsequently escaped.




  Ali Mahsas: imprisoned, subsequently escaped.




  Mostefa Ben Boulaid: imprisoned subsequently escaped.




  Belkacem Krim: underground in Algeria.




  Omar Ouamrane: underground in Algeria.




  Lakhdar Ben Tobbal: underground in Algeria.




  Mohamed Boudiaf: underground in Algeria.




  Mohamed Khider: in refuge in Cairo.




  Hocine Ait Ahmed: in refuge in Cairo.




  As an organisation, however, the O.S. was effectively broken up by the French police action. Ben Bella himself, together with another member of the O.S., Ali Mahsas, managed to escape from Blida

  prison after sawing through the bars of their cell with a blade hidden, romantically, in a loaf of bread. He made his way to Tunisia, France – and finally to Cairo. In Tunisia he confided to

  the then outlawed nationalist leader, Habib Bourguiba, that his Algerian counterparts had still not yet recovered from Sétif, and were in no position to embark on full-scale armed

  revolt.




  Fresh splits among the nationalists




  In reaction to the electoral frauds of 1951, all the nationalist parties – U.D.M.A., M.T.L.D., the Ulema – joined by the Algerian Communist Party, had come together to constitute a

  “Common Front for the Defence and Respect of Liberty”. It was promptly branded by the pieds noirs as a threat of “Communist totalitarian fanaticism”, but in fact it

  represented little more than yet another ephemeral papering-over of differences. For the liquidation of the O.S. was to cause the gravest split to date among the ranks of the

  Algerian nationalists: straight down the centre of the M.T.L.D. itself. A group of young intellectuals, headed by Hocine Lahouel and calling themselves “centralists”, decided to break

  away from the leadership of “El-Zaim”, the “unique”, as Messali was then venerated. Once again Messali himself was in exile, this time in France, as a consequence of the

  O.S. round-up; he was beginning to show his age and was able to do little effectively to prevent the split. In the summer of 1954 the “centralists” declared their intention of creating

  yet another new nationalist party, to be called the National Algerian Congress, from which El-Zaim would be expressly barred; all of which was accompanied by a spate of internecine killings between

  the two rival groups. Meanwhile, the pied noir leaders rejoiced to observe this further disarray among the Muslims, resuming their habitual complacency with little heed to the warnings of

  Chevallier and other prophets without honour. A point of no return, however, had now been reached by the Algerian revolutionaries.




  The dispersed leaders of the O.S. soon appreciated angrily that this new schism within the M.T.L.D. could only postpone still further the day of armed revolt. In March 1954 Ben Bella’s

  fellow escapee, Ali Mahsas, met furtively at a café near the Odéon in Paris with Mohamed Boudiaf, then head of the M.T.L.D. in France, plus his deputy, a young Arab called Mourad

  Didouche. They agreed that it was essential to create, without delay, a new “third force” that would have armed revolt as its sole objective. That night Boudiaf and Didouche flew back

  to Algeria to get things under way there; Mahsas remained in France to organise the 60,000 M.T.L.D. supporters among the Algerian immigrants round Paris. Through the summer of 1954 and into the

  early autumn there now followed a series of frequent conspiratorial meetings, in France, Algeria and Berne. Because of its proximity to France, its removal from the vigilant eyes of the French

  security services (D.S.T.) and the ease with which Ben Bella and the outlaws from Cairo could fly there, Swiss territory was to play an important role in rebel preparations – as indeed it was

  to do in the final act of the war. One of the most historic meetings, in July 1954, was held in Berne under cover of the Germany–Hungary World Cup.
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Take up the White Man's Burden
“The Savage wars of peace —
Fill the mouth full of famine
And bid the sickness cease.
Rudyard Kipling
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