
[image: Cover: The War Memoirs of Charles de Gaulle. “A literary masterpiece.” —The Saturday Review.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The War Memoirs of Charles de Gaulle. Simon & Schuster. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]







Volume I The Call to Honor 1940–1942







Chapter One [image: ] THE SLOPE


All my life I have thought of France in a certain way. This is inspired by sentiment as much as by reason. The emotional side of me tends to imagine France, like the princess in the fairy stories or the Madonna in the frescoes, as dedicated to an exalted and exceptional destiny. Instinctively I have the feeling that Providence has created her either for complete successes or for exemplary misfortunes. If, in spite of this, mediocrity shows in her acts and deeds, it strikes me as an absurd anomaly, to be imputed to the faults of Frenchmen, not to the genius of the land. But the positive side of my mind also assures me that France is not really herself unless in the front rank; that only vast enterprises are capable of counterbalancing the ferments of dispersal which are inherent in her people; that our country, as it is, surrounded by the others, as they are, must aim high and hold itself straight, on pain of mortal danger. In short, to my mind, France cannot be France without greatness.

This faith grew as I grew, in the environment where I was born. My father was a thoughtful, cultivated, traditional man, imbued with a feeling for the dignity of France. He made me aware of her history. My mother had an uncompromising passion for her country, equal to her religious piety. To my three brothers, my sister, and myself a certain anxious pride in our country came as second nature. As a young native of Lille living in Paris, nothing struck me more than the symbols of our glories: night falling over Notre Dame, the majesty of evening at Versailles, the Arc de Triomphe in the sun, conquered colors shuddering in the vault of the Invalides. Nothing affected me more than the evidence of our national successes: popular enthusiasm when the Tsar of Russia passed through, a review at Longchamp, the marvels of the Exhibition, the first flights of our aviators. Nothing saddened me more profoundly than our weaknesses and our mistakes, as revealed to my childhood gaze by the way people looked and by things they said: the surrender of Fashoda, the Dreyfus case, social conflicts, religious strife. Nothing moved me so much as the story of our past misfortunes: my father recalling the fruitless sortie from Le Bourget and Stains, in which he had been wounded; my mother conjuring up the despair she had felt as a girl at the sight of her parents in tears: “Bazaine has capitulated!”

As an adolescent, the fate of France, whether as the subject of history or as the stake in public life, interested me above everything. I was therefore attracted, but also severely critical, towards the play which was performed, day in, day out, in the forum; carried away as I was by the intelligence, fire, and eloquence lavished upon it by countless actors, yet saddened at seeing so many gifts wasted in political confusion and national disunity. All the more so since at the beginning of the century the premonitory symptoms of war became visible. I must say that in my first youth I pictured this unknown adventure with no horror, and magnified it in anticipation. In short, I was convinced that France would have to go through gigantic trials, that the interest of life consisted in one day rendering her some signal service, and that I would have the occasion to do so.

When I joined the Army, it was one of the greatest things in the world. Beneath all the criticisms and insults which were lavished on it, it was looking forward with serenity and even a muffled hopefulness to the approaching days when everything would depend on it. After Saint-Cyr I went through my apprenticeship as officer with the 33rd Infantry Regiment, at Arras. My first colonel, Pétain, showed me the meaning of the gift and art of command. Then, as the hurricane swept me off like a wisp of straw through the shocks of war—my baptism of fire, the calvary of the trenches, attacks, bombardments, wounds, and captivity—I was privileged to see France, though deprived of part of her necessary means of defense by an insufficient birth-rate, by hollow ideologies, and by the negligence of the authorities, extract from herself an incredible effort, make up by measureless sacrifices for all she lacked, and bring the trial to an end in victory. I was privileged to see her, in the most critical days, pull herself together morally, at first under the aegis of Joffre, at the end of the drive of the “Tiger.” I was privileged to see her, later, though exhausted from losses and devastation, with her social structure and moral balance overthrown, resume with tottering steps her march towards her destiny, while the regime, taking once more its former shape and repudiating Clemenceau, rejected greatness and returned to confusion.

During the years which followed, my career passed through various stages: special duty and a campaign in Poland, a professorship of history at Saint-Cyr, the Ecole de Guerre, attachment to a marshal’s personal staff, command of the 19th Battalion of Chasseurs at Trèves, and General Staff service on the Rhine and in the Levant. Everywhere I noted the renewal of prestige which her recent successes had earned for France and, at the same time, the doubts about the future which were being awakened by the erratic behavior of her rulers. In spite of everything, I found in the soldier’s trade the powerful interest it has to offer to the mind and to the heart. In the Army, though a mill without grist, I saw the instrument of the great actions which were approaching.

It was clear, in fact, that the outcome of the First World War had not established peace. Germany was reverting to her ambitions, in proportion as she recovered her strength. While Russia isolated herself in her revolution; while America held aloof from Europe; while England treated Berlin gently in order that Paris might have need of her; while the new states remained weak and disunited—it was on France alone that the burden fell of containing the Reich. She did in fact try, but disjointedly. And so it came about that our policy first applied constraint under the leadership of Poincaré, then attempted reconciliation at the instigation of Briand, and finally sought refuge in the League of Nations. But Germany was growing big with menaces. Hitler was nearing power.

At this period I was detailed to the Secrétariat Général de la Défense Nationale, a permanent body at the disposal of the Premier for preparing the state and the nation for war. From 1932 to 1937, under fourteen governments, I found myself involved, in a planning capacity, in the whole range of political, technical, and administrative activity concerning the country’s defense. I had, in particular, to be familiar with the plans for security and for limitation of armaments presented by André Tardieu and Paul-Boncour, respectively, at Geneva; to supply the Doumergue Cabinet with the elements for its decisions when it chose to adopt a different course after the arrival of the Führer; to weave the Penelope-web of the bill for the wartime organization of the nation; and to go into the measures involved by the mobilization of the civil departments, of industry, and of public services. The work I had to do, the discussions at which I was present, the contacts I was obliged to make, showed me the extent of our resources, but also the feebleness of the state.

For the disjointedness of government was rife all over this field. Not—certainly—that the men who figured there lacked intelligence or patriotism; on the contrary, I saw men of incontestable value and sometimes of great talent come to the head of the ministries. But the political game consumed them and paralyzed them. As a reserved but passionate witness of public affairs, I watched the constant repetition of the same scenario. Hardly had a Premier taken office when he was at grips with innumerable demands, criticisms, and bids for favor, which all his energy was absorbed in warding off without ever contriving to master them. Parliament, far from supporting him, offered him nothing but ambushes and desertions. His Ministers were his rivals. Opinion, the press, and sectional interests regarded him as the proper target for all complaints. Everyone, indeed—and he first of all—knew that he was there for only a short time; in fact, after a few months, he had to give place to another. As regards national defense, such conditions prevented those responsible from achieving that organic whole of continuous plans, matured decisions, and measures carried to their conclusion, which we call a policy.

For these reasons the military, who received from the state no more than spasmodic and contradictory impulses, continued to defer to doctrine. The Army became stuck in a set of ideas which had had their heyday before the end of the First World War. It was all the more inclined that way because its leaders were growing old at their posts, wedded to errors that had once constituted their glory.

Hence the concept of the fixed and continuous front dominated the strategy envisaged for a future action. Organization, doctrine, training, and armament derived from it directly. It was understood that, in case of war, France would mobilize the mass of her reserves and would build up the largest possible number of divisions, designed not for maneuvering, attacking, and exploiting, but for holding sectors. They would be placed in position all along the French and Belgian frontiers—Belgium being then explicitly our ally—and would there await the enemy’s offensive.

As for the means: tanks, aircraft, mobile and revolving guns—which the last battles of the First World War had already shown to be capable of effecting surprise and the breakthrough, and whose power had since been growing without cease—were to be used only for reinforcing the line and, at need, restoring it by local counterattacks. The types of weapons were established with this in mind: heavy tanks armed with light, short pieces and intended for escorting infantry, not for rapid, independent action; interceptor aircraft designed for defending areas of sky, beside which the Air Force could muster few bombers and no divebombers; artillery designed to fire from fixed positions with a narrow horizontal field of action, not to push ahead through all sorts of country and fire at all angles. Besides, the front was traced in advance by the works of the Maginot Line, prolonged by the Belgian fortifications. Thus the nation in arms would hold a barrier, behind which it would wait—so it was thought—for the blockade to wear the enemy down and the pressure of the free world to drive him to collapse.

Such a conception of war suited the spirit of the regime. Condemned by governmental weakness and political cleavages to stagnation, it was bound to espouse a static system of this kind. But, in addition, this reassuring panacea corresponded too well to the country’s state of mind for anyone desirous of being elected, applauded, or given space in print not to be tempted to approve it. Public opinion did not care for offensives, yielding to the illusion that by making war against war the bellicose would be prevented from making war, remembering many ruinous attacks, and failing to discern the revolution in military strength produced since then by the internal-combustion engine. In short, everything converged to make passivity the very principle of our national defense.

To my mind, such an orientation was as dangerous as could be. I considered that, from the strategic point of view, it handed the initiative over to the enemy, lock, stock, and barrel. From the political point of view, I believe that by proclaiming our intention to keep our armies at the frontier, Germany was being egged on to act against the weak, who were from that moment isolated: the Sarre, the Rhineland, Austria, Czechoslovakia, the Baltic states, Poland, and so on; that Russia was being discouraged from forming any bond with us; and that Italy was being assured that, whatever she might do, we would not impose any limit to her malevolence. Lastly, from the moral point of view, it seemed to me deplorable to make the country believe that war, if it came, ought to consist, for it, in fighting as little as possible.

To tell the truth, the philosophy of action, the inspiration and use of armies by the state, the relations between government and High Command, had preoccupied me for a long time. I had already laid bare my thinking on these subjects by means of several publications: La Discorde chez l’ennemi, Le Fil de l’épée, and a certain number of articles in reviews. I had given lectures in public, at the Sorbonne, for instance, on the conduct of war. But in January 1933 Hitler became master of the Reich. From that moment, things could only move headlong. If no one proposed anything that would meet the situation, I felt myself bound to appeal to public opinion and bring forward my own plan. But as the matter was likely to have consequences, I must expect a day to come when the spotlights of public life would settle on me. It was hard for me to make up my mind to this after twenty-five years spent under military rules.

Under the title Vers l’armée de métier,1 I launched my plan and my ideas. I proposed the creation, as a matter of urgency, of an army of maneuver and attack, mechanized, armored, composed of picked men, to be added to the large-scale units supplied by mobilization. In 1933 an article in the Revue politique et parlementaire served me as starting point. In the spring of 1934 I brought out the book, which set forth my reasons for and my conception of the instrument it was necessary to construct.

Why? Dealing first with the defense of France, I showed that geography (which canalizes the invasion of our territory through the north and the northeast), the nature of the German people (which inclines it to vast ambitions, attracts it westwards, and marks out as its direction Paris through Belgium), and the character of the French people (which lays it open to surprise at the start of each conflict) imposed on us the need to hold a fraction of our forces always on the alert, ready to deploy in its entirety at any moment. “We cannot,” I wrote, “rely on a hasty defensive by uncertain formations to bear the first shock. The moment has come to add to the mass of our reserves and of our recruits, which is the principal element of the national resistance but is slow to gather and cumbrous to set to work, an instrument of maneuver capable of acting without delay—that is to say, permanent, coherent, and accustomed to arms.”

I then argued from technical developments. Since the machine has dominated the military order, as it has everything else, the quality of those who must work the machines used in war has become an essential element in the effectiveness of the equipment. How true this was, above all, for the new weapons—tanks, aircraft, ships—which had been engendered by mechanical power, were being perfected very rapidly and were reviving mobility! I noted: “It is henceforward a fact that on land, on sea, and in the air a carefully chosen personnel, able to get the most out of extremely powerful and varied matériel, possesses a terrible superiority over more or less confused masses.” I quoted Paul Valéry: “We shall see the development of enterprises carried out by chosen men, acting in crews and producing, in a few moments, at a time and place unforeseen, shattering results.”

Turning to the conditions imposed by politics upon strategy, I observed that the latter could not limit itself to the strict defense of the territory since the former must extend its field of action beyond the frontiers. “Whether we like or not, we form part of a certain established order, all of whose elements are interdependent…. What becomes, for example, of Central and Eastern Europe, of Belgium or of the Sarre, touches us vitally…. With how much blood and tears did we pay for the error of the Second Empire in letting Sadowa happen without moving the army to the Rhine?… We must then be ready to act abroad, at any time, on any occasion. How are we to do so in practice, if in order to undertake anything whatever we have got to mobilize our reserves?…” Besides, in the competition which was reviving between Germany and France for military strength, we could not fail to be outdistanced as far as numbers were concerned. On the other hand, “given our gifts of initiative, adaptation, and pride, it depended entirely on us to win the upper hand in quality.” I concluded this section on the “Why?” as follows: “A weapon for preventive and repressive action—that is what we must provide for ourselves.”

How? The internal-combustion engine supplied the basis of the answer—“the internal-combustion engine which is ready to carry whatever one wants, wherever it is needed, at all speeds and distances;… the internal-combustion engine which, if it is armored, possesses such a fire power and shock power that the rhythm of the battle corresponds to that of its movements.” Going on from there, I fixed the aim to be attained: “Six divisions of the line and one light division, motorized throughout, armored in part, will constitute the sort of army to bring about decisions.”

The way in which this army ought to be composed was laid down clearly. Each of the divisions of the line was to include an armored brigade of two regiments, one of heavy tanks, the other of medium tanks, and a battalion of light tanks; a brigade of infantry comprising two regiments plus a battalion of chasseurs, all with caterpillared transport; a brigade of artillery, supplied with all-angle guns and formed of two regiments serving respectively short- and long-range pieces, and completed by an anti-aircraft group. To second these three brigades, the division would also have a reconnaissance regiment, a battalion of engineers; a signals battalion; a camouflage battalion, and sundry services. The light division, designed for scouting purposes and to prevent surprise, would be equipped with faster machines. In addition, the army itself would have its own general reserves: tanks and very heavy guns, engineers, signals, camouflage. Finally, a strong force of reconnaissance aircraft, interceptors, and fighters would be integrated with this large corps—a group for each division, a regiment for the whole—without prejudice to the combined operations that would be carried out by the mechanized air army in conjunction with those of the mechanized ground army.

But in order that the army of shock troops might be in a position to get the best possible results out of the complex and costly matériel with which it would be equipped, in order that it might be able to act suddenly, in any theater, without waiting to be supplemented or learning instead of doing, it would have to be composed of professionals. Total effectives: a hundred thousand men. These troops would therefore be made up of regulars. Serving for six years in the crack corps, they would be molded in that time by technical skill, emulation, and esprit de corps. They would later supply cadres to the contingents and reserves.

After this came a description of how this strategic battering ram was to be used to break down a well-established resistance. Positions taken up without warning, in a single night, this being made possible by the motorization of all elements, by their ability to move in any sort of country, and by the use of active and passive camouflage. Attack launched by three thousand tanks, disposed in several echelons on an average front of fifty kilometers, followed and supported closely by the decentralized artillery, and rejoined at the successive objectives by the infantry, who would be transported together with their means of fire power and of ground organization, the whole being articulated in two or three corps d’armée and kept informed and sustained by the air force belonging to the divisions and to the army. Rate of advance of the whole system attaining normally about fifty kilometers in a day’s fighting. After which, and if the enemy was still putting up a continuous resistance, a general regrouping, with a view either to enlarging the breach laterally, or to resuming the effort to advance, or to holding the ground gained.

But the wall once pierced, larger possibilities might suddenly lie open. The mechanized army would then deploy fanwise to exploit its gains. On this subject I wrote: “Often, after a success, we shall rush to gather its fruits and to thrust out into the zone of prizes. We shall see the exploitation of gains become a reality, where formerly it was only a dream…. Then will lie open the road to great victories, to those victories which, by their deep and rapidly extended effects, lead to a general collapse among the enemy, as the smashing of a pillar sometimes brings down a cathedral…. We shall see fast troops range far and wide in the enemy’s rear, strike at his vital points, throw his dispositions into confusion…. Thus will be restored that strategic extension of tactical results which once used to constitute the supreme end and, as it were, the nobility of the art….” But the hostile people and state might, when their distress and the annihilation of their apparatus of defense reached a certain point, themselves collapse.

All the more so, and the more quickly, since “this aptitude for surprise and for the breakthrough harmonized perfectly with the properties, from now on vital, of air forces.” I pictured the air army preparing and prolonging by its bombardments the operations carried out on the ground by the mechanized army and, vice versa, the latter conferring an immediate strategic utility upon the destructive actions of the air squadrons by erupting into the zones just ravaged.

So profound an evolution of the art made necessary a similar evolution of the command. After bringing out the fact that hence-forward radio communications would provide the means of binding together the elements of the army of the future, I ended the work by showing what methods the Command must employ in order to handle the new instrument. It would no longer be the job of leaders to direct, by anonymous orders, from dug-in posts, a distant human matériel. On the contrary, to be there, see for oneself and set an example, would become once again essential in the midst of that shifting drama, filled with unforeseen hazards and split-second opportunities, which the warfare of mechanized forces would be. The personality of the leader would be much more important than codified recipes. “If,” I asked, “evolution were destined thus to favor the rise of those who, in the tragic hours when the storm sweeps away conventions and habits, are the only ones to remain on their feet and to be, therefore, necessary, would not that be all to the good?”

In conclusion, I appealed to the state. The Army, no more than any other body, would in practice transform itself unaided. Since the specialized corps was bound to bring with it profound changes in military ways, as well as in the technique and politics of warfare, it was to the government that the burden of creating it fell. To be sure, there would be need, once again, of a Louvois or a Carnot. At the same time such a reform could be only one part of a whole, one element in the effort towards a renovation of the country. “But in the fact that this national recasting must begin with the Army there would be nothing that would not be in harmony with the natural order of things. In that case, in the hard toil which is needed to rejuvenate France, her Army will serve her as stand-by and as ferment. For the sword is the axis of the world, and greatness is not divisible.”

In working out this comprehensive project I had naturally made use of the lines of thought already set going, all over the world, by the appearance of the fighting internal-combustion engine. General Estienne, apostle and first Inspector of Tanks, envisaged, as early as 1917, bringing a good number of them into action at a great distance in advance of those escorting the infantry. That was why, at the end of 1918, enormous machines weighing sixty tons were beginning to come from the factories. But the armistice stopped their manufacture and confined the theory within the formula of the concerted action completing the escorting action. The British, who had shown themselves pioneers by engaging the Royal Tank Corps at Cambrai in 1917 in a massive action of deep penetration, continued to keep alive the idea of the autonomous operation by armored detachments—an idea whose advocates were General Fuller and Captain Liddell Hart. In France, in 1933, the High Command brought together some scattered elements at Suippes camp and put to the test an embryo light division for preventing surprise and for scouting.

Others had even larger views. General von Seeckt, in his work Thoughts of a Soldier, which appeared in 1929, depicted the possibilities which an army of quality (meaning the Reichswehr with a hundred thousand men on long-term service) had as opposed to masses without cohesion—he was thinking of those of the French. The Italian general Douhet, calculating the effects which bombardments from the air could produce on the centers of industry and life, estimated that an air army could win a decision unaided. Lastly, the “Maximum Plan,” advocated at Geneva by M. Paul-Boncour in 1932, proposed placing under the League of Nations a professional force, which would have disposal of all the tanks and all the aircraft in Europe and would be charged with maintaining collective security. My plan aimed at building into a single whole, and for the benefit of France, these fragmentary but converging views.

My book aroused interest at first, but no deep feeling. As long as Vers l’armée de métier seemed to be merely a book that set going some ideas of which the hierarchy would make what use it chose, people were willing to see in it an original theory. It entered nobody’s head that our military organization might be modified in consequence. If I had felt that there was no hurry, I would indeed have been content to advocate my thesis in specialist circles, sure that, with evolution on their side, my arguments would make their way. But Hitler was not the man to wait.

In October 1933 he broke with the League of Nations and automatically assumed his freedom of action in the matter of armaments. The years 1934 and 1935 saw the Reich deploy an immense effort in manufacture and in recruitment. The National-Socialist regime made no secret of its determination to smash the Treaty of Versailles by conquering its “Lebensraum.” For this policy an offensive military machine was necessary. Hitler was, to be sure, preparing the levée en masse. Not long after gaining power he instituted labor service and, later, conscription. But in addition he needed a means of intervention in order to cut the Gordian knots at Mainz, Vienna, Prague, and Warsaw, and in order that the Germanic lance, when given a sharp point, might be capable of piercing at one stroke to the heart of France.

The well-informed, indeed, were not unaware that the Führer intended to stamp his mark upon the new German Army; that he listened gladly to the officers formerly grouped around General von Seeckt, such as Keitel, Rundstedt, and Guderian, who were partisans of maneuver, speed, and quality, and therefore was attracted towards mechanized forces; and finally that, adopting the theories of Göring, he wanted an air force whose action could be directly linked with the battle on the ground. I was soon told that he himself had had my book read to him, since his advisers attached importance to it. In November 1934 it was learned that the Reich was creating the first three Panzer divisions. A book published at that time by Colonel Nehring of the General Staff of the Wehrmacht specified that their composition would be, practically speaking, identical with that which I was suggesting for our armored divisions of the future. In March 1935 Göring announced that the Reich was providing itself with a powerful air force, and that this would include, besides many interceptors, numerous bombers and a strong force of divebombers. And indeed, although these measures were so many flagrant violations of the treaties, the free world was content to oppose to them a platonic protest from the League of Nations.

I could not bear to see the enemy of tomorrow endowing himself with the means of victory while France was still without them. And yet, in the incredible apathy in which the nation was plunged, no voice in authority was lifted to demand the required action. The stake was so great that it did not seem to me permissible to maintain my reserve, slight as were my importance and my fame. Responsibility for national defense belonged to the government. I resolved to carry the debate there.

I began by allying myself with André Pironneau, news editor of the Echo de Paris, and then editor of l’Epoque. He made it his task to make known the plan for a mechanized army and to keep the authorities on the move by the goad of a great newspaper. Tying his campaign up with the news, André Pironneau published forty main articles which made the subject familiar. Every time events turned the attention of the public towards national defense, my friendly helper demonstrated in his paper the need for creating the specialized corps. Since it was known that Germany was concentrating the essential part of her armaments effort towards the engines of attack and of follow-up, Pironneau uttered cries of alarm—but they were obstinately stifled by the general indifference. He proved, twenty times over, that the German armored mass, supported by the air force, could quickly demolish our defenses and produce among our population a panic from which it would not recover.

While André Pironneau was doing his good work, other journalists and critics were at least raising the question. Such were Rémy Roure and General Baratier in Le Temps, Pierre Bourget and Generals de Cugnac and Duval in the Journal des Débats, Emile Buré and Charles Giron in L’Ordre, André Lecomte in L’Aube, Colonel Emile Mayer, Lucien Nachin, and Jean Auburtin in various reviews, and so on. Nevertheless the established order of things and ideas was too compact to be affected merely by articles in the press. The political rulers of the country had to be made aware of the problem.

M. Paul Reynaud seemed to be pre-eminently marked out for this undertaking. His intelligence was fully capable of absorbing the arguments; his talent, of putting them effectively; his courage, of fighting them through. In addition, though already an established figure, M. Paul Reynaud gave the impression of being a man who had his future in front of him. I saw him, convinced him, and from then on worked with him.

At the tribune of the Chambre des Députés, on March 15, 1935, he made an arresting speech, showing why and how our military organization must be completed by a mechanized army of quality. Not long afterwards, when the government asked Parliament to vote the two years’ service, M. Paul Reynaud, while agreeing to this, submitted a bill for “the immediate creation of a specialized corps of six divisions of the line, one light division, and general reserves and services, formed of regulars, and to be brought completely up to strength by April 15, 1940, at the latest.” During the next three years M. Paul Reynaud affirmed his position in several speeches, which stirred the parliamentary dough profoundly, in a book called Le problème militaire français, in vigorous articles and interviews, and finally by conversations on the subject with important politicians and military men. He thus took on the appearance of an innovating and resolute statesman, marked out by nature for the exercise of power in case of serious difficulties.

As I thought it good that the melody should be played on various instruments, I applied myself to drawing other public men in. M. Le Cour Grandmaison, attracted by the aspects of a professional army—which answered to our traditions—nobly made himself its apostle. Three left-wing deputies—Philippe Serre, Marcel Déat, and Léo LaGrange, whose talent was of the right kind for throwing into relief the revolutionary aspect of the new proposal—agreed to join us. The first did so in fact, and with such brilliance that he gained recognition as a great orator and shortly afterwards entered the government. The second, the one on whose gifts I counted most, was seduced into an opposite course after his failure in the 1936 election. The third was prevented, by the party of which he was a member, from stating his conviction. But soon men as considerable as M. Paul-Boncour in the Chambre and President Millerand in the Senate gave me to understand that they too were in favor of the reform.

Meanwhile, however, the official bodies and their unofficial supporters, rather than recognize obvious necessities and accept the change subject to modification of its formula and application, clung to the system in force. Unfortunately they did so in so categorical a manner that they closed against themselves the way towards learning better. To fight the idea of the mechanized army they set to work to misrepresent it. To fly in the face of technical development they busied themselves denying it. To resist events they affected to be unaware of them. I verified, on this occasion, that the clash of ideas, as soon as it involves the established errors and the men in office, assumes the uncompromising mood of theological dispute.

General Debeney, a glorious army commander in the First World War, who in 1927, in his capacity as Chief of the General Staff, had worked out the laws dealing with military organization, condemned the project formally. In the Revue des Deux Mondes he explained authoritatively that any European conflict would have its decisive phase on our northeast frontier, and that the problem consisted in holding this solidly. He therefore saw nothing to change either in the laws or in practice, and merely insisted that the system resulting from them should be reinforced. General Weygand intervened in his turn, likewise in the Revue des Deux Mondes. Admitting, a priori, that my idea would separate the army into two portions: “Two armies—not at any price!” he protested. As for the function I assigned to the specialized corps, he did not deny its interest but stated that it could be fulfilled by elements already formed. “We have,” he explained, “a mechanized, motorized, and mounted reserve. There is nothing to create, everything exists.” On July 4, 1939, speaking in public at Lille, General Weygand was to proclaim yet again that we lacked nothing.

Marshal Pétain thought it right to join in. He did so in a preface to General Chauvineau’s book, Une invasion est-elle encore possible? The Marshal there claimed that tanks and aircraft did not modify the basic factors of warfare, and that the principal element of French security was the continuous front buttressed by fortification. Le Figaro published, under the signature of Jean Rivière, a series of inspired and reassuring articles: “Tanks Are Not Invincible,” “The Weakness of the Tanks,” “When the Politicians Go Wrong,” and so on. In the Mercure de France a French general who hid his identity under a signature consisting of three stars rejected even the principle of motorization. “The Germans,” he declared, “being naturally aggressive, must naturally have Panzer divisions. But France, being pacific and defensive, is bound to be anti-motorization.”

Other critics had recourse to ridicule. The critic of one of the big literary reviews wrote: “One is hard put to it to assess, with the courtesy one would wish, ideas which touch the fringe of delirium. Let us simply say that Monsieur de Gaulle was anticipated, some years ago, by the Père Ubu, who was likewise a great tactician with modern ideas. ‘When we are back from Poland,’ he used to say, ‘we will imagine, with the aid of our physical science, a wind machine for transporting the whole army.’ ”

If the conventionality of the conservative elements came out in fundamental hostility, that of the party of progress was no better disposed. In Le Populaire, during November and December 1934, Léon Blum expressed uncompromisingly the aversion and uneasiness inspired in him by the plan. In several articles—“Professional Soldiers and Professional Army,” “Towards a Professional Army?” “Down with the Professional Army!”—he too took his stand against the specialized corps. He did so not on grounds of national defense, but in the name of an ideology which he styled democratic and republican and which was traditionally determined to see in everything military a menace to the regime. Léon Blum pronounced the anathema, therefore, against a body of professionals whose composition, spirit, and weapons would, if he was to be believed, automatically endanger the republic.

Thus buttressed to right and left, the official bodies set their faces against all change. M. Paul Reynaud’s plan was rejected by the Army Committee of the Chambre. The report on this subject, presented by M. Senac and drawn up with the cooperation of the Army General Staff, concluded that the proposed reform “was useless, undesirable, and had logic and history against it.” At the tribune of the Assemblée, General Maurin, Minister for War, said in answer to the orators who favored the corps of maneuver: “When we have devoted so many efforts to building up a fortified barrier, is it conceivable that we would be mad enough to go ahead of this barrier, into I know not what adventure?” He added: “What I have just told you is the government’s view, and it, at least in my person, is perfectly familiar with the war plan.” These words, which settled the fate of the specialized corps, at the same time let those in Europe who had ears to hear know in advance that, whatever happened, France would undertake nothing beyond manning the Maginot Line.

As could be foreseen, ministerial reprobation extended to me personally. Nonetheless this happened in episodic bursts, not by condemnation in due form. Thus it was that at the Elysée, at the end of a meeting of the Conseil Supérieur de la Défense Nationale, whose secretary I was, General Maurin addressed me sharply: “Good-bye, de Gaulle! Where I am there’s no place for you!” In his office he would shout at visitors who mentioned me: “He has got himself a tame writer—Pironneau—and a gramophone—Paul Reynaud. I shall send him to Corsica!” While making the thunder rumble, however, General Maurin had the magnanimity not to launch the thunderbolt. Shortly afterwards M. Fabry, who replaced him at the Rue Saint-Dominique, and General Gamelin, who succeeded General Weygand as Chief of the General Staff while remaining head of the Army staff, adopted the negative policy of their predecessors towards the scheme and the same embarrassed and irritated attitude towards me.

At bottom the men in office, although they maintained the status quo, could not help being secretly sensitive to my arguments. They were, indeed, too well aware of what was going on to believe entirely in their own objections. When they declared exaggerated the ideas I was spreading about what a mechanized force could do, they were nevertheless uneasy about the one the Reich was forging for itself. When they pretended to supply the place of the seven shock divisions by as many large-scale ordinary units of the defensive type, and when they called these “motorized” because they would be transported in lorries, they knew, better than anyone, that that was only a play upon words. When they alleged that by adopting the specialized corps we would be cutting our army in two, they were affecting not to recognize that the two years’ service, which had been voted since my book had come out, made it possible, if need be, to introduce into the corps d’élite a certain proportion of soldiers from the contingents; that there already existed a navy, an air force, a Colonial army, an Africa army, a police force, and a garde mobile, which were specialized without the cohesion of the whole having suffered damage; and, finally, that what makes the unity of the various national forces is not the identity of their equipment and of their recruitment, but the fact of serving the same country, under the same laws, and under the same flag.

It made me sad, therefore, to see those eminent men, in virtue of a sort of upside-down loyalty, constitute themselves not exactly guides but reassuring spokesmen. Nevertheless, beneath their apparent conviction, I could feel their wistfulness for the horizons now open to them. This was the first episode in a long series of events, in which a part of the French élite, condemning all the ends I would be led to pursue, and yet, deep down in itself, miserable at remaining ineffective, was to grant me, beyond its strictures, the melancholy homage of its remorse.

Destiny followed its course. Hitler, knowing now what to expect from us, opened his series of coups de force. Already, in 1935, over the Sarre plebiscite, he had created an atmosphere so menacing that the French government threw in its hand before playing it, and then the people of the Sarre, attracted and intimidated by the Germanic fury, voted in a body for the Third Reich. Mussolini, on his side, braving the Geneva sanctions—thanks to the Laval government’s support and the Baldwin Cabinet’s tolerance—moved on to the conquest of Ethiopia. Suddenly, on March 7, 1936, the German army crossed the Rhine.

The Versailles treaty forbade the troops of the Reich access to the territories on the left bank, which the Locarno agreement had, in addition, neutralized. In strict law, we could reoccupy them as soon as Germany repudiated her signature. If the specialized corps had existed even in part, with its fast machines and its personnel ready to march on the instant, the natural force of things would have at once directed it to the Rhine. As our allies, Poles, Czechs, and Belgians were ready to support us and since the British were committed in advance, Hitler would certainly have drawn back. He was, in fact, at the beginning of his rearmament effort and still in no condition to face a general conflict. But such a check, inflicted by France at this period, on this ground, could have disastrous consequences for him in his own country. By such a gamble he could have, at one go, lost everything.

He won everything. Our organization, the nature of our armaments, the very spirit of our national defense, tempted to inaction an administration which had all too much tendency that way and prevented us from marching. Because we were ready only to hold our frontier and had imposed on ourselves a self-denying ordinance against crossing it in any case, there was no riposte to be expected from France. The Führer was sure of this. The whole world took note of the fact. The Reich, instead of finding itself compelled to withdraw the troops it had adventured, established them without a blow in the whole of the Rhineland territory, in direct contact with France and Belgium. After that, M. Flandin, Minister for Foreign Affairs, could indeed travel to London with bleeding heart to inform himself of England’s intention; M. Sarraut, the Premier, could indeed declare that the Paris government “would not admit that Strasbourg should be within range of German guns”; French diplomacy could indeed obtain a theoretical censure of Hitler from the League of Nations: these were only gestures and words in face of the accomplished fact.

To my way of thinking, the emotion aroused by the event could be salutary. The authorities had a chance to use it with a view to filling some deadly gaps. Although people in France were absorbed by the elections and by the social crisis which followed them, everyone was agreed on the need to reinforce the country’s defenses. If the effort were concentrated upon the creation of the instrument we lacked, what was essential might be saved. Nothing of the kind occurred. The considerable military credits which were opened in 1936 were used to complete the existing system, not to modify it.

I had some hope, all the same. In the great unrest which then agitated the nation and was canalized politically in an electoral and parliamentary coalition known as the Popular Front, there was, it seemed to me, the psychological factor which made it possible to break with passivity. It was not inconceivable that, in the presence of National Socialism triumphing at Berlin, fascism reigning at Rome, and falangism advancing on Madrid, the French Republic might be willing simultaneously to transform its social structure and to reform its military power. In October, Léon Blum, the Premier, invited me to come and see him. It happened that our meeting took place on the very afternoon of the day that the King of the Belgians publicly put an end to the alliance with France and with Great Britain. The King alleged that, if his country were attacked by Germany, this alliance would not protect it. “In practice,” he proclaimed, “given what modern mechanized forces are capable of doing, we would in any case be alone.”

Léon Blum assured me warmly of the interest he took in my ideas. “And yet,” I said to him, “you have opposed them.” “One gets a different perspective,” he replied, “when one becomes head of the government.” We talked first of what would happen if, as was to be foreseen, Hitler marched on Vienna, Prague, and Warsaw. “It’s very simple,” I pointed out. “According to circumstances, we shall have a limited call-up or a full mobilization. Then, peering between the battlements of our fortifications, we shall watch the enslavement of Europe.”

“What’s that?” cried Léon Blum. “Would you have us send an expeditionary force to Austria, to Bohemia, to Poland?” “No!” I said. “But if the Wehrmacht advances along the Danube or the Elbe, why shouldn’t we go to the Rhine? While it is debouching on the Vistula, why shouldn’t we enter the Ruhr? Besides, the mere fact of our being capable of these ripostes would no doubt prevent the acts of aggression. But our present system forbids us to stir. The armored corps, on the contrary, would induce us to do so. Isn’t it true that a government may find a certain relief in feeling that its direction is set in advance?”

The Premier agreed to that with good grace but declared: “It would be deplorable, certainly, if our friends in Central and Eastern Europe were temporarily submerged. All the same, in the last resort, nothing would have been achieved for Hitler as long as he had not crushed us. How would he manage that? You will agree that our system, ill adapted though it is to attack, is excellent for defense.”

I showed that it was by no means so. Reminding him of the declaration made public that morning by Leopold III, I pointed out that it was the inferiority in which the absence of a corps d’élite placed us in relation to the Germans that was costing us the Belgian alliance. The head of the government did not dispute this, although he thought the attitude of Brussels had other than merely strategic motives. “In any case,” he said, “our defensive front and our fortifications would protect our territory.” “Nothing is less certain,” I answered. “Already in 1918 there was no longer such a thing as an impregnable front. Well, look at the progress made since then by tanks and aircraft! Tomorrow the concentrated action of a sufficient number of machines will be capable of smashing, in a chosen sector, any defensive barrier whatever. Once the breach is open, the Germans will have a chance of thrusting far behind our lines a fast-moving armored mass supported by their Air Force. If we have the same, all can be repaired. If not, all will be lost.”

The Premier told me that the government, with the support of Parliament, had decided on a great program of expenditure on national defense over and above the ordinary budget, and that a considerable part of the credits was to be devoted to tanks and the Air Force. I drew his attention to the fact that almost all the aircraft whose construction was envisaged were to be designed for interception, not for attack. As for the tanks, nine-tenths of them would be Renaults and Hotchkisses of the 1935 type, modern of their kind but heavy, slow, armed with short-range guns, made for cooperation in the infantry battle, but not at all for forming an autonomous whole with large-scale units. Besides, we had no such idea. Our organization would therefore remain what it was. “We are going,” I remarked, “to build as many machines and spend as much money as would be needed for a mechanized army, and we shall not have that army.” “The way in which the credits allotted to the War Department are used,” observed the Premier, “is the affair of M. Daladier and of General Gamelin.” “No doubt,” I answered. “Allow me, though, to think that national defense is the government’s responsibility.”

During our conversation the telephone had rung ten times, deflecting Léon Blum’s attention to petty parliamentary or administrative questions. As I took my leave and he was again called, he made a great, tired gesture. “Judge,” he said, “if it is easy for the head of the government to hold to the plan you have outlined when he cannot remain five minutes with the same idea!”

I soon learned that the Premier, though struck by our interview, was not going to pull down the columns of the temple and that the old plan was to be applied as it was. From that moment our chance of counterbalancing the Reich’s new strength before it was too late seemed to me heavily compromised. I was convinced, in fact, that Hitler’s character, his doctrine, his age, and even the impulse he had given to the German people, made it impossible for him to wait. Things would now move too fast for France to be able to make up for the time she had lost—even if her rulers had been willing.

On May 1, 1937, a complete Panzer division, with hundreds of aircraft flying over it, marched through Berlin. The impression produced on the spectators, and first and foremost on M. François-Poncet, the French ambassador, and on our military attachés, was of a force that nothing could stop—except a similar force. But their reports produced no modification in the arrangements made by the Paris government. On March 11, 1938, Hitler carried out the Anschluss. He launched against Vienna a mechanized division, the mere sight of which rallied the general consent, and with it, that very evening, he entered the Austrian capital in triumph. In France, far from learning the lesson of this rough demonstration, efforts were made to reassure the public by an ironic description of the breakdown of a few German tanks in the course of this forced march. There was no greater willingness to be enlightened by the lessons of the Spanish Civil War, in which the Italian tanks and German divebombers, few as they were, played the principal part in every battle in which they appeared.

In September the Führer, with the complicity of London and then of Paris, executed Czechoslovakia. Three days before Munich the Chancellor of the Reich, speaking at the Sportspalast in Berlin, had dotted the i’s, in the midst of joyous laughter and hurrahs of enthusiasm. “Now,” he shouted, “I can admit publicly what you all know. We have acquired an armed force such as the world has never seen.” On March 15, 1939, he extracted from President Hacha a formal abdication and entered Prague the same day. After which, on September 1, he hurled himself upon Poland. In these successive acts of one and the same tragedy, France played the part of the victim that awaits its turn.

As for me, I watched these events without surprise but not without pain. After having, in 1937, taken part in the work of the Centre des Hautes Etudes Militaires, I had been given command of the 507th Tank Regiment at Metz. My duties as colonel and the distance from Paris deprived me of the opportunities and contacts required for carrying on my great controversy. And in the spring of 1938, M. Paul Reynaud joined the Daladier Cabinet, first as Minister of Justice, then of Finance. Apart from the fact that he was now bound by ministerial solidarity, the re-establishing of our economic and monetary equilibrium was a task so pressing that it completely occupied all his time. Above all, the obstinacy of the authorities in cultivating a static military system while Germany’s dynamic force was deploying over Europe, the blindness of a regime which went on with its absurd games in face of a Reich that was ready to spring upon us, and the stupidity of the boobies who acclaimed the Munich surrender, were really only the effects of a profound national renunciation. Against that I could do nothing. Nevertheless in 1938, feeling the tempest rising, I published La France et son armée. In it I showed how, from century to century, the soul and the fate of the country were constantly reflected in the mirror of its Army: the final warning which, from my modest place, I addressed to my country on the eve of the cataclysm.

When, in September 1939, the French government followed the British Cabinet’s example and consented to join in the conflict already begun in Poland, I had not the least doubt that it did so with the illusion that, in spite of the state of war, we would not fight all-out. It was therefore without astonishment that, as commander of the tanks of the Vth Army, in Alsace, I saw our mobilized forces settle down into stagnation, while Poland was struck down in two weeks by the Panzer divisions and the air squadrons. It is true that the Soviet intervention hastened the crushing of the Poles. But in Stalin’s decision to make common cause with Hitler one could discern his conviction that the French would remain stationary, that the Reich therefore had its hands free, and that it was better to share its prey than to be its prey. While the enemy forces were almost all being used on the Vistula, we did nothing really, apart from a few token actions, by way of placing ourselves on the Rhine. We did nothing, either, to check Italy by giving her the choice between a French invasion and the pledges for her neutrality. We did nothing, lastly, to realize immediately the junction with Belgium by gaining Liége and the Albert Canal.

Once more the dominant school tried to view this wait-and-see policy as a fruitful strategy. Over the radio the members of the government—first among them the Premier—and in the press many notable people, did their best to vaunt the advantages of immobility, thanks to which, so they said, we were maintaining the integrity of our territory without losses. M. Brisson, editor of Figaro, when he asked me my opinion during a visit he paid me at Wangenbourg and heard me deploring the passivity of our forces, exclaimed: “Don’t you see that we have already gagné la Marne blanche [won a platonic Battle of the Marne]?” When I visited Paris in January and dined at M. Paul Reynaud’s flat in the Rue Rivoli, I met Léon Blum. “What’s your prophecy?” he said to me. “The problem,” I answered, “is whether in the spring the Germans will attack westwards to take Paris or eastwards to reach Moscow.” “Do you think so?” said Léon Blum, astonished. “The Germans attack to the east? But why should they go and lose themselves in the depths of Russian territory? Attack to the west? But what could they do against the Maginot Line?” When President Lebrun visited the Vth Army, I presented my tanks for his inspection. “I am familiar with your ideas,” he told me amiably. “But it does seem too late for the enemy to apply them.”

It was too late for us. And yet, on January 26, I made a last attempt. I addressed to the eighty chief persons in the government, the High Command, and politics a memorandum whose aim was to convince them that the enemy would take the offensive with a very powerful mechanized force, on the ground and in the air; that our front might therefore be broken through at any moment; that if we had not ourselves equivalent units of riposte, we were in great danger of being annihilated; that the creation of the required instrument ought to be decided on at once; that, besides pushing the necessary manufacture, it was urgent to gather into one mechanized reserve those units, already existing or in course of formation, which could, if need be, form part of it.

I concluded: “The French people should not, at any price, fall into the illusion that the present military immobility might be in harmony with the nature of the present war. The opposite is the truth. The internal-combustion engine endows modern means of destruction with such force, speed, and range that the present conflict will be marked, sooner or later, by movements, surprises, breakthroughs, and pursuits the scale and rapidity of which will infinitely exceed those of the most lightning events of the past…. Let us make no mistake about it! The conflict which has begun might well be the most extended, the most complex, the most violent of all those that have ravaged the earth. The political, economic, social, and moral crisis from which it has issued is so profound and so ubiquitous that it is bound to end in a complete upheaval of both the condition of the peoples and the structure of states. And the obscure harmony of things is providing this revolution with the military instrument—the army of machines—exactly proportioned to its colossal dimensions. It is high time for France to draw the conclusion.”

My memorandum produced no shock. However, the ideas expressed and the proofs exhibited were at last having some effect. At the end of 1939 there were two light mechanized divisions in existence and a third was being formed. These were, however, only scouting units, which would have been very useful for guiding the maneuvers of an armored mass, but would be capable of very little as long as there was no such mass. On December 2, 1938, the Conseil Supérieur de la Guerre, at the insistence of General Billotte, had decided on the creation of two armored divisions. One of them was formed by the beginning of 1940. The other was due to be formed in March. These divisions would be armed with some thirty-ton Type B tanks, of which the first examples had been in existence for fifteen years, and three hundred were being—at last!—made. But each of them, whatever the quality of its machines, would be a very long way from having the power I had proposed. It would comprise 120 tanks: I would have liked 500. It would have made use of only one battalion of infantry transported in lorries: to my mind, seven were required, in caterpillar vehicles. It would possess two artillery groups: seven groups supplied with all-angles pieces were what I judged necessary. It would have no reconnaissance group: to my mind, it needed one. Lastly I could only conceive of mechanical units being employed in the form of an autonomous mass, organized and commanded in the way appropriate to this. All that was envisaged, on the contrary, was to attach the armored divisions to various corps d’armée of the old type—in other words, to fuse them into the general arrangement.

The same faint stirrings of change which, in place of purpose, were appearing on the military plane were beginning to show in the political field. The sort of euphoria which the “phony war” had at first maintained among the men in office was beginning to fade. By mobilizing millions of men, devoting industry to the manufacture of arms, and undertaking enormous expenditure, the nation was being subjected to upheavals whose effects were already becoming apparent to the alarmed politicians. Besides, there was nothing to indicate that progressive weakening of the enemy which was expected from the blockade. Without any other war policy—for which there were not the means—being suggested out loud, everyone nonetheless turned his uneasiness and bitterness against the one which was being carried out. As usual, the regime, being incapable of adopting the measures that would have saved the situation, but seeking to throw dust in its own eyes and in those of public opinion, started a ministerial crisis. On March 21 the Chambre overthrew the Daladier Cabinet. On the 23rd, M. Paul Reynaud formed the government.

Summoned to Paris by the new Premier, I drew up at his request a short, clear statement which he accepted without change for reading out to Parliament. Then, with intrigues already rustling in the corridors, I went to the Palais-Bourbon to witness from one of the galleries the scene of its presentation.

This was appalling. After the government’s statement of policy had been read out by its head to a skeptical and apathetic House, hardly anyone was to be heard in the debate but the spokesmen of those groups or men who considered themselves injured by the new coalition. The danger in which the country stood, the necessity of a national effort, the cooperation of the free world, were mentioned only to adorn claims and complaints. Léon Blum alone, although he had no place offered him, spoke with greatness. Thanks to him, M. Paul Reynaud won through, though by an extremely narrow margin. The government received a vote of confidence by a majority of one. “And indeed,” M. Herriot, the President of the Chambre, was to tell me later, “I’m not very sure that it had that.”

Before rejoining my post at Wangenbourg, I remained for a few days with the Premier, who now had his quarters at the Quai d’Orsay. That was enough to show me how far the demoralization of the regime had gone. In all the parties, in the press, in the administration, in business, in the trade unions, there were influential groups openly favoring the idea of stopping the war. The well-informed said that this was the opinion of Marshal Pétain, our ambassador at Madrid, and he was supposed to know, through the Spaniards, that the Germans would gladly lend themselves to an arrangement. “If Reynaud falls,” it was everywhere being said, “Laval will take power with Pétain at his side. The Marshal is, in fact, in a position to make the High Command accept an armistice.” A leaflet was circulating in thousands of copies: it bore on its three pages pictures of the Marshal, first as victorious leader in the First World War with the legend: “Yesterday, a great soldier!”; then as ambassador: “Today, a great diplomat!”; and then as a huge, indistinct figure: “Tomorrow?”

It must be said that some circles were more inclined to see Stalin as the enemy than Hitler. They were much more concerned with the means of striking at Russia, whether by aiding Finland, or by bombarding Baku, or by landing at Istanbul, than with how to cope with the Reich. Many quite openly professed their admiration for Mussolini. Some, even in the government, were working to get France to buy the good graces of the Duce by ceding to him Jibuti, the Chad, a share in a condominium over the Tunisian Regency. The Communists, on their side, having noisily rallied to the national cause as long as Berlin was opposed to Moscow, started cursing the “capitalist” war as soon as Molotov and Ribbentrop had reached agreement. As for the mass of the people, it was bewildered and, feeling that nothing and nobody at the head of the state was capable of dominating events, wavered in doubt and uncertainty. Clearly a serious reverse would cause in the country a wave of astonishment and alarm which might very well sweep everything away.

In this pernicious atmosphere M. Paul Reynaud endeavored to establish his authority. This was all the more difficult because he was in perpetual conflict with M. Daladier, whose successor he was as Premier, but who remained in the government as Minister of National Defense and War Minister. This strange situation could not be modified, for the Radical party, without whose forbearance the government would have fallen, insisted that its leader should remain in it, while waiting to regain the leadership at the first opportunity. At the same time M. Paul Reynaud, in his anxiety to enlarge his tiny majority, was trying to melt the prejudices of the moderates against him. A delicate operation this, for a large fraction of the Right desired peace with Hitler and an entente with Mussolini. The Premier thus found himself obliged to summon to his side as Undersecretary of State M. Paul Baudouin, who was very active in these circles, and to appoint him secretary of the War Committee which he had just set up.

In reality M. Paul Reynaud had thought of entrusting this work to me. The War Committee, which handled the conduct of the war and brought together, for this purpose, the principal Ministers as well as the Army, Navy, and Air commanders-in-chief, might play a decisive part. Its secretary’s job was to prepare its discussions, be present at its meetings, communicate its decisions, and see that they were carried out. Many things might depend on the way this was done. But while M. Paul Reynaud seemed to wish that it should be done by me, M. Daladier would not agree. To the Premier’s messenger who came to the Rue Saint-Dominique to make this wish known to him, he replied straight off: “If de Gaulle comes here, I shall leave this office, go downstairs, and telephone M. Paul Reynaud to put him in my place.”

M. Daladier was in no way hostile to me personally. He had proved it, some time back, by himself, as Minister, taking the initiative of inscribing me on the list for promotion, when the clerks’ cabal was trying to keep me off it. But M. Daladier, who had borne the responsibility for national defense for several years, had wedded himself to the system in force. Feeling that events were going to speak, sooner or later, assuming in advance the consequences of their judgment, and reckoning that, in any case, it was too late to change the organization, he was more than ever determined on the positions he had taken up. But for me to act as secretary to the War Committee in spite of the opposition of the Minister of National Defense was manifestly impossible. I left again for the front.

Before this, I had been to see General Gamelin, who invited me to his headquarters in the Château de Vincennes. There he was, in a setting which suggested a convent, attended by a few officers, working and meditating without mixing in day-to-day duties. He left General Georges to command the northeastern front—an arrangement which might work as long as nothing was happening, but would certainly become untenable if battle were joined. As for General Georges, he was installed at La Ferté-sous-Jouarre with part of the staff, while other officers were functioning at Montry, under the direction of General Doumenc as chief of staff. In fact the organism of the supreme command was cut up into three sections. In his ivory tower at Vincennes, General Gamelin gave me the impression of a savant testing in a laboratory the chemical reactions of his strategy.

He told me, first of all, that he meant to raise the number of armored divisions from two to four, and informed me of his decision to give me command of the 4th, which would be formed as from May 15. Whatever my general feelings about our perhaps irremediable lateness in respect to mechanized forces, I felt very proud at finding myself called upon, as a colonel, to command a division. I said so to General Gamelin. He replied simply, “I understand your satisfaction. As for your misgivings, I don’t believe they are justified.”

The generalissimo then spoke to me of the situation as he saw it. Unfolding a map which showed the enemy’s positions and our own, he told me he expected a German attack in the near future. It would be directed, according to what he foresaw, mainly against Holland and Belgium, and its aim would be the Pas-de-Calais, with a view to cutting us off from the British. Various signs led him to think that the enemy would first carry out a covering operation or diversion towards the Scandinavian countries. He himself seemed not only confident of his own arrangements and of the value of his forces, but satisfied and even impatient to see them put to the test. Listening to him, I was convinced that, by dint of carrying about with him a certain military system and applying his labor to it, he had made of it a faith. I felt too that referring himself to the example of Joffre, whom he had assisted at close quarters and to some extent inspired in the early days of the First World War, he had persuaded himself that, at his level, the essential thing was to fix one’s purpose, once and for all, upon a well-defined plan and then not to let oneself be deflected from it by any avatar. This man, in whom intelligence, fineness of perception, and self-control attained a very high degree, had certainly no doubt that in the coming battle he was bound in the end to win.

It was with respect, but also a certain uneasiness, that I took leave of this great leader, as he made ready in his cloister to assume all of a sudden an immense responsibility, staking everything for everything on a move I judged to be wrong.

Five weeks later the storm broke. On May 10 the enemy, having first laid hands on Denmark and almost the whole of Norway, began his great offensive. This was destined to be carried out, from one end to the other, by mechanized forces and air power, mass following movement without there ever being any need to engage it fully. In two groups—the Hoth group and the Kleist group—ten armored and six motorized divisions rushed westwards. Seven of the ten Panzers crossed the Ardennes and reached the Meuse in three days. On May 14 they had got across it at Dinant, Givet, Monthermé, and Sedan, while four big motorized units supported and covered them. Divebombers cooperated with them ceaselessly, and the German bombers, striking at railways and road junctions behind our lines, paralyzed our transport. On May 18 these seven Panzers were regrouped around Saint-Quentin, ready to swoop either on Paris or on Dunkirk, having crossed the Maginot Line, smashed our positions, and annihilated one of our armies. During this time the other three, accompanied by two motorized divisions and operating in the Low Countries and Brabant, where the Allies had the Dutch army, the Belgian army, the British army, and two French armies, threw this total of 800,000 fighting men into a confusion which was to prove irreparable. It can be said that in a week our fate was sealed. Down the fatal slope to which a fatal error had long committed us, the Army, the state, France, were now spinning at a giddy speed.

There were, however, 3,000 up-to-date French tanks and 800 motorized machine-guns. The Germans had no more. But ours were, according to plan, distributed up and down the sectors of the front. Also, they were not, for the most part, built or armed to form part of a mass for maneuver. Even the few large mechanized units included in the order of battle were engaged piecemeal. The three light divisions, which had been thrown towards Liége and towards Breda for scouting purposes, were quickly forced back and were then spread out to hold a front. The 1st Armored Division, restored to a corps d’armée and launched alone in a counterattack on May 16 to the west of Namur, was enveloped and destroyed. On the same day the 2nd, having been transported by rail in the direction of Hirson, had its elements, as they were disentrained, swallowed up one by one in the general confusion. On the day before, to the south of Sedan, the 3rd Division, which had just been formed, was immediately split up between the battalions of an infantry division and was engulfed, fragment after fragment, in an abortive counterattack. Had they been grouped together beforehand, these mechanized units, for all their deficiencies, would have been able to deal the invader some formidable blows. But, isolated one from another, they were nothing but shreds six days after the German armored groups had begun to move. As for me, as I discerned the truth through the scraps of news, there was nothing I would not have given to have been wrong.

But battle, even if disastrous, takes a soldier out of himself. This one seized hold of me in my turn. On May 11 I received the order to take command of the 4th Armored Division—which indeed did not exist, but whose elements, coming from far distant points, were to be placed at my disposal gradually. From Vésinet, where my post was fixed to begin with, I was summoned on May 15 to GHQ to be given my instructions.

These were communicated to me by the chief of staff. They were wide. “The High Command,” General Doumenc told me, “wishes to establish a defensive front on the Aisne and Ailette to bar the way to Paris. The VIth Army, commanded by General Touchon and formed of units mustered in the east of France, will deploy there. With your division, operating alone in advance in the region of Laon, you are to gain the time necessary for this taking-up of positions. General Georges, commander-in-chief on the northeast front, leaves it to you to decide on the means to be used. You will indeed depend solely and directly on him. Commandant Chomel will ensure liaison.”

General Georges, when he received me, was calm, cordial, but visibly overwhelmed. He confirmed what he expected of me and added: “There, de Gaulle! For you who have so long held the ideas which the enemy is putting into practice, here is the chance to act.” The administrative services then did their best to get the elements earmarked for me up towards Laon as soon as possible. I observed that the staff, though submerged by the innumerable problems of movement and transport that were raised everywhere by the surprise and disorder suffered during these terrible days, was doing its job as well as possible. But one could feel that hope was departing and that the spring was broken.

I hastened to Laon, set up my headquarters at Bruyères to the southeast of the town, and made a tour of the surroundings. By way of French troops in the district there were only a few scattered elements belonging to the 3rd Cavalry Division, a handful of men holding the citadel of Laon, and the 4th independent Artillery Group, which had instructions to resort to chemical warfare in certain contingencies and had been forgotten there by chance. I annexed this group, formed as it was of fine men armed only with carbines, and disposed them, against surprise, along the Sissonne Canal. Already, that very evening, the enemy patrols made contact.

On the 16th I was joined by the embryo of my staff. I carried out reconnaissance and collected information. The impression I gained was that large German forces which had debouched from the Ardennes through Rocroi and through Mézières were marching, not southwards, but westwards, to reach Saint-Quentin, covering their left with flank guards extending to the south of the Serre. Miserable processions of refugees crowded along all the roads from the north. I saw, also, a good many soldiers who had lost their weapons. They belonged to the troops routed by the Panzers during the preceding days. Caught up, as they fled, by the enemy’s mechanized detachments, they had been ordered to throw away their arms and make off to the south so as not to clutter up the roads. “We haven’t time,” they had been told, “to take you prisoners!”

Then, at the sight of those bewildered people and of those soldiers in rout, at the tale, too, of that contemptuous piece of insolence of the enemy’s, I felt myself borne up by a limitless fury. Ah! It’s too stupid! The war is beginning as badly as it could. Therefore it must go on. For that, the world is wide. If I live, I will fight, wherever I must, as long as I must, until the enemy is defeated and the national stain washed clean. All I have managed to do since was resolved upon that day.

To begin with, I would attack next morning with whatever forces might have reached me. Advancing some twenty kilometers northeastwards, I would try to reach Montcornet on the Serre, the junction of the roads to Saint-Quentin, Laon, and Reims. I would thus cut the first of these, so that the enemy could not use it in his march westwards, and I would bar the other two, which otherwise would lead him straight to the VIth Army’s thinly held front. By dawn on May 17 I had received three battalions of tanks: one of Type B (the 46th Battalion), strengthened by a company of D2s and belonging to the 6th Half-Brigade; the other two of Renault 35s (the 2nd and 24th Battalions), forming the 8th Half-Brigade. I threw them forward as soon as daylight appeared. Sweeping away on their path the enemy units which were already invading that piece of the country, they reached Montcornet. Till evening they fought on the outskirts of the place and within it, reducing many nests of snipers and shelling the German convoys that tried to pass. But on the Serre the enemy was in force. Obviously our tanks, with nothing to support them, could not cross it.

In the course of the day there arrived the 4th Battalion of Chasseurs. It was hardly there when I used it to reduce an enemy advance guard near Chivres, which had let our tanks go by and revealed itself later. This was soon done. But from north of the Serre the German artillery was firing on us. Our own was far from being in position. All afternoon the Stukas, swooping out of the sky and returning ceaselessly, attacked our tanks and lorries. We had nothing with which to reply. Finally German mechanized detachments, more and more numerous and active, began skirmishing in our rear. We were lost children thirty kilometers in advance of the Aisne; we had to put an end to the situation that was, to say the least, risky.

When night came I placed in contact with the enemy the reconnaissance regiment, the 10th Cuirassiers, which had just reached me, and I brought the tanks and chasseurs back towards Chivres. There were several hundred German dead and plenty of burned-out lorries on the field. We had taken 130 prisoners. We had lost less than two hundred men. In the rear, on the roads, the refugees had ceased to flee. Some were even on their way back. For the rumor was rife, in their sad columns, that the French troops had advanced.

And now it was no longer to the northeast but to the north of Laon that we must act; for important enemy forces, coming from Marle and going westwards, were moving on La Fère, hugging the course of the Serre. At the same time the German flank guards were beginning to spread out to the south and threatening to reach the Ailette. The 4th Armored Division used the night of May 18–19 to get into position on the northern outlets of Laon. Meanwhile I had received reinforcements: the 3rd Cuirassiers, or two squadrons of Somua tanks, and the 322nd Artillery Regiment with its two groups of 75s. In addition, General Petiet, commanding the 3rd Light Cavalry Division, had promised me the support of his guns from positions close to Laon.

It was true that of the tanks—about 150—I now had at my disposal, only 30 were of Type B and armed with 75s, 40 or so were D2s or Somuas with little 47 mm. guns, and the rest were Renault 35s, having only short-range guns of 37 mm., effective at six hundred meters at the very most. It is true that each of the Somua crews consisted of a tank leader who had never fired the gun and a driver who had done only four hours’ driving. It is true that the division included only a single battalion of infantry, and this transported in buses and therefore extremely vulnerable when on the move. It is true that the artillery had only just been formed out of detachments furnished by many different depots and that many officers were literally meeting their men for the first time on the field of battle. It is true that we had no radio network and that I could command only by dispatching motorcyclists to the subordinate echelons and—above all—by going to see them. It is true that all the units were badly short of the transport, replacements, and victuals they should normally have included. And yet, already, an impression of general enthusiasm was emerging from this improvised body. Come! The springs are not dried up.

On the 19th, at dawn, forward! The tanks of the division, through a succession of objectives, were launched against Crécy, Mortiers, and Pouilly. They were to reach the bridges there and cut the enemy’s path to La Fère. The artillery accompanied them. To the right, the reconnaissance regiment and the battalion of chasseurs gave them cover along the Baranton River, and a probe was made towards Marle. The morning went well. We reached the Serre after putting to flight various enemy elements that had been infiltrating into the region. But north of the river the enemy was in position. He held the crossings in force and destroyed those of our tanks that tried to tackle them. His heavy artillery got to work. In fact we were in contact with the large German units crowding towards Saint-Quentin. To be able to cross the watercourse and push our tanks farther forward we needed infantry, which we had not got, and more powerful artillery. During those difficult hours I could not help imagining what the mechanized army of which I had so long dreamed could have done. If it had been there that day, to debouch suddenly in the direction of Guise, the advance of the Panzer divisions would have been halted instantly, serious confusion caused in their rear, and the northern group of armies enabled to join up once more with those of the center and the east.

But there were only very poor resources to the north of Laon. So it was the Germans who crossed the Serre. They had been doing so since the day before, at Montcornet, where we no longer were. From noon onwards they were crossing also at Marle. With armored cars in plenty, motor-driven canon, motor-borne mortars, motorized infantry, they attacked our right along the river Baranton and our rear at Chambry. And now came the Stukas! Till nightfall they were to bombard us, with formidable effect on our vehicles unable to leave the roads and our artillery out in the open. Early in the afternoon General Georges sent me the order not to go on. The deployment of the VIth Army had been completed and my division must be used immediately for other tasks. I decided to delay the enemy for yet another day, by regrouping the division for the night around Vorges, ready to attack his flank if he tried to push on from Laon against Reims or Soissons, and not retreating across the Aisne till the day after.

The movement was carried out in good order, although the enemy tried to hold us up everywhere. At the exits from the cantonments skirmishing went on all night. On May 20 the 4th Armored Division made for Fismes and for Braine, literally in the midst of the Germans, who swarmed wherever they went, held many strong points, and attacked our columns with plentiful armored cars. Owing to the tanks, which cleaned up the roads and their approaches as we went along, we reached the Aisne without serious mishap. Even so, at Festieux the 10th Cuirassiers, the reconnaissance regiment which formed the rearguard with a battalion of tanks, disengaged only with difficulty; and on the plateau of Craonne the division’s transport was roughly handled and forced to leave behind some lorries on fire.

While the 4th Division was operating in the Laon district, events farther north were following their course at the rapid rate of the Panzer divisions’ march. The German Command, having decided to liquidate the Allied armies in the north before finishing with those of the center and the east, was pushing its mechanized forces towards Dunkirk. These took the offensive again, starting from Saint-Quentin, in two columns: one going straight for the objective via Cambrai and Douai, the other slipping up the coast via Etaples and Boulogne. Meanwhile two Panzer divisions seized Amiens and Abbeville and established there, south of the Somme, bridgeheads which were to prove useful later on. On the Allied side, by the evening of May 20, the Dutch army had disappeared, the Belgian army was retreating westwards, and the British army and Ist French Army saw themselves cut off from France.

Certainly the French Command showed the intention of restoring contact between the two fragments of its forces by attacking with the northern group of armies from Arras towards Amiens, and with the left of the center group of armies from Amiens towards Arras. Those were General Gamelin’s orders on the 19th. General Weygand, who replaced him on May 20 and was to visit Belgium next day, took over the idea. Theoretically the plan was logical. But for it to be carried out, it would have been necessary for the High Command still to have hope and the will to win. The crumbling of the whole system of doctrines and organization, to which our leaders had attached themselves, deprived them of their motive force. A sort of moral inhibition made them suddenly doubtful of everything, and especially of themselves. From then on the centrifugal forces were to show themselves rapidly. The King of the Belgians was not slow to contemplate surrender; Lord Gort, re-embarkation; General Weygand, the armistice.

While the Command was dissolving in disaster, the 4th Armored Division was marching westwards. First there was question of making it cross the Somme to take the lead in the projected attack northwards. But the idea was given up. Then it was proposed to use it, with other forces, to drive back the Germans who had crossed the Somme at Amiens. But the idea of giving it a share in this attempt was abandoned, although one of its tank battalions was taken from it for the purpose. Finally, during the night of May 26–27, the division’s commander—promoted general two days earlier—received from General Robert Altmayer, in command of the Xth Army now grouping together the forces that were being hastily brought up to the lower Somme, the order to make for Abbeville without delay and attack the enemy, who had set up a solidly held bridgehead to the south of the city.

At that moment the division was resting round about Grandvilliers. Starting on May 22, and passing through Fismes, Soissons, Villers-Cotterets, Compiègne, Montdidier, and Beauvais, it had covered a hundred and eighty kilometers in five days. It is fair to say that, from its birth in the fields of Montcornet, it had never stopped fighting or marching. The condition of the tanks showed it. Thirty or so were left behind on the way. On the other hand, valuable supplements had reached us as we went: a battalion of Type B tanks (the 47th Battalion); a battalion of D2s (the 19th Battalion), equipped with twenty-ton machines, which I was unfortunately forced to part with before Amiens; the 7th Regiment of motorized dragoons; an artillery group with 105s; an anti-aircraft battery; and five batteries of 47 mm. anti-tank guns. Except the battalion of D2s, all these were improvised units. But as soon as they arrived they were caught up in the atmosphere of keenness which hung over the division. Finally, for the operation which had just been allotted to me, the 22nd Colonial Infantry Regiment and the artillery of the 2nd Cavalry Division were placed at my disposal. In all, a hundred and forty tanks in working order and six infantry battalions, supported by six artillery groups, were to assault the southern front of the bridgehead.

I decided to attack that very evening. For the enemy aircraft were watching the division all the time, and the only chance of obtaining some effect of surprise was to advance zero hour. The Germans were, in fact, ready for us. For a week they had held, facing southwards, Huppy to the west, Bray-les-Mareuil on the Somme to the east, and between these two villages the woods of Limeux and Bailleul. In the rear they had organized: Bienfay, Villers, Huchenneville, and Mareuil. Lastly, Mont Caubert, on the same side of the Somme and commanding Abbeville and its bridges, served as a redoubt in their scheme of defense. These three successive lines were the three successive objectives I marked out for the division.

We engaged at six p.m.: the 6th Half-Brigade of heavy tanks, with the 4th Battalion of Chasseurs, against Huppy; the 8th Half-Brigade of light tanks, with the 22nd Colonial, against the Limeux and Bailleul woods; the 3rd Cuirassiers, medium tanks, with the 7th Dragoons, against Bray. The center had the principal artillery support. At nightfall the first objective had been taken. In Huppy what was left of the German battalion occupying it surrendered. Near Limeux we captured, among others, several anti-tank batteries and came across the carcasses of the vehicles of the British mechanized brigade which they had destroyed a few days earlier.

Before dawn we were off again. The left was to take Moyenneville and Bienfay; the center, Huchenneville and Villers; the right, Mareuil; the key of the attack being the action of the Type B tanks, whose job was to slant across from the west to the east and clip the rear of the German line. For everyone the final objective was Mont Caubert. The day was a very hard one. The enemy was reinforced and stubborn. His heavy artillery, placed on the right bank of the Somme, bombarded us violently. Other batteries, firing from Mont Caubert, also punished us. By the evening the objective was reached. Only Mont Caubert still held out. There were a great many dead from both sides on the field. Our tanks had been sorely tried. Barely a hundred were still in working order. But all the same an atmosphere of victory hovered over the battlefield. Everyone held his head high. The wounded were smiling. The guns fired gaily. Before us, in a pitched battle, the Germans had retired.

In his book, Abbeville (a history of the German Blümm Division, which was holding the bridgehead), Major Gehring was to write, some weeks later:


What, in fact, happened on May 28? The enemy had attacked us with powerful armored forces. Our anti-tank units had fought heroically. But the effects of their blows had been considerably reduced by the value of the armor. The enemy had therefore managed to break through with his tanks between Huppy and Caumont. Our anti-tank defenses had been crushed, the infantry had withdrawn….

When the alarming news poured in to divisional HQ and, under the incessant fire of the French artillery, there was no means of communicating with any of the battalions in the line, the general commanding the division went forward himself…. He encountered the routed troops, regrouped them, and led them to prepared defensive positions some kilometers to the rear of the first lines….

But a profound terror of the tanks had got into the bones of our soldiers…. Losses were heavy…. There was, practically speaking, nobody who had not lost cherished comrades….



However, reinforcements reached the Germans. During the night of the 27th–28th they succeeded in relieving all their units in the line. Corpses and prisoners gave us proof of this. During the night of the 28th–29th a fresh relief. So it would be fresh troops we would encounter, on the third day as well as the second. Nothing reached us. And yet we needed so little to achieve success. Never mind! On May 29, as we were, we would attack once more.

On that day, the attack on Mont Caubert. Our principal effort was directed across its western slope. From Moyenneville and Bienfay the last of our Type B tanks were to start, with the Somuas transferred from the right to the left. The battalion of chasseurs reduced by more than a half, the reconnaissance regiment diminished by two-thirds, and a battalion of dragoons, were to follow them. Our remaining Renaults, with the 22nd Colonial, were to be launched from Villers. To aid us, General Altmayer had ordered the 5th Light Cavalry Division, which was stretched out along the Somme upstream from the bridgehead, to push forward its right against Cambron. But it would in fact be unable to make progress. He had asked for bombers to help by acting against the exits from Abbeville. But the aircraft were elsewhere. Five p.m. was our zero hour. The slopes of the hill were reached, but the crest remained to the enemy. When night fell the Germans, with powerful artillery support, made a counterattack on the villages of Moyenneville and Bienfay but did not succeed in recapturing them.

On May 30, the 51st Scottish Division under the command of General Fortune, having recently arrived in France, came, all fresh and spruce, to relieve the 4th Armored Division. This regrouped near Beauvais. With me, Colonels Sudre, Simonin, and François for the tanks, de Ham for the reconnaissance regiment, Bertrand for the chasseurs, Le Tacon for the colonials, de Longuemare for the dragoons, Chaudesolle and Ancelme for the artillery, and Chomel for the staff, evaluated the results of the operation. We had not managed to liquidate the Abbeville bridgehead, but it had been reduced by three-quarters. As it now was, the enemy could not debouch from it in force without first reconquering it. Our losses were heavy; less, however, than those of the other side. We were bringing five hundred prisoners to be added to those of Montcornet, and a large quantity of arms and matériel which had fallen into our hands.

Alas! In the course of the Battle of France, what other ground had been or would be won, except this strip fourteen kilometers deep? Apart from the crews of aircraft shot down in our lines, how many other Germans were to be made prisoner? Instead of one poor division, weak, incomplete, unprovided, and isolated, what results would not have been obtained during these last days of May by an armored corps d’élite?—for which many of the elements did indeed exist, though deformed and dispersed. If the state had played its part; if, while there was time, it had directed its military system towards enterprise, not passivity; if our leaders had in consequence had at their disposal the instrument for shock and maneuver which had been often suggested to the politicians and to the High Command; then our arms would have had their chance, and France would have found her soul again.

But on May 30 the battle was virtually lost. On the day before, the Belgian King and army had capitulated. At Dunkirk the British army was beginning to re-embark. What was left of the French troops in the north was trying to do the same—a retreat that was bound to be disastrous. Before long the enemy would start the second, southward phase of his offensive against an adversary reduced by a third and more than ever unprovided with the means of countering the German mechanized forces.

In my cantonment in Picardy I had no illusions. But I was determined not to abandon hope. If the situation could not, after all, be restored in the homeland, it must be re-established elsewhere. The Empire was there, offering its refuge. The fleet was there, to protect it. The people were there, doomed in any case to suffer invasion, but capable of being roused by the republic to resistance, that terrible occasion for unity. The world was there, able to give us fresh weapons and, later, powerful aid. One question dominated everything: would the government have the sense, whatever happened, to place the state out of range, to preserve independence and safeguard the future? Or was it going to surrender everything in the panic of the collapse?

This—as I was not sorry to realize—would depend largely on the attitude of the High Command. If the High Command refused to lower the flag as long as, according to military regulations, “all the means commanded by duty and honor have not been exhausted,” in short, if it adopted, in the last resort, the African solution, it could become the rescue buoy for the shipwrecked state. If, on the contrary, untrue to itself, it were to urge an unstable government to surrender, what an argument it would supply for the degradation of France!

These reflections haunted my mind as, on June 1, I went to see General Weygand, who had summoned me. The Commander-in-Chief received me at the Château de Montry. The gift of clarity and the simplicity of manner characteristic of him were, as usual, in evidence. He began by complimenting me on the Abbeville operation, about which he had just given me a most laudatory mention. Then he asked my opinion on what it would be best to do with the modern tanks—1,200 or so—which we still had at our disposal.

I told the generalissimo that, in my view, these tanks should be brought together without delay into two groups: the main one, north of Paris; the other, to the south of Reims; the remains of the armored divisions would provide the nuclei. To command the first, I suggested General Delestraint, Inspector of Tanks. To these groups would be attached, respectively, three and two infantry divisions, provided with transport, and with a doubled artillery. We would thus have a moyen d’infortune to act against the flank of any of the German mechanized corps whenever, pushing on in their direction of advance after breaking through our front, they were more or less uncoordinated in breadth and stretched in depth. General Weygand took note of these proposals. After which he spoke to me of the battle.

“I shall be attacked,” he said, “on June 6 on the Somme and on the Aisne. I shall have on my hands twice as many German divisions as we have ourselves. That means that the prospects are poor. If things don’t go too fast; if I can recover, in time, the French troops who have escaped from Dunkirk; if I have arms to give them; if the British army comes back to take part in the struggle after being re-equipped; if the Royal Air Force consents to engage its whole resources in the fighting on the Continent—then we still have a chance.” And the Commander-in-Chief added, shaking his head: “If not…”

I knew now. I left General Weygand with heavy heart.

At one go there had fallen on his shoulders a crushing burden he was not built to bear. When, on May 20, he had taken over the supreme command, it was too late, without any doubt, to win the Battle of France. It seems likely that the realization was a surprise to him. As he had never considered the real possibilities of mechanized force, the immense and sudden effects produced by the enemy’s resources had stupefied him. To face the disaster effectively he would have had to renew himself; to break, from one day to the next, with ideas, a rate of action, a set of methods which no longer applied; to wrench his strategy out of the narrow frame of the French mainland; to turn the deadly weapon back against the enemy who had launched it; and to take into his own hand the trump card of great spaces, great resources, and great speeds by including distant territories, alliances, and oceans. He was not the man to do it. His age, no doubt, was against it, as well as his turn of mind—but, above all, his temperament.

Weygand was, in fact, by nature a brilliant second. In this capacity he had served Foch admirably. In 1920 he had made Pilsudski adopt a plan which saved Poland. As Chief of the General Staff he had intelligently and courageously represented to several Ministers, under whose authority he was, the vital interests of the Army. But if the qualities demanded for staff service and those required by command are in no way contradictory, they should not be confused. To take action on one’s own responsibility, to want no mark upon it but one’s own, to face destiny alone—the harsh, exclusive passion characteristic of a chief—for these Weygand had neither the inclination nor the preparation. Besides, whether this was due to his own tendencies or to a combination of circumstances, he had not, in all his career, ever exercised command. No regiment, no brigade, no division, no corps d’armée, no army, had seen him at its head. To choose him for the taking of the greatest risk that had ever occurred in our military history, not because he was known to be up to it but on the pretext “that he was a banner,” was a fruit of the error—habitual in our political life—which is called “taking the line of least resistance.”

At any rate, as soon as it was recognized that General Weygand was not the man for the position he ought to have left it, either by asking to be relieved, or by the government’s taking the decision as a matter of course. Nothing of the kind happened. From then on the generalissimo, carried away by a current he was no longer trying to master, was bound to seek the solution within his reach: capitulation. But as he did not intend to assume the responsibility for this, his action would consist in steering the government towards it. In this he found an ally in the Marshal, who, for different reasons, was demanding the same solution. The regime, having neither faith nor vitality, decided in favor of the worst surrender. The price, for France, was thus to be not only a disastrous military armistice, but the enslavement of the state. So true it is that, face to face with the great perils, the only salvation lies in greatness.

On June 5 I heard that the enemy was resuming the offensive. In the course of the day I went to ask for orders from General Frère, in command of the VIIth Army, in whose zone my division was. As alarming reports were being opened all round him and doubts and reticences could be seen under the outward professional calm, that excellent soldier said to me: “We’re sick. Rumor has it that you’re to be Minister. It’s certainly late in the day for a cure. Ah! At least let’s save our honor!”


	
1 English edition published in 1940 (London and Melbourne: Hutchinson) under the title The Army of the Future. (Translator’s note.)








Chapter Two [image: ] THE FALL


It was during the night of June 5–6 that M. Paul Reynaud, in reshuffling his government, brought me in as Undersecretary of State for National Defense. I was told the news in the morning by General Delestraint, Inspector of Tanks, who had heard it broadcast. A few moments later an official telegram brought me confirmation of it. After saying good-bye to my division, I set off for Paris.

When I arrived at the Rue Saint-Dominique I saw the Premier. He was, as usual, assured, lively, incisive, ready to listen, quick to make up his mind. He explained to me why he had thought it necessary, some days earlier, to take Marshal Pétain into his cabinet, when neither of us had any doubt that he was the screen for those who desired an armistice. “It’s better,” said Paul Reynaud, using the customary formula, “to have him inside than out.”

“I’m afraid,” I answered, “you may be forced to change your opinion. All the more so since events are now going to move very fast, and defeatism may easily submerge everything. The disproportion between our forces and the Germans’ is so great that, barring a miracle, we have no longer any chance of winning in Metropolitan France, or even of holding there. Besides, the High Command has been overwhelmed by surprise and will not pull itself together. Lastly, you know better than anyone with what an atmosphere of abandon the government is surrounded. The Marshal and those behind him are going to have things their way from now on. At the same time, if the war of ’40 is lost, we can win another. Without giving up the fight on European soil as long as it is possible, we must decide on and prepare for the continuation of the struggle in the Empire. That implies a policy to fit: the transport of resources to North Africa, the choice of leaders qualified to direct the operations, and the maintenance of close relations with the British, whatever grievances we may have against them. I propose to you that I should deal with the measures to be taken for the purpose.”

M. Paul Reynaud gave me his consent. “I want you,” he added, “to go to London as soon as possible. In the interviews I had on May 26 and 31 with the British government, I was able to make them realize that we were not excluding the possibility of an armistice. But now what is needed is, on the contrary, to convince the English that we will hold out, whatever happens, even overseas if necessary. You will see Mr. Churchill and you will tell him that the reshuffling of my Cabinet and your presence by my side are the signs of our resolution.”

Apart from this general message, I was to do, in London, what I could, in my turn, to get the Royal Air Force—particularly the fighter aircraft—to continue to take part in the operations in France. Lastly, I was to ask, as the Premier had already done, for information about the time it would take to rearm the British units that had escaped from the Dunkirk disaster and to send them back to the Continent. The answer to these two questions involved technical data, which the staffs were competent to supply, but also decisions depending on Mr. Winston Churchill in his capacity as Minister of Defence.

While the liaison bodies were arranging for the meetings I was to have in the British capital, I went on June 8 to make contact with General Weygand at the Château de Montry. I found the Commander-in-Chief calm and master of himself. But a few moments of conversation were enough to make me realize that he was resigned to defeat and resolved upon an armistice. Here, almost word for word, is our dialogue, whose terms have—with good reason!—remained engraved on my mind.

“You see,” the Commander-in-Chief said, “I was not mistaken when I told you, a few days ago, that the Germans would attack on the Somme on June 6. They are in fact attacking. At this moment they are crossing the river. I can’t stop them.”

“All right! They’re crossing the Somme. And then?”

“Then? The Seine and the Marne.”

“Yes. And then?”

“Then? But that’s the end!”

“How do you mean? The end? And the world? And the Empire?”

General Weygand gave a despairing laugh. “The Empire? But that’s childish! As for the world, when I’ve been beaten here, England won’t wait a week before negotiating with the Reich.”

And, looking me in the eyes, the Commander-in-Chief added, “Ah! if only I were sure the Germans would leave me the forces necessary for maintaining order!”

Discussion would have been useless. I left, after telling General Weygand that his way of looking at things was the opposite of the government’s intentions. The government would not give up the struggle even if the battles went badly. He made no fresh observation and was most courteous when I took my leave.

Before starting back to Paris I chatted for some time with acquaintances of mine among the officers from various staffs who had come that morning to a conference with General Weygand. They confirmed my impression that in the upper echelons of the Command the game was considered lost and that everyone, while carrying out his duties mechanically, was suggesting in whispers, and would soon be proposing out loud, that an end be put, somehow or other, to the Battle of France. To steer men’s minds and courage towards the continuation of the war in the Empire, a categorical intervention by the government was immediately necessary.

I stated this, as soon as I got back, to M. Paul Reynaud and urged him to take away the command from General Weygand, who had given up trying to win. “It’s impossible for the moment,” the Premier replied. “But we must think of a successor. What’s your view?”

“As regards a successor,” I said, “the only one I can see now is Huntziger. Although he is not ideal, he is capable, in my opinion, of rising to the level of a world strategy.”

M. Paul Reynaud approved my suggestion in principle but was not, all the same, willing to put it into practice at once.

Resolved, however, to raise the question again, and soon, I harnessed myself to work out the plan for transporting all possible units to North Africa. Already the Army General Staff, in liaison with the Navy and the Air Force, had begun preparing the evacuation of everything not engaged in the battle to the other side of the Mediterranean. This meant, in particular, the two classes of recruits who were being trained in the depots of the west and south of France and those fractions of the personnel of the mechanized forces which had managed to escape from the disaster in the north; in all, five hundred thousand men of good quality. Later, as the debris of our armies was driven back towards the coasts, many fighting elements could no doubt be embarked. In any case, the remains of the bomber air force, the range of whose machines would enable them to cross the sea, the survivors of the fighter groups, the ground staff, the men at the naval bases, and finally and above all our fleet itself, would have to stand out for Africa. The Navy, whose job it was to carry out this transportation, estimated at five hundred thousand tons the extra merchant shipping required in addition to the French vessels already at its disposal. It was England that would have to be asked for this assistance.

Early on June 9 an airplane took me to London. I had with me my aide-de-camp, Geoffroy de Courcel, and M. Roland de Margerie, the Premier’s chef du cabinet diplomatique. It was Sunday. The English capital had a look of tranquility, almost indifference. The streets and parks full of people peacefully out for a walk, the long queues at the entrances to the cinemas, the many cars, the impressive porters outside the clubs and hotels, belonged to another world than the one at war. Certainly the newspapers allowed the real situation to pierce through, in spite of the diluted news and puerile anecdotes with which, as in Paris, semi-official optimism filled them. Certainly the notices people were reading, the digging of shelters, the carrying of masks, suggested the great dangers in the offing. Nonetheless it was obvious that the mass of the population had no idea of the gravity of events in France, so fast had been their pace. It was plain, in any case, that to English feelings the Channel was still wide.

Mr. Churchill received me at Downing Street. It was my first contact with him. The impression he gave me confirmed me in my conviction that Great Britain, led by such a fighter, would certainly not flinch. Mr. Churchill seemed to me to be equal to the rudest task, provided it had also grandeur. The assurance of his judgment, his great culture, the knowledge he had of most of the subjects, countries, and men involved, and finally his passion for the problems proper to war, found in war their full scope. On top of everything, he was fitted by his character to act, take risks, play the part out-and-out and without scruple. In short, I found him well in the saddle as guide and chief. Such were my first impressions.

What followed only confirmed them and revealed to me, in addition, the eloquence which was Mr. Churchill’s own and the use he knew how to make of it. Whatever his audience—crowd, assembly, council, even a single interlocutor—whether he was before a microphone, on the floor of the House, at table, or behind a desk, the original, poetic, stirring flow of his ideas, arguments, and feelings brought him an almost infallible ascendancy in the tragic atmosphere in which the poor world was gasping. Well tried in politics, he played upon that angelic and diabolical gift to rouse the heavy dough of the English as well as to impress the minds of foreigners. The humor, too, with which he seasoned his acts and words, and the way in which he made use now of graciousness, now of anger, contributed to make one feel what a mastery he had of the terrible game in which he was engaged.

The harsh and painful incidents that often arose between us, because of the friction of our two characters, of the opposition of some of the interests of our two countries, and of the unfair advantage taken by England of wounded France, have influenced my attitude towards the Prime Minister, but not my judgment. Winston Churchill appeared to me, from one end of the drama to the other, as the great champion of a great enterprise and the great artist of a great history.

That day I explained to the British Prime Minister what the French Premier had instructed me to tell him as regards our government’s will to continue the struggle even, if need be, in the Empire. Mr. Churchill showed the lively satisfaction which this determination gave him. But would it be carried out? He left me with the impression that he was not convinced. In any case, he no longer believed in the possibility of a re-establishment of the front in Metropolitan France, and he made this clear to me by refusing categorically the assistance of his air force.

Since the re-embarkation of the British army at Dunkirk, the Royal Air Force had no longer been cooperating in the battle, save in an episodic fashion. Indeed, with the exception of a fighter group which still followed the fortunes of our Air Force, the British squadrons, being based in Great Britain, were too far away to be of use to a front continually withdrawing southwards. To my pressing request that he should transfer at least a part of the British army cooperation air force to the airdromes south of the Loire, Mr. Churchill gave a formal refusal. As for the land forces, he promised to send to Normandy a Canadian division, which was arriving from its country, and to keep with us the 51st Scottish Division as well as the debris of the mechanized brigade which was still fighting at our side. But he stated that he could not indicate, even approximately, towards what date the expeditionary corps, which had just escaped destruction in Belgium—but had left there its equipment—would be able to return to the battle.

So, therefore, strategic unity between London and Paris was practically broken. A reverse on the Continent had been enough to make Great Britain desire to absorb herself in her own defense. That meant the success of the Germanic plan, of which Schlieffen, beyond death, was still the inspiration and which, after the German failures in 1914 and 1918, was at last achieving its object—to separate the French and British forces and, simultaneously, to divide France and England. It was only too easy to imagine what conclusions would be drawn by defeatists at home.

Apart from this interview with Mr. Churchill, I had made contact the same day with Mr. Eden, Minister of War, Mr. Alexander, First Lord of the Admiralty, Sir Archibald Sinclair, Air Minister, and General Sir John Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff. I had also conferred with M. Corbin, our ambassador, M. Monnet, “chairman” of the Franco-British committee for the coordination of purchases of war matériel, and the heads of our military, naval, and air missions. It was clear that in London, if calm reigned over the crowd, the minds of the well-informed were, on the contrary, filled with forebodings of disaster and doubt as to the firmness of the French government. In the evening the airplane took me uneasily back to Le Bourget, whose airdrome had just been bombarded.

During the night of June 9–10, M. Paul Reynaud had me summoned to his home. Grave information had just reached him. The enemy had reached the Seine below Paris. In addition, everything suggested that, at any moment, the German armored forces would pass to the decisive attack in Champagne. The capital was therefore immediately threatened from the west, east, and north. Lastly, M. François-Poncet announced that he was expecting at any moment to receive from the Italian government its declaration of war. In face of these bad tidings, I had only one suggestion to make: to take the line of maximum effort and go as soon as possible to Africa, and embrace, with all its consequences, a war of coalition.

In the few fractions of day and night which I spent at the Rue Saint-Dominique, I found only too many reasons to reinforce my conviction that there was nothing else to be done. Things were going too fast for it to be possible to regain control of them there. Every scheme at once took on a character of unreality. Recourse was had to precedents from the 1914–18 war, which no longer applied at all. The pretense was made of thinking that there was still a front, an active Command, a people ready for sacrifices; those were only dreams and memories. In fact, in the midst of a prostrate and stupefied nation, behind an Army without faith and without hope, the machine of government was turning in irremediable confusion.

Nothing made me feel this more clearly than the rapid formal visits I paid to the principal figures of the republic: first, President Lebrun, to whom I was presented together with the new Ministers, then the Presidents of the Assemblies, and finally the members of the government. All made a show of calm and dignity. But it was clear that, in the setting where custom placed them, they were now only supers. In the middle of the cyclone, the Cabinet meetings—instructions being sent down, reports being sent up—public statements, and the procession of officers, civil servants, diplomats, members of Parliament, and journalists—all with something to report on or to ask—gave the impression of a sort of phantasmagoria without aim or effect. On the assumptions and in the surroundings where we were now engaged, there was no way out except capitulation. Unless we resigned ourselves to that—as some were already doing, and those not nonentities—we must at all costs change our surroundings and assumptions. The so-called “Marne recovery” was possible, but on the Mediterranean.

June 10 was a day of agony. The government was to leave Paris that evening. The retreat of the front was accelerating. Italy was declaring war. The obvious fact of collapse was now borne in on all minds. But at the top of the state the tragedy was being played through as though in a dream. At certain moments one might even have thought that a sort of terrible humor was seasoning the fall of France, as she rolled from the crest of history down to the deepest hollow of the abyss.

So it was that, that morning, the Italian ambassador, M. Guariglia, came to the Rue Saint-Dominique on a somewhat strange visit. He was received by Baudouin, who reported what the diplomat said as follows: “You will see that the declaration of war will in the end clarify relations between our two countries! It creates a situation from which, when all is said and done, much good will come….”

Shortly afterwards, when I went to see M. Paul Reynaud, I found Mr. William Bullitt there. I supposed that the United States ambassador was bringing some encouragement for the future from Washington. But no! He had come to say good-bye. The ambassador was remaining in Paris with the intention of intervening, if need be, to protect the capital. But, praiseworthy as was the motive which inspired Mr. Bullitt, the fact remained that during the supreme days of crisis there would be no American ambassador to the French government. The presence of Mr. A. J. Drexel Biddle, responsible for relations with the refugee governments, would not, whatever the qualities of this excellent diplomat, remove the impression on our officials that the United States no longer had much use for France.

However, as M. Paul Reynaud was hastily preparing a statement which he was to broadcast and on which he was consulting me, General Weygand arrived at the Rue Saint-Dominique. Hardly had he been announced when he burst into the Premier’s office. When the Premier expressed some astonishment, the Commander-in-Chief answered that he had been sent for. “Not by me!” said M. Paul Reynaud. “Nor by me!” I added. “Then it’s a misunderstanding!” General Weygand went on. “But the mistake is a useful one, for I have something important to say.” He sat down and began to explain the situation as he saw it. His conclusion was obvious. We must, without delay, ask for an armistice. “Things have reached the point,” he declared, laying a document on the table, “where everyone’s responsibilities must be clearly established. That’s why I have put my opinion on paper and am handing you this note.”

The Premier, though hard pressed by the necessity of very soon delivering the broadcast which had been announced, decided to dispute the generalissimo’s opinion. The latter gave no ground. The battle in Metropolitan France was lost. We must capitulate.

“But there are other prospects,” I said at one point.

General Weygand said mockingly, “Have you something to suggest?”

“The government,” I replied, “has not suggestions to make, but orders to give. I am sure it will give them.”

In the end M. Paul Reynaud showed the Commander-in-Chief out, and we separated in a most heavy atmosphere.

The last hours of the government’s presence in the capital were filled with the arrangements which such an exodus involved. It was true that many things had been prepared under a withdrawal plan worked out by the Sécretariat Général de la Défense Nationale. But there remained all the unforeseen factors. At the same time the imminent arrival of the Germans beneath the walls of Paris raised cruel problems. I myself, as soon as I took up my post, had advocated that the capital should be defended and had asked the Prime Minister, as Minister of National Defense and for War, to appoint a resolute leader as governor for this purpose. I suggested General de Lattre, who had just distinguished himself at the head of a division in the fighting round about Rethel. But soon afterwards the Commander-in-Chief declared Paris an “open city,” and the Cabinet approved this. Nonetheless it was necessary to organize, quite suddenly, the evacuation of a mass of things and a crowd of people. I worked at this till evening, while everywhere cases were being packed, last-minute visitors filled the building from top to bottom with rumor, and desperate telephones rang without cease.

Towards midnight M. Paul Reynaud and I got into the same car. The journey was slow, along a crammed road. At dawn we were at Orléans and went into the prefecture, where contact was made by telephone with GHQ, now being set up at Briare. Shortly afterwards General Weygand rang up and asked to speak to the Premier. He took up the telephone and, to his great surprise, was told that Mr. Winston Churchill would be arriving that afternoon. The Commander-in-Chief, through military liaison channels, had begged him to come urgently to Briare.

“Mr. Churchill must, indeed,” added General Weygand, “be directly informed about the real situation at the front.”

“What?” I said to the head of the government. “Are you allowing the generalissimo to invite the British Prime Minister like this, on his own authority? Don’t you see that General Weygand is pursuing, not a plan of operations at all, but a policy, and that it is not yours? Is the government going to leave him still in command?”

“You are right!” answered M. Paul Reynaud. “This situation must cease. We spoke of General Huntziger as a possible successor to General Weygand. Let’s go at once and see Huntziger!”

But when the cars came up, the Premier told me, “Thinking it over, it’s better that you should go alone to see Huntziger. I shall prepare for these interviews with Churchill and the English. We will meet again at Briare.”

I found General Huntziger, who was in command of the center group of armies, at Arcis-sur-Aube, his command post. At that very moment this group of armies was being attacked and broken through on the Champagne front by Guderian’s armored corps. Nonetheless I was struck by Huntziger’s coolness. He informed me of the bad situation he was in. I gave him an up-to-date picture of affairs as a whole. In conclusion I said, “The government sees plainly that the Battle of France is virtually lost, but it means to continue the war by transporting itself to Africa with all the resources that can be got across. That implies a complete change in strategy and in organization. The present generalissimo is not the man to be able to carry it out. Would you be the man?”

“Yes!” answered Huntziger simply.

“Well! You will be receiving the government’s instructions.”

To reach Briare I went via Romilly and Sens, in order to make contact with the commands of various large units. Signs of disorder and panic were in evidence everywhere. Everywhere sections of units were retreating southwards, mixed pell-mell with the refugees. My modest suite was held up for an hour near Méry, so badly blocked was the road. A strange fog—which many took for a gas cloud—increased the terror of that military throng, which was like a shepherdless flock.

At the Briare GHQ I sought out M. Paul Reynaud and told him of Huntziger’s answer. But I could see that for the Premier the immediate replacement of Weygand was no longer actual and that he had once more adopted the idea of travelling the war road with a generalissimo who wanted to take the peace road. As I entered the gallery I saluted Marshal Pétain, whom I had not seen since 1938.

“You’re a general!” he said to me. “I don’t congratulate you. What good are ranks in defeat?” “But you yourself, Monsieur le Maréchal, received your first stars during the 1914 retreat. A few days later there was the Marne.” Pétain grunted. “No comparison!” In that, he was right.

Mr. Churchill was arriving. We went into conference.

During that meeting the ideas and passions which were to dominate the new phase of the war confronted one another openly. All that had served up to then as a basis for action and for attitudes now belonged only to the past. The solidarity of England and France, the strength of the French Army, the authority of the government, the loyalty of the High Command, were ceasing to be factors that could be counted on. Already each of those taking part was behaving no longer as a partner in a game played in common, but as a man who, from now on, takes his own course and plays his own game.

General Weygand made it clear that what he wanted was to liquidate the battle and the war as quickly as possible. Drawing support from the reports of Generals Georges and Besson, he unrolled before the conference the picture of a hopeless military situation. The Commander-in-Chief, who had in addition been Chief of the General Staff from 1930 to 1935, set forth the causes of the defeat of the armies under his orders in the staid, though aggressive tones of one who attaches the blame without bearing the responsibility. His conclusion was that the ordeal must be brought to an end, for the military organization might collapse suddenly and give a free run to anarchy and revolution.

The Marshal intervened to reinforce pessimism.

Mr. Churchill, wishing to ease the atmosphere, said to him jovially, “Come, come, Monsieur le Maréchal! Remember the Battle of Amiens in March 1918, when things were going so badly. I visited you then at your HQ. You outlined your plan to me. A few days later the front was re-established.”

Then the Marshal answered harshly, “Yes, the front was re-established. You, the English, were done for. But I sent forty divisions to rescue you. Today it’s we who are smashed to pieces. Where are your forty divisions?”

The Premier, while repeating that France would not withdraw from the struggle and while pressing the British to send the bulk of their Air Force to our aid, made it plain that he would not part with Pétain and Weygand, as if he hoped to see them rally to his policy one day. Mr. Churchill appeared imperturbable, full of vitality, yet to be confining himself to a cordial reserve towards the French at bay, and to be preoccupied already—not, perhaps, without an obscure satisfaction—by the terrible and magnificent prospect of an England left alone in her island, waiting for him to lead her in her struggle towards salvation. As for me, thinking of what was to come, I had a full sense of how empty and conventional those palavers were, since they were not directed towards the one valid solution: to re-establish ourselves overseas.

After three hours of discussion, which reached no result, we sat down to dinner at the same table. I was next to Churchill. Our conversation fortified my confidence in his strength of purpose. He himself, no doubt, went away with the feeling that de Gaulle, though without means, was no less resolute.

Admiral Darlan, who had not shown up during the conference, appeared after the meal. Pushing in front of him General Vuillemin, the Air Chief of Staff, he came up to M. Paul Reynaud. The object of his visit was decidedly ominous. A combined operation of naval and air bombardment had been prepared against Genoa. According to the plan, it was to begin that night. But Darlan, having changed his mind, wished to countermand it, using as cover the anxieties of General Vuillemin, who was afraid of Italian reprisals against the Berre petrol dumps. All the same, the admiral was asking for the government’s agreement.

“What do you think?” M. Paul Reynaud asked me.

“Having got so far,” I answered, “the most sensible course is, on the contrary, to show no tenderness. The operation must be carried out as planned.”

Darlan won, however, and the counterorder was given. Genoa was, all the same, bombarded later by a small naval detachment three days after the date planned. This incident made me understand that Darlan too was now playing his own game.

During the 12th, while staying at the Château de Beauvais, the property of M. Le Provost de Launay, I worked with General Colson on the plan for transportation to North Africa. To tell the truth, the events I had witnessed the day before and the isolation in which I was now left made me fear that the spirit of abandon had gained too much ground and that the plan would never be put into practice. However, I was determined to do all that was in my power to get the government to adopt it and impose it on the High Command.

Having completed the main part of it, I went over to Chissay, where M. Paul Reynaud was living. It was late. The Premier, emerging from the Cabinet meeting which had been held at Cangey and to which I was not invited, arrived towards eleven in the evening, accompanied by Baudouin. While they were dining with their entourage, I took a seat near the table and bluntly raised the question of North Africa. But my interlocutors would talk of only one problem—a related one, indeed, and a very urgent one—which the Cabinet had just brought up. What should be the government’s next destination? In fact the Germans, having crossed the Seine, would soon reach the Loire. Two solutions were contemplated: Bordeaux or Quimper? There followed, over the plates, a discussion that was confused and agitated by fatigue and irritation. No formal decision was taken, and M. Paul Reynaud retired, giving me an appointment for the morning.

I was naturally for Quimper. Not that I had any illusions about the possibility of holding out in Brittany; if the government did withdraw there, sooner or later there would be no alternative except to put to sea. Since the Germans would necessarily have to occupy the peninsula in order to act against the English, there could be no “free zone” in Brittany. Once embarked, the Ministers would in all probability make for Africa, either directly or after a halt in England. In any case, Quimper was a stage on the way to decisions of energy. Also, as soon as I had joined the government, when M. Paul Reynaud had spoken to me of the “Breton redoubt” plan, I had supported it. Conversely, it was for motives inspired by their policy and not—whatever they may claim—by military art, that it was opposed by those who, like Pétain, Weygand, and Baudouin, were working for capitulation.

Early on the 13th I returned to Chissay. After a long debate and in spite of my arguments, the Premier took the decision to transfer the government to Bordeaux, alleging that that was the view expressed by the Ministers the night before. This merely made me more persistent in demanding, at least, the signature of an order telling the Commander-in-Chief to envisage and prepare for transportation to Africa. That was really, I knew, M. Paul Reynaud’s ultimate intention. But so pressing and exhausting were the contrary intrigues and influences with constant access to him that I could see this last hope dwindling, hour by hour.

The Premier did, however, sign, towards noon that day, a letter addressed to General Weygand, in which he defined for him what the government thenceforward expected of him. First: “to hold out as long as possible in the Massif Central and in Brittany.” Next: “if we should fail,… to install ourselves and organize the struggle in the Empire, making use of the freedom of the seas.” This letter assuredly showed a salutary intention. But it was not, in my view, the categorical order that the circumstances demanded. Besides, after being signed, it was queried again behind the scenes and was not actually sent till the next day.

During the same morning of the 13th, M. Jeanneney, President of the Senate, and M. Herriot, President of the Chambre, had come to Chissay. The former, exhibiting a resolute bearing in the midst of all the agitation, invoked the example of Clemenceau, with whom he had collaborated directly and closely in the government during the great moments of 1917 and 1918. The latter, affable and accomplished, expressed with eloquence the many and various emotions by which he was swept. Both of them showed themselves favorable to the Premier, opposed to capitulation, and entirely ready to cross over to Algiers with the administration. It seemed to me, once again, that M. Paul Reynaud, whatever the defeatist cabals on all sides of him, could remain master of the game, provided he made no concessions.

I was at Beauvais at the beginning of the afternoon when M. de Margerie, M. Paul Reynaud’s chef du cabinet diplomatique, rang me up. “A conference is about to start in a moment, at the prefecture at Tours, between the Premier and Mr. Churchill, who has just arrived with several of his Ministers. I am warning you in haste, as I myself was warned. Although you are not invited, I suggest you should come. Baudouin is at work, and I don’t like the look of it.” Such was M. de Margerie’s communication.

I drove towards Tours, well aware of all the disquieting possibilities of this unexpected meeting, which the Premier, with whom I had just spent several hours, had not thought fit to mention to me. The courtyard and corridors of the prefecture were filled with a crowd of members of Parliament, civil servants, and journalists whom the news had attracted and who formed, as it were, the tumultuous chorus of a tragedy nearing its catastrophe. I entered the office where M. Paul Reynaud was enclosed, between Baudouin and de Margerie. The conference was adjourned. Margerie told me rapidly that the British Ministers, now in conclave in the garden, were about to give their reply to this question, put to them by the French: “In spite of the agreement of March 28, 1940, which excludes any separate laying-down of arms, would England consent to France asking the enemy what would be, for her, the terms of an armistice?”

Mr. Churchill sat down, Lord Halifax, Lord Beaverbrook, and Sir Alexander Cadogan took their places, also General Spears who accompanied them. There was a moment of crushing silence. The Prime Minister began to speak, in French. In an even, sad voice, rocking his head, with his cigar in his mouth, he began by expressing his commiseration, that of his government, and that of his people, for the lot of the French nation. “We see plainly,” he said, “how things are with France. We understand how you feel cornered. Our friendship for you remains intact. In any case, be sure that England will not retire from the struggle. We shall fight to the end, no matter how, no matter where, even if you leave us alone.”

Coming to the prospect of an armistice between French and Germans, which I expected would provoke an explosion from him, he expressed, on the contrary, a compassionate understanding. But suddenly, moving on to the question of the fleet, he became very precise and very firm. Obviously the British government was so afraid of seeing the French fleet handed over to the Germans that it was inclined, while there was still time, to barter its renunciation of the March 28 agreement for guarantees about the fate of our ships. This was, in fact, the conclusion which emerged from that abominable conference. Mr. Churchill, before leaving the room, asked in addition, insistently, that if France ceased to fight she should first hand over to England the four hundred German airmen who were prisoners. This was immediately promised him.

The British were then led by M. Paul Reynaud into the adjoining room, where the Presidents of the Assemblies and several Ministers were waiting. There the tone was very different. M. Jeanneney, M. Herriot, and M. Louis Marin in particular spoke only of continuing the war. I went over to M. Paul Reynaud and asked him, somewhat forcibly, “Is it possible that you are thinking of France’s asking for an armistice?” “Certainly not!” he told me. “But we must give the British a shock, to get more help out of them.” I could not, obviously, take this reply as a valid one. After we had separated, in the midst of the confusion in the courtyard of the prefecture, I went back to Beauvais, overwhelmed, while the Premier telegraphed to President Roosevelt to entreat him to intervene, letting it be understood that, without that, all was lost for us. That evening M. Paul Reynaud stated in a broadcast: “If a miracle is needed to save France, I believe in a miracle.”

It seemed to me a foregone conclusion that all would soon be over. Just as a besieged fortress is near surrender as soon as the governor talks of one, so France was heading for an armistice because the head of her government officially contemplated one. My presence in the Cabinet, secondary though my position might be, was going to become an impossibility. That night, however, at the very moment when I was about to dispatch my letter of resignation, Georges Mandel, who had been warned by my chef de cabinet, Jean Laurent, sent me a request to go and see him.

André Diethelm took me in to the Minister of the Interior. Mandel spoke to me in a tone of gravity and resolution which impressed me. He was convinced, just as much as I was, that the independence and honor of France could be safeguarded only by continuing the war. But it was because of this national necessity that he recommended me to stay on in the post where I was. “Who knows,” he said, “whether we shall not finally get the government, after all, to go to Algiers?” He described to me what had happened in the Cabinet after the departure of the British; firmness had prevailed there in spite of the scene which Weygand had come to make. He gave me the news that, at that moment, the first German troops were entering Paris. Then, pointing to the future, he added, “In any case we are only at the beginning of a world war. You will have great duties to fulfil, General! But with the advantage of being, in the midst of all of us, an untarnished man. Think only of what has to be done for France, and consider that, in certain circumstances, your present position may make things easier for you.” I must say that this argument persuaded me to wait before resigning. On this perhaps depended, physically speaking, what I was able to do later on.

June 14: withdrawal of the government! I said my good-byes to my hosts, the Le Provost de Launays. They would not leave and, surrounded by those of their people who were neither mobilized nor mobilizable, they would await in their home the battles of the retreat and then the arrival of the invader. Towards the end of the afternoon, after a gloomy journey along the road crammed with processions of refugees, I reached Bordeaux and had myself taken to the seat of the military commander, where M. Paul Reynaud was to reside. The deputy and mayor of the town, M. Marquet, was there and gave me the first-fruits of the discouraging thoughts he was getting ready to express to the Premier.

When the Premier arrived I said to him, “In the last three days I have realized the speed with which we are rushing towards capitulation. I have given you my modest assistance, but it was for making war. I refuse to submit to an armistice. If you stay here, you will be submerged by the defeat. You must get to Algiers as quickly as possible. Are you—yes or no—resolved on that?” “Yes!” answered M. Paul Reynaud. “In that case,” I went on, “I must go to London at once myself to arrange for the British to help us with the transport. I will go tomorrow. Where shall I rejoin you?” The Premier replied, “You will rejoin me at Algiers.”

It was agreed that I should leave that night and on the way stop in Brittany to see what could be embarked there. M. Paul Reynaud asked me, lastly, to summon Darlan to see him next morning. He wanted, he told me, to speak to him about the fleet.

Darlan was on his way to La Guéritoulde. I caught him on the telephone that evening and gave him the appointment. A peevish voice answered me. “Go to Bordeaux tomorrow? I don’t know what the Premier thinks he is doing there. But I’ve a command, I have, and I’ve no time to waste.” At length he submitted. But the tone adopted by Darlan opened up depressing vistas. A few minutes later I gauged the evolution of certain minds in the course of a short conversation with Jean Ybarnegaray, Minister of State, who till then had shown himself a partisan of war to the end. He came over to me at the Hotel Splendide, where I was swallowing my dinner in the company of Geoffroy de Courcel. “For me, as an ex-soldier,” he said, “nothing counts except obeying my chiefs—Pétain and Weygand!” “Perhaps you will see one day,” I answered, “that for a Minister the safety of the state should override all feelings.” I went in silence over to Marshal Pétain, who was dining in the same room, to present my respects. He shook me by the hand without a word. I was not to see him again, ever.

What a current was carrying him along, and towards what an ineluctable destiny! The whole career of that exceptional man had been one long effort of repression. Too proud for intrigue, too forceful for mediocrity, too ambitious to be a time-server, he nourished in his solitude a passion for domination, which had long been hardened by his consciousness of his own value, the setbacks he had encountered, and the contempt he had for others. Military glory had already lavished on him its bitter caresses. But it had not satisfied him, since it had not loved him alone. And here, suddenly, in the extreme winter of his life, events were offering to his gifts and pride the opportunity—so long awaited!—to expand without limits; on one condition, however: that he should accept disaster as his elevation’s scutcheon and should adorn it with his glory.

It must be said that, in any case, the Marshal considered the game lost. This old soldier, who had put on the harness in the aftermath of 1870, was naturally inclined to view the struggle as no more than another Franco-German war. Beaten in the first one, we had won the second—that of 1914–1918—with allies, certainly, but allies who played a secondary part. We were now losing the third. It was cruel but normal. After Sedan and the fall of Paris, the only thing was to end it, negotiate, and, if the case arose, crush the Commune, just as, in the same circumstances, Thiers had already done. In the old Marshal’s judgment the world character of the conflict, the possibilities of the overseas territories, and the ideological consequences of Hitler’s victory hardly entered into account. Those were not things he was in the habit of considering.

In spite of everything, I am convinced that in other times Marshal Pétain would not have consented to don the purple in the midst of national surrender. I am sure that, in any case, as long as he remained himself, he would have taken to the road of war again as soon as he could see that he had been wrong, that victory was still possible, that France would have her share in it. But alas! under the outer shell the years had gnawed his character. Age was delivering him over to the maneuvers of people who were clever at covering themselves with his majestic lassitude. Old age is a shipwreck. That we might be spared nothing, the old age of Marshal Pétain was to identify itself with the shipwreck of France.

That is what I was thinking of as I drove through the night towards Brittany. At the same time I fortified my resolution to continue the war, wherever that might lead me. Reaching Rennes on the morning of June 15, I saw General René Altmayer, who was in command of the various elements engaged to the east of Mayenne, General Guitry, commanding the military region, and the Préfet of Ille-et-Vilaine. All three were doing their best in their respective fields. I endeavored to organize the coordination of their efforts and resources for the defense of that part of the country. Then I went on to Brest, overtaking some British convoys on their way there to re-embark. At the Préfecture Maritime I studied, with Admiral Traub and Admiral de Laborde (who was the “Amiral-Ouest”), the shipping available and shipping required for the embarkation of troops at the Brittany ports. In the afternoon I went aboard the destroyer Milan, which was to take me to Plymouth together with a mission of chemists headed by General Lemoine, who were being sent by M. Raoul Dautry, Minister of Armaments, to place the “heavy water” in safety in England. As we left the Brest roadstead, the Richelieu, which stood ready to sail for Dakar, gave me the salute. From Plymouth I set off for London, where I arrived on the 16th at dawn.

A few minutes later M. Corbin and M. Monnet came into my room at the Hyde Park Hotel, where I was washing. The ambassador told me, first, that the various appointments I was to have with the British, to discuss the matter of transport, had been arranged for the morning. It was also understood that, unless France asked Germany for an armistice, Mr. Churchill would meet M. Paul Reynaud at Concarneau next day in the morning, to lay down jointly how the embarkations should be carried out. Then my visitors passed on to another subject.

“We know,” they said, “that at Bordeaux the mood of surrender is making rapid progress. Indeed, while you were on your way here the French government confirmed by telegram the request made orally on the 13th to Mr. Churchill by M. Paul Reynaud with a view to the release of France from the March 28 agreement. We do not yet know what reply the British will give—it is to be sent this morning. But we think they will consent, in return for guarantees regarding the fleet. So we are nearing the last moments. All the more so as there is to be a Cabinet meeting at Bordeaux in the course of the day, and, in all probability, this meeting will be decisive.”

“It has occurred to us,” added M. Corbin and M. Monnet, “that some sensational stroke, by throwing a new factor into the situation, might be what is needed to change the state of mind and, in any case, to strengthen M. Paul Reynaud in his intention to go to Algiers. We have therefore worked out with Sir Robert Vansittart, Permanent Undersecretary at the Foreign Office, a plan which does seem striking. It would consist of a proposal for the union of France and England, to be solemnly addressed by the London government to the Bordeaux government. The two countries would decide on the fusion of their administrations, the pooling of their resources and losses—in short, a complete linking of their respective destinies. In face of such a proposal, made in such circumstances, it is possible that our Ministers may wish to think again and, at least, postpone surrender. But we still have to get the plan adopted by the British government. You alone can obtain that from Mr. Churchill. It is arranged that you will lunch with him. That will be the supreme opportunity—if, of course, you approve of the idea.”

I examined the text which was put before me. It was clear to me at once that the grandeur of the thing in any case made its rapid realization impossible. It was obvious that one could not, by an exchange of notes, even in principle fuse England and France together, including their institutions, their interests, and their Empires, supposing this were desirable. Even the points in the proposal that were capable of being settled practically—for instance, the sharing of war damage—would demand complex negotiations. But the offer addressed by the British government to ours did involve a manifestation of solidarity which might take on a real significance. Above all, I thought, like M. Corbin and M. Monnet, that the proposal was of a nature to provide M. Paul Reynaud, in the supreme crisis in which he was plunged, with an element of comfort and, vis-à-vis his Ministers, an argument for tenacity. I consented, therefore, to do what I could with Mr. Churchill to get him to adopt it.

The morning was a full one. I began by settling the destination of the Pasteur, carrying a cargo of a thousand 75s, some thousands of machine-guns, and quantities of ammunition, all from the United States. On the advice of our military mission, the ship, which was still at sea, was diverted by my orders from Bordeaux, whither she was bound, to a port in Great Britain. Given the turn of events, this cargo, then invaluable, had to be prevented from falling into the hands of the enemy. In fact the guns and machine-guns brought by the Pasteur helped to rearm the British, who had lost at Dunkirk nearly all their matériel.

As for the question of the transports, I found the British sincerely anxious to strengthen our means of getting our troops away and protecting the convoys; the machinery for carrying this out was being set up by the Admiralty in liaison with our naval mission under Admiral Odend’hal. But there was evidently little belief in London that official France would pull itself together. The contacts I made showed that the measures contemplated by our allies in the various fields were based on the assumption of our imminent renunciation of the struggle. Over and above everything the fate of our Navy literally haunted their minds. During these tragic hours every Frenchman could feel weighing on him the mute or explicit question from every Englishman he met: “What is going to become of your fleet?”

The British Prime Minister also was thinking of that when I came, with M. Corbin and M. Monnet, to lunch with him at the Carlton Club. “Whatever happens,” I said to him, “the French fleet will not be willingly surrendered. Pétain himself would not consent to that. Besides, the fleet is Darlan’s fief. A feudal lord does not surrender his fief. But for it to be possible to be sure that the enemy will never lay hands on our ships, it would be necessary for us to remain at war. Well, I am obliged to tell you that your attitude at Tours came as an unpleasant surprise to me. You appeared there to attach little value to our alliance. Your attitude of resignation plays into the hands of those among us who favor capitulation. ‘You can see perfectly well we have no choice,’ they say. ‘The British themselves are giving us their consent.’ No! What you have to do to encourage us in the frightful crisis in which we are is something quite different.”

Mr. Churchill seemed disturbed. He conferred for a moment with Major Morton, his private secretary. I supposed that he was making, in extremis, the necessary arrangements to modify a decision already taken. Perhaps that was the cause of the fact that at Bordeaux, half an hour later, the British ambassador came and withdrew from M. Paul Reynaud’s hands the note he had brought him in which the British government consented in principle to France’s asking Germany what would be the terms of an armistice if it came to that.

I then raised with Mr. Churchill the proposal for the union of the two peoples. “Lord Halifax has spoken to me about it,” he told me. “But it’s an enormous mouthful.” “Yes,” I answered. “That means that its realization would involve a great deal of time. But the gesture can be immediate. As things are now, nothing must be neglected by you that can support France and maintain our alliance.”

After some discussion the Prime Minister fell in with my view. He at once summoned the British Cabinet and went to Downing Street to preside at its meeting. I went with him and, while the Ministers were deliberating, waited with the French ambassador in an office adjoining the Cabinet Room. I had meanwhile telephoned to M. Paul Reynaud to warn him that I was hoping to send him, before the end of the afternoon and with the British government’s agreement, a most important communication. He answered that he was putting off his Cabinet meeting till five p.m. on this account. “But,” he added, “I shan’t be able to postpone it longer.”

The meeting of the British Cabinet lasted for two hours, during which, from time to time, one or another of the Ministers came out to clear some point with us. Suddenly they all came in, led by Mr. Churchill. “We are agreed,” they exclaimed. And in fact, details apart, the text they produced was the same as the one we had proposed to them. I immediately telephoned to M. Paul Reynaud and dictated to him the document. “It’s very important!” said the Premier. “I shall use it at the meeting that is about to start.” In a few words I told him all the encouraging things I could. Mr. Churchill then took the telephone. “Hullo, Reynaud! De Gaulle is right! Our proposal may have great consequences. You must hold out!” Then, after listening to the reply, he said, “Well, see you tomorrow! At Concarneau.”

I said good-bye to the Prime Minister. He lent me an airplane in which to go back at once to Bordeaux. We agreed that the machine should remain at my disposal in case of events which might lead me to return. Mr. Churchill himself had to catch a train in order to board a destroyer for the journey to Concarneau. At nine-thirty p.m. I landed at Bordeaux. Colonel Humbert and Auburtin, from my office, were waiting for me at the airdrome. They told me that the Premier had resigned and that President Lebrun had asked Marshal Pétain to form a government. That meant certain capitulation. My decision was taken at once. I would leave as soon as morning came.

I went to see M. Paul Reynaud. I found him with no illusions about what the consequences would be of the Marshal’s taking power, and, on the other hand, like one relieved of an intolerable burden. He gave me the impression of a man who had reached the limit of hope. Only those who were eyewitnesses of it can measure what the ordeal of being in power meant during that terrible period. All through days without respite and nights without sleep, the Premier could feel the entire responsibility for the fate of France weighing upon him personally. For a leader is always alone in face of ill fortune. He it was who received in their full force the reverses that marked the stages of our fall: the German breakthrough at Sedan, the Dunkirk disaster, the flight from Paris, the collapse at Bordeaux. Yet he had assumed the leadership only on the very eve of our misfortunes, with no time in which to confront them and after having, for a long time, advocated the military policy which could have averted them. He faced the storm with a steadfastness which did not waver. Never, during those days of drama, did M. Paul Reynaud cease to be master of himself. Never was he seen to lose his temper, give way to anger, or complain. The spectacle of that man’s high value, ground down unjustly by a too great weight of events, was a tragic one.

At bottom, the personality of M. Paul Reynaud was the right one for conditions where it would have been possible to conduct the war within a state in running order and on the basis of traditionally established data. But everything was swept away! The head of the government saw the system collapsing all around him, the people in flight, the Allies withdrawing, and the most illustrious leaders failing. From the day when the government left the capital, the very business of exercising power became merely a sort of agony, unrolling along the roads amid the dislocation of services, disciplines, and consciences. In such conditions M. Paul Reynaud’s intelligence, his courage, and the authority of his office were, so to speak, running free. He had no longer any purchase upon the fury of events.

To seize the reins once more he would have had to wrench himself out of the whirlwind, cross over to Africa, and start everything afresh from there. M. Paul Reynaud saw this. But it involved extreme measures: changing the High Command, getting rid of the Marshal and half the Ministers, breaking with certain influences, resigning himself to the total occupation of Metropolitan France—in short, striking out at all costs from the ordinary framework and procedure in a situation without precedent.

M. Paul Reynaud did not think fit to take upon himself decisions so far outside the normal and calculated orbit. He tried to attain the aim by maneuvering. That explains, in particular, the fact that he envisaged a possible examination of the enemy’s armistice conditions, provided England gave her consent. No doubt he judged that even those who were pushing towards an armistice would recoil when they knew its terms, and that then there would come into play the regroupment of all men of value, to make war and save the country. But the tragedy was too harsh to be resolved. Either make war without sparing anything, or surrender at once: there was no alternative, only these two extremes. M. Paul Reynaud, through failing to identify himself wholly with the first, gave place to Pétain, who completely adopted the second.

It has to be said that at the supreme moment the regime offered to the head of the last government of the Third Republic nothing to fall back upon. Assuredly many of the men in office looked upon capitulation with horror. But the authorities, shattered by the disaster for which they felt themselves responsible, did not react at all. At the time when they were faced by the problem on which, for France, all the present and all the future depended, Parliament did not sit, the government showed itself incapable of adopting as a body a decisive solution, and the President of the Republic abstained from raising his voice, even within the Cabinet, to express the supreme interest of the country. In reality this annihilation of the state was at the bottom of the national tragedy. By the light of the thunderbolt the regime was revealed, in its ghastly infirmity, as having no proportion and no relation to the defense, honor, and independence of France.

Late in the evening I went to the hotel where Sir Ronald Campbell, the British ambassador, was residing, and informed him of my intention to leave for London. General Spears, who came and joined in the conversation, declared that he would accompany me. I sent word to M. Paul Reynaud. He made over to me the sum of a hundred thousand francs, on the secret funds. I begged M. de Margerie to send at once to my wife and children, who were at Carantec, the necessary passports for reaching England, which they could just do by the last boat leaving Brest. On June 17, at nine in the morning, I flew off, with General Spears and Lieutenant de Courcel, in the British airplane which had brought me the evening before. There was nothing romantic or difficult about the departure.

We flew over La Rochelle and Rochefort. Ships set on fire by German aircraft were burning in these ports. We passed over Paimpont, where my mother lay very ill. The forest was all smoking with the munition dumps which were being destroyed there. After a stop at Jersey, we reached London in the early afternoon. While I was taking rooms and Courcel was telephoning to the Embassy and the missions and finding them already reticent, I seemed to myself, alone as I was and deprived of everything, like a man on the shore of an ocean, proposing to swim across.






Chapter Three [image: ] FREE FRANCE


Go on with the war? Yes, certainly! But to what end and within what limits? Many, even among those who approved of the undertaking, wanted it to be no more than aid given by a handful of Frenchmen to the British Empire, still standing and in the fight. Not for a moment did I look at the enterprise in that way. For me, what had to be served and saved was the nation and the state.

I thought, in fact, that it would be the end of honor, unity, and independence if it were to be admitted that, in this world war, only France had capitulated and that she had let the matter rest there. For in that case, whatever might be the issue of the conflict—whether the country, after decisive defeat, would one day be rid of the invader by foreign arms, or would remain enslaved—its self-disgust and the disgust it would inspire in others would poison its soul and its life for many generations. As for the immediate future, in the name of what were some of its sons to be led out to a fight no longer its own? What was the good of supplying with auxiliaries the forces of another power? No! For the effort to be worthwhile, it was essential to bring back into the war not merely some Frenchmen, but France.

That was bound to involve the reappearance of our armies on the battlefields, the return of our territories to belligerence, participation by the country itself in the effort of its fighting men, and recognition by the foreign powers of the fact that France, as such, had gone on with the struggle—in short, to bring our sovereignty out from disaster and from the policy of wait-and-see, over to the side of war and, one day, of victory.

What I knew of men and things left me with no illusions about the obstacles to be surmounted. There would be the power of the enemy, which could be broken only by a long process of wearing down and would have the help of the French official machine in opposing the belligerent recovery of France. There would be the moral and material difficulties which a long and all-out struggle would inevitably involve for those who would have to carry it on as pariahs and without means. There would be the mountain of objections, insinuations, and calumnies raised against the fighters by the skeptics and the timorous to cover their passivity. There would be the so-called “parallel” but in fact rival and opposing enterprises, to which the French passion for disputation would not fail to give rise, and of which the policy and services of the Allies would make use, in the customary way, in order to control them. There would be, on the part of those whose aim was subversion, the determination to side-track the national resistance in the direction of revolutionary chaos, to result in their dictatorship. There would be, finally, the tendency of the great powers to take advantage of our weakness in order to push their interests at the expense of France.

As for me, with a hill like that to climb, I was starting from scratch. Not the shadow of a force or of an organization at my side. In France, no following and no reputation. Abroad, neither credit nor standing. But this very destitution showed me my line of conduct. It was by adopting without compromise the cause of national recovery that I could acquire authority. It was by acting as the inflexible champion of the nation and of the state that it would be possible for me to gather the consent, even the enthusiasm, of the French and to win from foreigners respect and consideration. Those who, all through the drama, were offended by this intransigence were unwilling to see that for me, intent as I was on beating back innumerable conflicting pressures, the slightest wavering would have brought collapse. In short, limited and alone though I was, and precisely because I was so, I had to climb to the heights and never then to come down.

The first thing to do was to hoist the colors. Broadcasting was to hand for that. Already in the afternoon of June 17 I outlined my intentions to Mr. Winston Churchill. Washed up from a vast shipwreck upon the shores of England, what could I have done without his help? He gave it me at once, and to begin with put the BBC at my disposal. We agreed that I should use it after the Pétain government had asked for the armistice. That very evening the news came that it had done so. Next day, at six p.m., I read out at the microphone the well-known text:


Appeal by General de Gaulle to the French

June 18, 1940

The leaders who, for many years past, have been at the head of the French armed forces, have set up a government.

Alleging the defeat of our armies, this government has entered into negotiations with the enemy with a view to bringing about a cessation of hostilities. It is quite true that we were, and still are, overwhelmed by enemy mechanized forces, both on the ground and in the air. It was the tanks, the planes, and the tactics of the Germans, far more than the fact that we were outnumbered, that forced our armies to retreat. It was the German tanks, planes, and tactics that provided the element of surprise which brought our leaders to their present plight.

But has the last word been said? Must we abandon all hope? Is our defeat final and irremediable? To those questions I answer—No!

Speaking in full knowledge of the facts, I ask you to believe me when I say that the cause of France is not lost. The very factors that brought about our defeat may one day lead us to victory.

For, remember this, France does not stand alone. She is not isolated. Behind her is a vast Empire, and she can make common cause with the British Empire, which commands the seas and is continuing the struggle. Like England, she can draw unreservedly on the immense industrial resources of the United States.

This war is not limited to our unfortunate country. The outcome of the struggle has not been decided by the Battle of France. This is a world war. Mistakes have been made, there have been delays and untold suffering, but the fact remains that there still exists in the world everything we need to crush our enemies some day. Today we are crushed by the sheer weight of mechanized force hurled against us, but we can still look to a future in which even greater mechanized force will bring us victory. The destiny of the world is at stake.

I, General de Gaulle, now in London, call on all French officers and men who are at present on British soil, or may be in the future, with or without their arms; I call on all engineers and skilled workmen from the armaments factories who are at present on British soil, or may be in the future, to get in touch with me.

Whatever happens, the flame of French resistance must not and shall not die.



As the irrevocable words flew out upon their way, I felt within myself a life coming to an end—the life I had lived within the framework of a solid France and an indivisible army. At the age of forty-nine I was entering upon adventure, like a man thrown by fate outside all terms of reference.

It was nonetheless my duty, while taking the first steps in this unprecedented career, to make sure that no authority better qualified than mine was willing to step forward to bring France and the Empire back into the struggle. As long as the armistice was not in force it was possible to imagine, though against all probability, that the Bordeaux government would at the last moment choose war. Even if there was only the feeblest chance, it must be encouraged. That is why, as soon as I reached London the afternoon of the 17th, I telegraphed to Bordeaux to offer my services in carrying on in the British capital the negotiations I had begun on the day before about the war matériel from the United States, the German prisoners, and the transport for North Africa.

The reply was a dispatch summoning me to return at once. On June 20 I wrote to Weygand, who had taken, in the midst of capitulation, the astonishing title of Minister of National Defense, to urge him to place himself at the head of the resistance and to assure him of my entire obedience if he did so. But this letter was to be returned to me by him, some weeks later, with a comment of which the least one can say is that it expressed his ill will. On June 30 the so-called “French Embassy” notified me of the order to surrender myself prisoner at the Saint-Michel prison in Toulouse, there to be tried by the Conseil de Guerre. This condemned me, first, to a month’s prison. Then—upon an appeal a minima demanded by the “Minister,” Weygand—it condemned me to death.

Discounting indeed, and rightly, this attitude on the part of Bordeaux, I had already addressed myself to our authorities overseas. As early as June 19 I had telegraphed to General Noguès, commander-in-chief in North Africa and Resident-General in Morocco, to place myself at his orders if he should reject the armistice. That same evening, in a broadcast, I urged “the Africa of Clauzel, of Bugeaud, of Lyautey, of Noguès, to refuse the enemy conditions.” On June 24, by telegram, I renewed my appeal to Noguès, and addressed myself also to General Mittelhauser and to M. Puaux, respectively commander-in-chief and High Commissioner in the Levant, as well as to General Catroux, Governor-General of Indochina. I suggested to these high authorities that they should form an organization for the defense of the Empire, and that I could immediately assure its liaison with London. On June 27, being apprised of a rather warlike speech made by M. Peyrouton, the Resident-General in Tunisia, I urged him too to join the “Defense Committee,” at the same time renewing my offers to General Mittelhauser and to M. Puaux. On the same day, in case of need, I booked places for myself and my officers on board a French cargo boat preparing to leave for Morocco.

All I received by way of answer was a message from Admiral de Carpentier, in command of the Navy in the Levant, telling me that M. Puaux and General Mittelhauser had telegraphed to General Noguès to the same effect as I. In addition, one of General Catroux’s sons, who was then in London, brought me a telegram from his father, addressed to him, encouraging him to fight and bidding him assure me of his father’s sympathetic approval. But at the same time the British, who had sent a minister, Mr. Duff Cooper, together with General Gort, to North Africa to offer Noguès the assistance of their forces, saw their delegation return to London without even having been received. Finally, General Dillon, head of British military liaison in North Africa, was asked to leave Algiers.

And yet Noguès’ first impulse had been to hoist the flag. As is known, on June 25, having seen the German terms, he had telegraphed to Bordeaux to let it be known that he was ready to continue the war. Using an expression I myself had used in a broadcast six days before, he referred to “the panic in Bordeaux” as making it impossible for the government “to appreciate objectively North Africa’s possibilities of resistance.” He invited General Weygand “to reconsider his orders concerning the carrying out of the armistice,” and protested that, if these orders were maintained, “he could not carry them out without blushing.” It is clear that if Noguès had chosen the path of resistance the whole of the Empire would have followed him. But it soon became known that he himself and the other residents, governors, and commanders-in-chief were obeying the summonses of Pétain and Weygand and were consenting to the armistice. Only General Catroux, Governor-General of Indochina, and General Legentilhomme, in command of our troops on the Somali coast, maintained their opposition. Both of them were replaced, without their subordinates doing much to support them.

But indeed this sort of collapse of most of the “proconsuls” coincided with a total political breakdown at home. The papers that reached me from Bordeaux, and then from Vichy, displayed their acceptance and that of all the parties, groups, authorities, and institutions. The National Assembly met on July 9 and 10 and gave Pétain full powers, almost without debate. Actually eighty of the members present voted courageously against this abdication. Also those parliamentarians who had embarked for North Africa aboard the Massilia bore witness, by so doing, that for them the Empire had not given up the struggle. Nevertheless it is a fact that not one public man raised his voice to condemn the armistice.

Moreover, even though the collapse of France had plunged the world into stupefaction, even though ordinary people all over the world watched with terror the destruction of that great light, even though this poem by Charles Morgan and that article by François Mauriac brought tears to many eyes, states were not slow to accept accomplished facts. No doubt the governments of the countries at war with the Axis did recall their representatives from France, whether they did so spontaneously, as in the cases of Sir Ronald Campbell or General Vanier, or were asked to do so by the Germans. But there remained, all the same, in London, installed in the building of the French Embassy, a consul who was in communication with Metropolitan France, while Mr. Dupuis, the Canadian consul-general, remained accredited to the Marshal, and the Union of South Africa left its representative there. Above all, an imposing diplomatic corps could be seen assembling at Vichy around Monsignor Valerio Valeri, the papal nuncio, M. Bogomolov, the Soviet ambassador and, soon, Admiral Leahy, the United States ambassador. That was enough to cool the ardor of those personalities whose first impulse might have driven them towards the Cross of Lorraine.

Thus, among the French as within the other nations, the immense convergence of fear, interest, and despair caused a universal surrender in regard to France. Though there were many feelings still loyal to her past and many interests eager to take advantage of the shreds yet left to her by the present, no responsible man anywhere acted as if he still believed in her independence, pride, and greatness. That she was bound henceforward to be enslaved, disgraced, and flouted was taken for granted by all who counted in the world. In face of the frightening void of the general renunciation, my mission seemed to me, all of a sudden, clear and terrible. At this moment, the worst in her history, it was for me to assume the burden of France.

But there is no France without a sword. To set up a fighting force was more important than anything. I began work on that at once. There were some military elements in England. First of all, there were the units of the Alpine Light Division, which, after some brilliant campaigning in Norway under General Béthouart, had been brought back to Brittany in the middle of June and reembarked there along with the last British troops. There were also some ships belonging to the Navy—nearly a hundred thousand tons in all—which had escaped from Cherbourg, Brest, and Lorient with many individuals and auxiliaries on board beside their crews, the whole totalling at least ten thousand sailors. There were, in addition, several thousand soldiers who had been wounded in Belgium and brought to hospital in Great Britain. The French military missions had organized the command and administration of all these elements with a view to keeping them under the orders of Vichy and preparing their general repatriation.

The mere act of making contact with these many dispersed fractions involved great difficulties for me. To begin with, I had only a very small number of officers, nearly all subalterns, full of immense goodwill but powerless to storm the machinery of the hierarchy. What they could do—and did—was propaganda among those officers and men whom they managed to meet. The yield was bound to be small. A week after my appeal of June 18 the number of volunteers encamped in Olympia, which the British had lent us, amounted to only a few hundred.

It must be said that the British authorities did little to help our efforts. Certainly they had distributed a leaflet advising members of the French forces that they could choose between repatriation, joining General de Gaulle, and serving in His Majesty’s forces. Certainly the instructions given by Churchill and the activities of Spears, whom the Prime Minister had made responsible for liaison between Free France and the British services, did sometimes succeed in vanquishing inertia or opposition. Certainly the press, the wireless, many associations, and countless individuals gave our enterprise a warm welcome. But the British High Command, which from one day to another expected the German offensive and perhaps invasion, was too much absorbed by its preparations to busy itself with a task which in its eyes was secondary. Besides, it was inclined by professional decorum and habit to respect the normal order of things—that is to say, Vichy and its missions. Finally, it looked with some mistrust upon these Allies of yesterday, humiliated by misfortune, dissatisfied with themselves and with others, and loaded with complaints. What would they do if the enemy gained a bridgehead? Wasn’t the most sensible course to ship them away as quickly as possible? And what, after all, was the use of the few battalions without cadres and the crews without officers which General de Gaulle claimed he could rally?

On June 29 I went to Trentham Park, where the Light Mountain Division was encamped. The general commanding the division was himself anxious to return to France, though with the firm intention of getting back into the line one day—which indeed he was destined to do, effectively and with glory, later. But he had arranged for me to see the whole of each unit. This made it possible for me to rally a large part of the two battalions of the 13th Half-Brigade of the Foreign Legion with their leader, Lieutenant-Colonel Magrin-Verneret, known as Monclar, and his number two, Captain Koenig, two hundred Chasseurs Alpins, two-thirds of a tank company, some elements of gunners, engineers, and signals, and several staff and administrative officers, including Commandant de Conchard and Captains Dewavrin and Tissier. This in spite of the fact that, after I had left the camp, the British Colonels de Chair and Williams, sent by the War Office, had in turn had the troops paraded in order to tell them literally this: “You are perfectly free to serve under General de Gaulle. But it is our duty to point out to you, speaking as man to man, that if you do so decide you will be rebels against your government….”

Next day I wanted to visit the camps at Aintree and at Haydock, where several thousand French sailors were assembled. As soon as I arrived the British admiral in command at Liverpool told me that he was opposed to my seeing the men because this might be prejudicial to order. I had to return empty-handed. I was luckier at Harrow Park a few days later. In spite of everything, a stream of enlistments was starting among our sailors. A few resolute officers who had joined me at once, such as Capitaines de Corvette d’Argenlieu, Wietzel, Moulec, and Jourden, were putting their heart and soul into it. The officers and crews of three small warships had declared themselves at once: the submarine Rubis (Commandant Cabanier), then cruising near the Norwegian coast; the submarine Narval (Commandant Drogou), which left Sfax immediately after my appeal and reported at Malta, later to be sunk in action in the Mediterranean; and the trawler and patrol craft Président Honduce (Commandant Deschatres). The arrival of Vice-Admiral Muselier, who had set many elements in the Navy against him by the incidents of his career and the features of his personality, but whose intelligence and knowledge of the world offered advantages at that adventurous period, made it possible for me to give this embryo of our naval forces a center and a technical head. At this time also some dozens of airmen, whom I went to see in camp at St. Atham, grouped themselves around Captains de Rancourt, Astier de Villatte, and Becourt-Foch, until Commandant Pijeaud was given command of them.

Meanwhile isolated volunteers were reaching England daily. They came mostly from France, brought by the last ships to have left there normally, or escaping in small boats which they had managed to seize, or, again, having with great difficulty got across Spain, evading its police which shut up in the camp at Miranda those it caught. Some airmen saved their machines from the control of Vichy and contrived to get away from North Africa and reach Gibraltar. Some merchant seamen, placed outside French ports by the chances of navigation or, sometimes, by the escape of a ship—as, for example, the Capo Olmo (Commandant Vuillemin)—asked to be enrolled as combatants. Some Frenchmen resident abroad came and demanded to serve. Having called a meeting at the White City of two thousand men who had been wounded at Dunkirk and were convalescing in British hospitals, I got two hundred enlistments. A Colonial battalion, which happened to be in Cyprus, detached from the Armée du Levant, rallied spontaneously under its leader, Commandant Lorotte. In the last days of June a flotilla of fishing boats reached Cornwall, bringing over to us all the able-bodied men from the island of Sein. Day after day the enrollment of these lads, so splendid in their keenness, many of whom had performed exploits to get to us, strengthened our determination. Messages from all parts of the world piled up on my table, bringing me, from individuals or from small groups, moving requests for enlistment. My officers and those of the Spears mission expended prodigies of ingenuity and obstinacy to arrange their transport.

Suddenly a lamentable event occurred to stop the stream. On July 4 the radio and the newspapers announced that on the previous day the British Mediterranean fleet had attacked the French squadron at anchor at Mers-el-Kébir. At the same time we were informed that the British had occupied by surprise the French warships which had taken refuge in British ports and had taken ashore and interned—not without some bloodshed—their officers and crews. Finally, on the 10th, the news was made public of the torpedoing, by British aircraft, of the battleship Richelieu, at anchor in Dakar roads. In London the official communiqués and the newspapers tended to present this series of aggressions as a sort of naval victory. It was clear that, in the British government and Admiralty, the fear caused by the danger they were in, the stale reek of an old naval rivalry, the resentments accumulated since the beginning of the Battle of France and brought to the point of paroxysm with the armistice concluded by Vichy, had exploded in one of those dark bursts by which the repressed instinct of this people sometimes smashes all barriers.

It had never, though, been likely that the French fleet would of itself open hostilities against the British. Ever since my arrival in London I had stressed this, both to the British government and to the Admiralty. Besides, it was certain that Darlan, quite apart from all the obvious patriotic motives, would not of his own accord go and surrender to the Germans his own wealth—the Navy—as long as it was under his control. At bottom, if Darlan and his advisers renounced the chance of playing the magnificent part offered them by events and becoming the last resort of France at a time when, in contrast to the Army, the fleet was intact, it was because they thought they were certain of keeping their ships. Lord Lloyd, the British Minister for Colonies, and Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord, when they came to Bordeaux on June 18, had obtained from Darlan his word of honor that our ships would not be handed over. Pétain and Baudouin, for their part, had given formal undertakings. Lastly, contrary to what the British and American agencies had at first suggested, the terms of the armistice included no direct provision entitling the Germans to lay hands on the French fleet.

On the other hand it must be recognized that, faced by the capitulation of the Bordeaux authorities and the prospect of future flinchings on their part, England might well fear that the enemy would one day manage to gain control of our fleet. In that case Great Britain would have been mortally menaced. In spite of the pain and anger into which I and my companions were plunged by the tragedy of Mers-el-Kébir, by the behavior of the British, and by the way they gloried in it, I considered that the saving of France ranked above everything, even above the fate of her ships, and that our duty was still to go on with the fight.

I expressed myself frankly about this on July 8, in a broadcast. The British government, on the advice of its Minister of Information, Mr. Duff Cooper, was clever enough, and elegant enough, to let me use the BBC microphone, however disagreeable for the British the terms of my statement may have been.

But it was a terrible blow to our hopes. It at once showed in the recruitment of volunteers. Many of those, military or civilian, who were preparing to join us turned on their heels then. In addition, the attitude adopted towards us by the authorities in the French Empire and by the naval and military elements guarding it changed for the most part from hesitation to opposition. Vichy, of course, did not fail to exploit the event to the utmost. The consequences were destined to be grave as regards the rallying of the African territories.

Still, we resumed our task. On July 13 I went so far as to announce, “Frenchmen! Realize this! You have still a fighting army.” On July 14, in Whitehall, in the midst of a deeply moved crowd, I reviewed our first detachments and then went at their head to place a Tricolor wreath at the foot of the statue of Marshal Foch. On July 21, at my request, several of our airmen took part in a bombardment of the Ruhr, and I announced that the Free French had resumed the fight. Meanwhile all our troops, in accordance with an idea put forward by d’Argenlieu, adopted as their badge the Cross of Lorraine. On August 24, King George VI came to visit our little army. To see it, one could well believe that “the stump of the blade” would be toughly tempered. But God! how short it was!

At the end of July the number of our effectives was barely seven thousand. That was all we would be able to recruit in Great Britain itself: those French troops who had not joined us had now been repatriated. With great difficulty we were recovering the arms and matériel they had left behind, seized often either by the English or by other allies. As for the ships, we were only able to man some of them, and it was heartbreaking to see the others sailing under a foreign flag. Little by little, in spite of everything, our first units took shape, equipped with an odd assortment of weapons, but formed of resolute men.

These were, in fact, of that strong type to which the fighting men of the French resistance, wherever they might be, were bound to belong. A taste for risk and adventure pushed to the pitch of art for art’s sake, a contempt for the cowardly and the indifferent, a tendency to melancholy and so to quarreling during the periods without danger, giving place to an ardent cohesion in action, a national pride sharpened to its extreme by their country’s ill fortune and by contact with well-equipped allies, and, above all, a sovereign confidence in the strength and cunning of their own conspiracy—such were the psychological characteristics of this elite, which started from nothing and was to grow, gradually, until it drew after it the whole nation and the whole of the Empire.

While we were trying to forge some forces of our own, the need to define our relations with the British government became imperative. The British government was indeed ready for this, not so much from a taste for juridical definitions as from its desire to see a practical settlement, in His Majesty’s territory, of the rights and obligations of those sympathetic but somewhat disconcerting people, the Fighting French.

From the very beginning I had let Mr. Churchill know of my intention to promote, if possible, the formation of a National Committee to direct our war effort. To help towards this, the British government made public two statements on June 23. The first denied that the Bordeaux government possessed independence. The second took note of the proposal to form a French National Committee and expressed, in advance, the intention of recognizing it and dealing with it on all matters relative to the carrying-on of the war. On June 25 the British government issued a communiqué acknowledging the will to resist shown by several high authorities of the French Empire and offering them its assistance. Then, as no response came from any quarter, the London Cabinet found itself once more face to face with General de Gaulle alone, and took the decision, on June 28, to recognize him publicly as “leader of the Free French.”

It was therefore in this capacity that I opened the necessary conversations with the Prime Minister and the Foreign Office. The point of departure was a memorandum which I had myself sent to Mr. Churchill and to Lord Halifax on June 26. The result was the agreement of August 7, 1940. Several clauses to which I attached importance gave rise to delicate bargaining between the negotiators: Mr. Strang, on behalf of our allies, Professor René Cassin on ours.

Bearing in mind, on the one hand, the hypothesis that the fortunes of war might bring England to a compromise peace, and considering, on the other, that the British might perhaps be tempted by this or that overseas possession of ours, I insisted that Great Britain should guarantee the re-establishment of the frontiers of Metropolitan France and of the French Empire. The English in the end consented to promise “the integral restoration of the independence and greatness of France,” but without any commitment as regards the integrity of our territories.

Although I was convinced that given the proportion between the resources, the joint military operations, on land, on sea, and in the air, should normally be directed by British commanders, I reserved for myself in all cases the “supreme command” of the French forces and accepted for them only “the general directives of the British High Command.” In this way their purely national character was established. I also had it laid down—not without objections on the part of the British—that in no case would the volunteers “bear arms against France.” That did not mean that they were never to fight against Frenchmen. The contrary, alas, had to be foreseen, Vichy being what it was and not being—far from it—France. But the clause aimed at guaranteeing that Allied military action, with which our own was merged, should not, even when it came up against the forces of official France, be used against the real France and injure its patrimony or its interests.

Although the expenses relating to the forces of Free France were bound, under the agreement, to fall provisionally upon the British government, seeing that at the start we had no financial resources, I insisted on having it formulated that these were only advances, to be repaid one day, account being taken of what we furnished in return. The complete repayment did in fact take place, even before the end of the war, so that on balance our war effort remains in no way a charge upon England.

Finally, in spite of the thirst for tonnage by which—all too legitimately—the British were devoured, we made them agree, with some difficulty, that a “permanent liaison” should be established between their services and ours to settle “the use to be made of French merchant ships and their crews.”

It was at Chequers that Churchill and I signed the document together.

The August 7 agreement had considerable importance for Free France, not only because it got us out of immediate material difficulties, but also because the British authorities, having now an official basis for their relations with us, no longer hesitated to make things easier for us. Above all, the whole world knew that a new beginning of Franco-British solidarity had been made in spite of everything. The consequences soon made themselves felt in certain territories of the Empire and among the French residents abroad. But in addition other states, when they saw Great Britain proceeding to a beginning of recognition, took some steps in the same direction. This happened, first of all, with the refugee governments in England, who possessed, no doubt, little in the way of forces but had retained their international representation and influence.

For in the case of each of the European nations submerged by Hitler’s armies the state had carried its independence and sovereignty across to free shores. It was to be the same for those whose territory was later occupied likewise by Germany or Italy. Not one government consented to submit to the invader’s yoke, not a single one except, alas, that which called itself the government of France and yet had under its control a vast Empire guarded by large forces and one of the principal navies of the world!

In the course of the disasters of June, Great Britain had seen arrive upon her soil the sovereigns and Ministers of Norway, Holland, and Luxembourg, then the President of the Polish Republic and the Polish Ministers, and, after some delay, the Belgian Cabinet. The Czechoslovaks were busy organizing themselves. The King of Albania was making certain contacts. It was from both generous and interested motives that England offered hospitality to these refugee states. However denuded they might be, they had always something left. Several of them brought the gold and foreign exchange of their banks. The Dutch had Indonesia and a by no means negligible fleet; the Belgians had the Congo; the Poles a small army; the Norwegians, a good many merchant ships; the Czechs—or more exactly Beneš—intelligence networks in Central and Eastern Europe and active American relations. Moreover, England did not exactly suffer in prestige by appearing as the last rampart of the old world in ruin.

To these exiles, Free France, which had nothing, was an interesting experiment. But it above all attracted the most anxious and the most unhappy among them, such as the Poles and the Czechs. In their eyes, we who remained faithful to the traditions of France represented, by that very fact, a hope and a pole of attraction. In particular Sikorski and Beneš, suspicious though they were in the midst of the intrigues and susceptibilities which complicated their plight, established constant and sustained relations with me. Perhaps never better than at the bottom of that gulf have I felt what the vocation of France meant to the world.

While we endeavored to obtain for France the beginnings of an international hearing, I was trying to get going the embryo of a political machinery and administration. Almost unknown and wholly without resources as I was, it would have been ridiculous of me to call the elementary organization which I was forming around me a “government.” Besides, although I was convinced that Vichy would go on from fall to fall till it reached total degradation, and although I had proclaimed the illegitimacy of a regime which existed at the enemy’s discretion, I wished to avoid prejudicing the possibility of the state machinery being recast in the mold of war, should the occasion ever present itself. And so I refrained as long as possible from setting up, even as a matter of terminology, anything which might in any circumstances embarrass the regrouping of the state. All I had suggested to the holders of authority in the Empire was that they should unite for its defense. Then, when their failure had been verified, I decided that I myself would form, as soon as possible, a simple National Committee.

It was necessary, however, that some sufficiently representative people of eminence should be willing to support me. During the first days certain optimists thought these could easily be found. From hour to hour it was announced that such and such a well-known politician, famous general, or revered academician had passed through Lisbon or landed at Liverpool. But the denial soon followed. Even in London, with few exceptions, those well-known Frenchmen who happened to be there, whether on service or by chance, did not join Free France. Many had themselves repatriated. Some stayed where they were but professed obedience to Vichy. As to those who took sides against the capitulation, some organized their life in exile on their own, either in England or in the United States, others placed themselves at the service of the British or American government. The “proved men” who ranged themselves under my banner were few.

“You are in the right!” I was told, for instance, by M. Corbin, the French ambassador. “I who have devoted the best part of my career to the cause of the Franco-British alliance have taken sides openly by sending in my resignation the very next day after your appeal. But I’m an old civil servant. For forty years I’ve lived and worked within a regular framework. Outlawry is too much for me.”

“You are wrong,” M. Jean Monnet wrote to me, “to set up an organization which might appear in France as though created under the protection of England…. I wholly share your determination to prevent France from abandoning the struggle…. But London is not the place from which the effort at insurrection can start.”

“I must go back to France,” M. René Mayer let it be known, “in order not to separate my fate from that of the people of my religion who are going to be persecuted there.”

“You have my approval,” M. Bret assured me. “As for me, whether in France or in the Empire, I shall do all I can to help the recovery of France.”

“We are going to America,” I was informed by M. André Maurois, M. Henri Bonnet, and M. de Kérillis. “That is where, indeed, we shall be able to be of most use to you.”

“I have been appointed consul-general at Shanghai,” M. Roland de Margerie announced to me, “and I am passing through London not to join you but to reach China. I shall serve the interests of France there, as you are doing here.”

On the other hand, M. Pierre Cot, overcome by what had happened, begged me to use him at no matter what task, “even sweeping the staircase.” But he was too conspicuous for that to be desirable.

All in all, whatever the reasons for it, this well-nigh general abstention of Frenchmen of note certainly did not heighten the credit of my enterprise. I had to put off the formation of my Committee till later. The fewer eminent people came, the fewer wished to come.

Some, however, were immediately at my side, and brought to the duties which they assumed extempore an ardor and an energy thanks to which, in spite of everything, the ship was launched and proved seaworthy. Professor Cassin was my assistant—and what a valuable one!—with regard to all those agreements and other documents upon which, starting from nothing, our internal and external structure was established. Antoine had to run the administration of our first civilian services, a thankless task in that period of improvisation. Lapie, Escarra, and then Hackin—the latter doomed soon to perish at sea, together with his wife, while on a mission—kept in touch with the various departments of the Foreign Office and with the European governments in exile. They also made contact with the Frenchmen resident abroad to whom I had appealed. Pleven and Denis had charge of our minute finances and worked on the conditions under which the colonies could live when they rallied to us. Maurice Schumann acted as the spokesman of Free France on the radio. Massip studied the press and kept it informed about us. Bingen settled with our allies the use of French merchant shipping and seamen.

On the strictly military side, Muselier assisted by d’Argenlieu, Magrin-Verneret by Koenig, and Pijeaud by Rancourt, organized, respectively, the various naval, land, and air units. Morin was in charge of supply. Tissier, Dewavrin, and Hettier de Boislambert formed my staff. Geoffroy de Courcel acted as my chef de cabinet, aide-de-camp, interpreter, and—often—wise adviser. Such were the members of that “entourage” which opposing propaganda denounced as a collection of traitors, mercenaries, and adventurers. But they, exalted by the grandeur of the task, stuck to me for better and for worse.

To the British services, whose cooperation was then indispensable to us, our affairs were presented by General Spears. He did so with a tenacity and a dexterity of which it is my duty to say that they were, at these harsh early stages, more than valuable—essential. Yet even he did not find things at all easy on the British side. The conventionality of the official hierarchies made them distrust this man who, as Member of Parliament, officer, businessman, diplomat, and author, belonged to many categories at once without becoming classifiable in any of them. But to speed up routine he brought into play his intelligence, the fear inspired by his biting sallies of wit, and, lastly, the charm he knew how to display on occasion. In addition, he had for France, which he knew as well as a foreigner can know her, a sort of uneasy, dominating love.

At a time when so many others considered my enterprise an encumbering adventure, Spears had immediately understood its nature and its scope. It was with ardor that he had taken up his mission to deal with Free France and its leader. But his wish to serve them only made him the more jealous of them. If he approved of their independence towards all the others, he resented it painfully when it rose up before him. That is why, in spite of all that he did to help us at the start, General Spears was destined one day to turn away from our enterprise and to begin fighting against it. In the passion he brought to this, was there not regret at not having been able to lead it and sadness at having left it?

But at its birth Free France did not yet meet with the kind of adversaries which success arouses. It merely struggled among the afflictions which are the lot of the weak. My assistants and I worked in St. Stephen’s House on the Embankment, in a flat furnished with a few tables and chairs. Later the British administration placed at our disposal a more convenient building in Carlton Gardens, and there our principal center was installed. There it was that the daily wave of disappointment broke upon us. But there, too, the flood of encouragements came to raise us above our normal level.

For testimony was flowing in from France. By the most ingenious routes, sometimes with the connivance of the censors, simple people were sending us letters and messages. For instance, that photograph taken on July 14 in the Place de l’Etoile as the Germans arrived there, showing a group of women and men, sunk in grief, around the tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and sent on July 19 with these words: “De Gaulle! we have heard you. Now we shall wait for you!” Or again, that picture of a grave covered with innumerable flowers put there by passers-by—the grave was that of my mother, who had died at Paimpont on July 16, offering up her sufferings to God for the salvation of the country and her son’s mission.

And so we were able to measure the resonance our refusal to accept the defeat was arousing in the recesses of the people. At the same time we had proof that, all over the country, people were listening to the London broadcasts, and that through them a powerful means of war was at our disposal. Indeed, the French who resided abroad returned the same echo of the national feeling. Many placed themselves in contact with me, as I had asked them to do, and formed groups to help Free France. Malglaive and Guéritte in London, Houdry and Jacques de Sieyès in the United States, Soustelle in Mexico, Baron de Benoist at Cairo, Godard at Teheran, Guérin in the Argentine, Rendu in Brazil, Piraud in Chile, Géraud Jouve at Constantinople, Victor at Delhi, Levay at Calcutta, Barbé at Tokyo, and others, took the first initiatives in this respect. I could soon be certain that in spite of pressure from the Vichy authorities, of the calumnies of their propaganda, and of the weakness of a great many, it was to Free France that the people turned what remained to it of pride and hope. The thought of what this supreme appeal from the nation laid upon me has never left me since then for an instant in all I have had to undertake and to endure.

In England itself the Free French were surrounded by esteem and sympathy. The King, first of all, was quick to give proof of these. Each of the members of his family did the same. The Ministers and authorities, for their part, lost no opportunity of expressing their good wishes. But it would be impossible to imagine the generous kindness which the English people everywhere showed towards us. All sorts of charities were formed to help our volunteers. The people who came to offer us their services, their time, and their money could not be counted. Every time I had to appear in public, it was in the midst of the most comforting demonstrations. When the London papers announced that Vichy was condemning me to death and confiscating my property, quantities of jewels were left at Carlton Gardens anonymously and dozens of unknown widows sent their wedding rings in order that the gold might serve the work of General de Gaulle.

It should be said that a tense atmosphere enveloped England at that time. The German offensive was expected from one moment to the next, and, faced by this prospect, everyone entrenched himself in exemplary steadfastness. It was a truly admirable sight to see each Englishman behaving as if the safety of the country depended on his own conduct. This universal feeling of responsibility seemed the more moving because in reality everything was going to depend on the air force.

If ever the enemy managed, indeed, to seize the mastery of the sky, England would be done for! The fleet, bombarded from the air, would not prevent the German convoys from crossing the North Sea. The army, whose strength was a bare dozen divisions sorely tried by the Battle of France and without equipment, would be incapable of beating back the troops that had been landed. After which the large German units would have little trouble in occupying the whole land, in spite of the local resistance organized by the Home Guard. Certainly the King and the government would have left for Canada in time. But the well-informed whispered the names of politicians, bishops, writers, and businessmen who, in this event, would come to terms with the Germans to assure, under their thumb, the administration of the country.

But those were speculations which did not touch the mass of the people. The British as a whole were getting ready to fight to the bitter end. Each man and each woman joined the network of defense. Everything to do with the building of shelters, the distribution of weapons, tools, and implements, work in the factories and fields, services, duties, and rationing left nothing to be desired as regards ardor and discipline. The only thing lacking was equipment, in this country which, like ours, had long neglected to take precautions. But everything went on as if the English intended to make up by devotion for whatever they lacked. Humor, too, was not lacking. One newspaper cartoon showed the formidable German army already in Great Britain, but held up on the road, with its tanks, its guns, its regiments, and its generals, in front of a wooden barrier. A notice indicated, in fact, that to pass it one must pay a penny. Not having received from the Germans all the required pennies, the Englishman in charge of the toll-gate, a little old man, courteous but inflexible, was refusing to raise the barrier, in spite of the indignation which ran the whole length of the invaders’ monstrous column.

Meanwhile, at the alert on its airdromes, the Royal Air Force was ready. Among the people many, in their desire to emerge from an almost unbearable tension, went so far as to say out loud that they wished the enemy would risk the attack. Foremost among them, Mr. Churchill found the waiting hard to bear. I can still see him at Chequers, one August day, raising his fists towards the sky as he cried, “So they won’t come!” “Are you in such a hurry,” I said to him, “to see your towns smashed to bits?” “You see,” he replied, “the bombing of Oxford, Coventry, Canterbury, will cause such a wave of indignation in the United States that they’ll come into the war!”

I expressed some doubt about that, reminding him that two months earlier the distress of France had not made America emerge from her neutrality. “That’s because France was collapsing!” stated the Prime Minister. “Sooner or later the Americans will come, but on condition that we here don’t flinch. That’s why I can’t think of anything but the fighter air force.” He added, “You see, I was right to refuse it to you at the end of the Battle of France. If today it was destroyed, all would be lost for you, as well as for us.” “But,” said I in my turn, “the intervention of your fighters, if on the contrary that had happened, might perhaps have given new life to the alliance and brought about, in France, the continuation of the war in the Mediterranean. In that case the British would be less threatened and the Americans more tempted to engage themselves in Europe and in Africa.”

Mr. Churchill and I agreed modestly in drawing from the events which had smashed the West this commonplace but final conclusion: when all is said and done, Great Britain is an island; France, the cape of a continent; America, another world.






Chapter Four [image: ] AFRICA


By August, Free France had some resources, the beginnings of an organization, a certain popularity. I had to make use of them at once.

In other respects, I may have been assailed by perplexities, but there was no doubt in my mind as to the immediate action to be undertaken. Hitler had managed to win the first round, in Europe. But the second was about to begin, and it would be on a world scale. One day the opportunity might come of winning a decision where one was possible—that is to say, on the soil of the old Continent. Meanwhile it was in Africa that we French must continue the struggle. The course into which I had tried in vain, a few weeks before, to draw the government and High Command was the one I naturally intended to follow, as soon as I found that all that had remained in the war—of both of them—was embodied in me.

In the vast spaces of Africa, France could in fact re-create for herself an army and a sovereignty, while waiting for the entry of fresh allies at the side of the old ones to reverse the balance of forces. When that happened Africa, being within reach of the peninsulas of Italy, the Balkans, and Spain, would offer an excellent base for the return to Europe, and it would be French. What was more, the national liberation, if accomplished one day thanks to the forces of the Empire, would establish links of solidarity between Metropolitan France and the overseas territories. If, on the contrary, the war were to end without the Empire having made any effort to save the mother country, that would be the end, without a doubt, of the work of France in Africa.

It was also to be foreseen that the Germans would carry the war across the Mediterranean, either to cover Europe, or to acquire some territory there, or to help their Italian associates—and possibly Spanish ones too—to increase theirs. Indeed, there was fighting going on already. The Axis aimed at reaching Suez. If we remained passive in Africa, our adversaries would sooner or later annex some of our possessions, while our allies would be led to lay hands, in the course of operations, on such of our territories as were necessary to their strategy.

To take part in the Battle of Africa with French forces and territories was to bring back, as it were, a fragment of France into the war. It was to defend her possessions directly against the enemy. It was, as far as possible, to deflect England—and perhaps one day America—from the temptation to make sure of them on their own account, for their fighting needs and for their advantage. It was, lastly, to wrench Free France free from exile and install her in full sovereignty on national territory.

But where should we start upon Africa? I could expect nothing positive in the immediate future from the Algeria-Morocco-Tunisia block. It was true that at first many messages of adhesion from municipalities, associations, officers’ messes, and bodies of ex-servicemen had been addressed to me. But resignation had come quickly, while at the same time penalties and censorship were extending, and the tragedy of Mers-el-Kébir stifled the last schemes of resistance. On the spot, too, it was realized, with a certain “cowardly relief,” that the armistice left North Africa outside the occupation. French authority was visibly maintained there in a military and unequivocal form which reassured the French residents and yet did not displease the Moslems. Lastly, certain aspects of what Vichy called “the national revolution”—the appeal to men of substance, the importance given to administration, the parades of ex-servicemen, the display of anti-Semitism—answered to many people’s inclinations. In short, without ceasing to imagine that North Africa might one day “do something,” people were settling down to wait and see. No spontaneous movement in the interior was to be counted on. As for seizing power there by an action coming from outside, obviously I could not think of it.

Colored Africa presented quite other possibilities. In the first days of Free France the demonstrations which occurred at Dakar, Saint-Louis, Ouagadougou, Abidjan, Konakry, Lomé, Duala, Brazzaville, and Tananarive, and the messages which reached me from those places, showed that for these new territories where the spirit of enterprise was dominant the continuation of the war appeared self-evident. No doubt the attitude of resignation finally adopted by Noguès, the unfavorable impression produced by the Oran affair, and the activity of Boisson (at first Governor-General of Equatorial Africa and then High Commissioner at Dakar) who dissipated in ambiguity the enthusiasm of those under his rule, had diminished the seething of the Africans. Still, the fire was smoldering in most of our colonies.

It was chiefly in the block of our Equatorial territories that prospects were opening. In the Cameroons especially, the movement of opposition to the armistice extended to all classes. The population, both French and native, of this active and lively country was indignant at the capitulation. Indeed, no doubt was felt there that the victory of Hitler would bring back the German domination suffered before the First World War. General emotion was caused when tracts were passed round in which some of the former German colonists, who had retired not long before to the Spanish island of Fernando Po, announced their imminent return to positions and plantations. A committee of action had set itself up under M. Mauclère, the director of public works, and had given me its adherence. It was true that the Governor-General, Brunot, bewildered by the turn of events, was refusing to take sides. But it was possible to suppose that a resolute intervention from outside would bring the solution.

In the Chad conditions seemed better still. The Governor, Félix Eboué, had reacted immediately in favor of resistance. This man of intelligence and heart, this colored man so ardently French, this humanist philosopher, revolted with his whole being against the submission of France and the triumph of Nazi racial intolerance. From the moment of my first call, Eboué, in agreement with Laurentie, his secretary-general, had made his decision in principle. The French elements and the population inclined to the same side. For many, after all, the promptings of courage were also those of reason. The soldiers, who were at their posts, in contact with Italian Libya, kept the war spirit intact and longed for the reinforcements which de Gaulle might bring them. The French civil servants and traders, like the African chieftains, thought anxiously of what would become of the economic life of the Chad if its normal market, British Nigeria, were suddenly closed to it. Informed of this situation by Eboué himself, I telegraphed him on July 16. He sent me in reply a detailed report, announcing his intention to join us publicly, explaining the conditions governing the defense and the life of the territory which France had entrusted to him to guard, and finally asking what I was in a position to do to make it possible for him to carry out his responsibilities under the Cross of Lorraine.

In the Congo the situation appeared more obscure. Boisson, the Governor-General, had resided at Brazzaville up to the middle of July. Then, having installed himself at Dakar but reserving a right of supervision over the whole Equatorial block, he had left there as his successor General Husson, an estimable soldier but prisoner of a mistaken notion of discipline. Husson, in spite of the grief into which the disaster had plunged him, would certainly not free himself from obedience to Vichy. In Ubangi, where many elements were opting for resistance, the issue depended solely on the attitude of the Congo. On the other hand, in the Gabon, an old and conventional colony traditionally inclined to regard itself as distinct from the other territories of the group, certain circles maintained an enigmatic reserve.

Reviewing the situation of Colored French Africa, I resolved to attempt first of all, and with the shortest possible delay, to rally the Equatorial block. I felt sure that the operation would not require a real engagement of forces, except probably in the Gabon. Next, if this first undertaking was a success, I would venture on action in West Africa. But that was an undertaking I could not think of starting on except with prolonged effort and considerable resources.

The first problem was to go for Fort-Lamy, Duala, and Brazzaville. The whole thing would have to be done at one blow and without loosening grip. For Vichy, having control of the ships, aircraft, and troops at Dakar, and being able, at need, to call on the forces in Morocco and even on the fleet at Toulon, had all the resources required for intervening rapidly. Admiral Platon had indeed been sent by Pétain and Darlan to the Gabon and the Cameroons on a tour of inspection, and had influenced certain military and civilian elements in Vichy’s favor. I therefore hurried things on. Lord Lloyd, the British Minister for Colonies, to whom I outlined my plan, understood very well its importance, especially in regard to the security of the British possessions—Nigeria, the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone, and Gambia. He gave his governors the instructions I desired, and, when the day came, placed an airplane at my disposal to transport my team of “missionaries” from London to Lagos.

These were Pleven, Parant, and Hettier de Boislambert. They would be required to settle with Eboué, the Governor, the conditions under which the Chad was to join us, and to carry out, with the help of Mauclère and his committee, the coup d’état in Duala. Just as they were leaving I was able to add to the team a fourth, whose efficiency the future was to show. This was Captain de Hauteclocque. He had just arrived from France through Spain, with his head bandaged, having been wounded in Champagne, and pretty tired. He came to report to me, and when I saw what sort of a man I was dealing with I settled his destination at once. It should be the Equator. He had just time to assemble his kit, and under the name of Commandant Leclerc flew off with the others.

But while hoisting the Cross of Lorraine over the Chad and the Cameroons it would also be necessary to rally to us the three colonies of the Lower Congo, Ubangi, and Gabon, and this would mean, essentially, seizing Brazzaville, the capital of Equatorial Africa, the seat and symbol of authority. This was the task I assigned to Colonel de Larminat. That brilliant and keen officer was then in Cairo. At the end of June, as chief of staff of the French Army of the Middle East, he had attempted, without success, to persuade his chief, General Mittelhauser, to continue the struggle, and then had himself organized the departure for Palestine of those elements who did not accept the armistice. But Mittelhauser had succeeded in making them turn back—helped, indeed, by General Wavell, the British commander-in-chief in the Middle East, who was afraid that this exodus might, all in all, bring him more troubles than advantages. Only a few fractions had perservered and reached the British zone. Larminat had been arrested but had escaped. After making his way to Jibuti, he there seconded General Legentilhomme in his vain efforts to keep the French Somali Coast in the war, and then retired to Egypt.

There the order to proceed to London reached him. But on his way he received the further order to proceed to Léopoldville. In the Belgian Congo he met with discreet but determined support from the Governor-General, Ryckmans, with sympathy from public opinion, and, lastly, with active support from the French citizens established in that territory, who were morally grouped together under Dr. Staub. According to my instructions, Larminat was to prepare—from one bank of the Congo to the other—his establishment in Brazzaville and to coordinate action over the whole Equatorial block.

When all was ready, Larminat, Pleven, Leclerc, and Boislambert, together with Commandant d’Ornano, who had come from the Chad by devious ways, met at Lagos. Sir Bernard Bourdillon, the Governor-General of Nigeria, gave the Free French his active and intelligent support on this occasion, as he was always to do. It was agreed that the Chad should join us to begin with. Next day the Duala business would be carried out. The day after that, that of Brazzaville.

On August 26, at Fort-Lamy, Eboué, the Governor, and Colonel Marchand, who commanded the troops in the territory, solemnly proclaimed that the Chad was joining General de Gaulle. Pleven had arrived the day before by air, to ratify the event in my name. I announced it myself in a broadcast from London and held up the Chad as an example to the Empire.

On the 27th Leclerc and Boislambert succeeded brilliantly with the coup de main in the Cameroons, as planned. And yet they had set out with minute resources. I had at first hoped to obtain for them a military detachment, which would make things easier. We had discovered in a camp in England a thousand colored sharpshooters, who had been sent from the Ivory Coast during the Battle of France to reinforce certain Colonial units, and, having arrived too late, were stationed in England, awaiting repatriation. I had agreed with the British that the detachment should go to Accra, where Commandant Parant was to take command of it. It was legitimate to suppose that the return of these colored troops to Africa would not alarm Vichy. As it turned out, they were landed on the Gold Coast. But they looked so fine that the British officers could not refrain from incorporating them in their own troops. Leclerc and Boislambert, therefore, had at their disposal only a handful of soldiers and a few colonists who were refugees from Duala. Even so, just as they were leaving Victoria, they received from General Giffard, the British commander-in-chief, who had suddenly begun to fear the consequences of the operation, an order forbidding them to carry it out. In full agreement with me—I had telegraphed them that they must act on their own—they disregarded it and, thanks to the understanding of the British at Victoria, left in native canoes for Duala.

The small band arrived there in the course of the night. A certain number of Gaullists, who had hastened to the house of Dr. Mauze at the first signal, received it as arranged. Leclerc, having become, as by enchantment, colonel and governor, simply occupied the Palais du Gouvernement. Next day, escorted by two companies of the Duala garrison, he arrived by train at Yaunde, where the authorities were. The “transmission” of powers took place there painlessly.

At Brazzaville the business was equally well managed. On August 28, at the appointed time, Commandant Delange proceeded to the Palais du Gouvernement at the head of his battalion and invited the Governor-General, Husson, to yield. He did so without resistance, though not without protest. The garrison, civil servants, colonists, and natives, whose opinion had for the most part been settled in advance under the influence of Médecin-Général Sicé, the Intendant Souques, Colonel of Artillery Serres, and Air Lieutenant-Colonel Carretier, accepted the fact with joy. General de Larminat crossed the Congo and immediately took over, in my name, the functions of High Commissioner of French Equatorial Africa, with civil and military powers. The same boat which had brought him returned to Léopoldville with General Husson on board.

As for Ubangi, de Saint-Mart, the Governor, who was only waiting for that, telegraphed his adhesion as soon as he was notified of what had happened at Brazzaville. However, the commander of the troops and certain military elements shut themselves up in their barracks and threatened to fire on the town. But Larminat at once came to Bangui by airplane and brought these honestly misled men back to their duty. A few officers were nonetheless segregated and sent at their own request to West Africa.

And so the greater part of the Equatorial Africa-Cameroons block was attached to Free France without a drop of blood having been shed. Only the Gabon remained detached from the whole. And yet this colony also nearly joined us. At Libreville on August 29 the Governor, Masson, when advised by Larminat of the change of authority, had replied by telegraphing his adhesion. At the same time he publicly proclaimed that the territory was joining us and notified the commander of the troops.

But at Dakar the Vichy authorities had reacted quickly. Under orders from them, the naval commander at Libreville, who had a sloop, a submarine, and several small craft, opposed the Governor and announced the arrival of a squadron. M. Masson then changed his attitude and declared that the decision of the Gabon to join Free France had been the result of a misunderstanding. A naval flying-boat, coming and going between Libreville and Dakar, deported to West Africa those men of note who had “compromised” themselves and brought to the Gabon officials devoted to Vichy. The situation had been reversed. A hostile enclave, difficult for us to reduce because it gave on the sea, was thus created within the block of the Equatorial territories. To take advantage of it, Vichy sent to Libreville Air Force General Têtu, with the title of Governor-General of Equatorial Africa and with instructions to re-establish authority all over it. At the same time several Glenn Martin bombers landed on the airdrome, and General Têtu put it about that they were only the advance guard of what would soon follow.

Yet on the whole the result was favorable. I drew from it the hope that the second part of the plan for rallying Colored Africa would likewise succeed.

To tell the truth, this new phase bid fair to be much more arduous. In West Africa the established authority was strongly centralized and, what was more, closely linked with that of North Africa. The military resources there were still considerable. The fortress of Dakar, well armed, equipped with modern works and batteries, supported by several squadrons of aircraft and serving as the base for a naval squadron, including in particular some submarines and the powerful Richelieu, whose officers’ one dream had been vengeance since the British torpedoes had damaged the ship, constituted a redoubtable defensive and offensive entity. Finally, Governor-General Boisson was a man of energy, whose ambition—greater than his discernment—had made him choose to play on the Vichy side. He proved it as soon as he reached Dakar in the middle of July, by imprisoning Louveau, the administrator-in-chief of the Upper Volta, who had proclaimed the adherence of that territory to Free France.

With our resources as they were, therefore, I could not think of tackling the place direct. Besides, I considered it essential to avoid a large-scale collision. Not that—alas—I indulged in illusions about the possibility of achieving the liberation of the country without blood ever being shed between Frenchmen. But at such a moment and on that particular ground, for us to engage in a big battle would, whatever its outcome, have gravely diminished our chances. The course of the Dakar affair cannot be understood if it is not realized that that was the conviction which dominated my mind.

My initial plan therefore ruled out direct attack. The idea was to land at a great distance from the fortress a resolute column, which would proceed towards the objective, rallying, as it went, the territories through which it passed and the elements which it encountered. One might hope that in this way the forces of Free France, growing by contagion, would reach Dakar by land. Konakry was the place where I thought of landing the troops. From there one would have the use of a continuous railway and road for the march on the capital of West Africa. But, to prevent the Dakar naval squadron from annihilating the expedition, it was necessary for this to be covered from the sea. I was bound to ask the British fleet for this cover.

I had confided what I had in mind to Mr. Churchill in the last days of July. He gave me no positive answer straightaway, but sometime afterwards invited me to come and see him. I found him, on August 6, as usual, in that large room in Downing Street which is used, by tradition, both as the Prime Minister’s office and as the place where the government meets. On the enormous table which fills the room he had had some maps laid out, before which he paced up and down, talking with animation.

“We must,” he said to me, “together gain control of Dakar. For you it is capital. For if the business goes well, it means that large French forces are brought back into the war. It is very important for us. For to be able to use Dakar as a base would make a great many things easier in the hard Battle of the Atlantic. And so, having conferred with the Admiralty and the Chiefs of Staff, I am in a position to tell you that we are ready to assist in the expedition. We mean to assign to it a considerable naval force. But we would not be able to leave this force on the coast of Africa for long. The necessity of bringing it back to help in covering England, as well as in our operations in the Mediterranean, demands that we should do things very quickly. That is why we do not agree with your proposal for landing at Konakry and proceeding slowly across the bush—which would oblige us to keep our ships in the neighborhood for months. I have something else to propose to you.”

Then Mr. Churchill, coloring his eloquence with the most picturesque tints, set to work to paint for me the following picture: “Dakar wakes up one morning, sad and uncertain. But behold, by the light of the rising sun, its inhabitants perceive the sea, to a great distance, covered with ships. An immense fleet! A hundred war or transport vessels! These approach slowly, addressing messages of friendship by radio to the town, to the navy, to the garrison. Some of them are flying the Tricolor. The others are sailing under the British, Dutch, Polish, or Belgian colors. From this Allied force there breaks away an inoffensive small ship bearing the white flag of parley. It enters the port and disembarks the envoys of General de Gaulle. These are brought to the Governor. Their job is to convince him that if he lets you land the Allied fleet retires, and that nothing remains but to settle, between him and you, the terms of his cooperation. On the contrary, if he wants a fight, he has every chance of being crushed.”

And Mr. Churchill, brimming over with conviction, described and mimed, one by one, the scenes of the future, as they spurted up from his desire and his imagination.

“During this conversation between the Governor and your representatives, Free French and British aircraft are flying peacefully over the town, dropping friendly leaflets. The military and the civilians, among whom your agents are at work, are discussing passionately among themselves the advantages offered by an arrangement with you and the drawbacks presented, on the contrary, by a large-scale battle fought against those who, after all, are the allies of France. The Governor feels that, if he resists, the ground will give way under his feet. You will see that he will go on with the talks till they reach a satisfactory conclusion. Perhaps meanwhile he will wish, ‘for honor’s sake,’ to fire a few shots. But he will not go further. And that evening he will dine with you and drink to the final victory.”

Stripping Mr. Churchill’s idea of the seductive ornaments added to it by his eloquence, I recognized, on reflection, that it was based on certain solid data. Since the British could not divert important naval forces to the Equator for long, a direct operation was the only means to be envisaged for making myself master of Dakar. This, short of taking on the character of a full-dress attack, was bound to involve some mixture of persuasion and intimidation. At the same time I judged it probable that the British Admiralty would be led, one day or another, with or without the Free French, to settle the question of Dakar, where the existence of a great Atlantic base and the presence of the Richelieu could not fail to arouse in it both desire and uneasiness.

I concluded that, if we were present, there would be some chance of the operation’s becoming an adherence, though perhaps a forced one, to Free France. If, on the contrary, we abstained, the English would want, sooner or later, to operate on their own account. In this case the place would resist vigorously, using the fortress guns and the artillery of the Richelieu, while the Glenn Martin bombers, the Curtiss fighters, the submarines—very dangerous for ships which were not, at that time, provided with any means of detection—would hold any transport armada at their mercy. And even if Dakar, crushed by shellfire, were finally forced to surrender with its ruins and its wrecks to the British, there would be reason to fear that the operation would end to the detriment of French sovereignty.

After a short delay I returned to Mr. Churchill to tell him that I accepted his suggestion. I worked out the plan of action with Admiral Sir John Cunningham, who was to command the British squadron, and whom I was to find, during this painful affair, sometimes troublesome to work with, but an excellent sailor and a man of feeling. At the same time I organized the resources—very meager they were!—which we French would be able to engage in the enterprise. They consisted of three sloops—the Savorgnan de Brazza, the Commandant Duboc, and the Commandant Dominé—and two armed trawlers—the Vaillant and the Viking. There were also—on board two Dutch liners, the Pennland and Westerland, since we had none, at the time, that were French—a battalion of the Foreign Legion, a company of recruits, a company of marines, the personnel of a tank company, that of an artillery battery, and finally some embryo services: in all, a couple of thousand men. There were, in addition, the pilots of two air squadrons. There were, lastly, four French cargo boats—the Anadyr, Casamance, Fort-Lamy, and Nevada—carrying the heavy matériel: tanks, guns, Lysander, Hurricane, and Blenheim aircraft in cases, vehicles of various kinds, and some victuals.

As for the British, their squadron was not destined to include all the ships of which Mr. Churchill had spoken at first. It was finally composed of two old-fashioned battleships—the Barham and the Resolution—four cruisers, the aircraft carrier Ark Royal, some destroyers, and a tanker. In addition, three transports would bring, in case of need, two battalions of marines under the command of Brigadier Irwin, with apparatus for landing. On the other hand, a Polish brigade, which at first was to have taken part in the affair, had been dropped. It looked as if the General Staff, less convinced than the Prime Minister of the importance, or else of the chances, of the enterprise, had whittled down the resources envisaged at the start.

A few days before we set sail a bitter discussion was raised by the British about what, in case of success, I intended to do with a very important stock of gold which was at Bamako. This was bullion deposited there by the Bank of France on its own account and for the Belgian and Polish national banks. The reserves and deposits of the Bank of France had in fact, at the moment of the German invasion, been in part evacuated to Senegal, while another portion had been placed in safety in the vaults of the Federal Reserve Bank, and the balance was on its way to Martinique. Through blockade, across frontiers, between guard posts, the Bamako gold was being watched attentively by the Intelligence services of the various belligerents.

The Belgians and the Poles desired, very legitimately, that their share should be given to them, and I gave M. Spaak and M. Zaleski the appropriate assurances. But the British, who of course laid no claim to the ownership of any of it, intended nonetheless to use this gold as a means of paying directly for their purchases in America, alleging that they were doing so in the interests of the coalition. At this period, in fact, the United States was selling nothing to anybody that was not paid for in cash. In spite of the insistence of Spears, and even of his threat that I might see the British give up the expedition which had been agreed on, I rejected this claim. In the end it was conceded, as I had suggested from the first, that the French gold at Bamako should be used to cover only that part of the purchases in America which England would be obliged to make on behalf of Fighting France.
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