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For Hattie and Mark





My role as interpreter made me feel important, of course, but equally embarrassed, worried, and distressed.

—LOUIS GUILLOUX, Memory from age fourteen








PART I


LIBERATION











ONE



PLUMAUDAN





AT DAWN on November 24, 1944, the day after Thanksgiving, a two-and-a-half-ton American Army truck made its way from the Disciplinary Center at Le Mans to Plumaudan, Brittany. Its destination: an abandoned château down the road from the village church. The Army had chosen one of Plumaudan’s only imposing structures for the ceremony. Château la Vallée was a fourteenth-century manor house, deserted for years, with rickety stone walls and gaping holes where windows had been, a round tower, a lower square building facing the road into the village, and a courtyard the size of a baseball field.

There in the courtyard, a group of Military Police unloaded their kit: large pieces of wood, slats, steps, a crossbar for the rope. The sky over Plumaudan was relentlessly gray that Friday morning and it looked like it might never stop raining. There was a wet chill in the air, the kind that goes straight to your bones—a prelude to the coming winter, so bitter cold it would freeze the rivers.

The villagers awoke to the sounds of hammering. The mayor had received his instructions two weeks earlier. The citizens of Plumaudan were to be informed, but official attendance should be limited to authorities designated by the American Army. No photographs could be taken, the Americans had said, and the local press was to omit the name of the condemned man or his unit from any of its articles.

Thirty American soldiers had also received instructions. From units stationed all over Brittany and Normandy, from Caen to Morlaix, they were ordered to leave their posts for one day of temporary duty in a village located seven miles southwest of Dinan. They reported that Friday morning to the Commanding Officer, Seine Disciplinary Training Center. He arranged them in the courtyard, designating some as “official witnesses,” others as “authorized spectators.” It was only then that they learned what their duty was.

In one hour, an American soldier was going to hang. His name was James E. Hendricks. He was a black GI from a quartermaster battalion that had camped in a field in Le Percoul, a tiny farming hamlet up the hill from Plumaudan, back in August, only days after the town was liberated from the Nazis.

The soldiers who had been brought to observe knew little about the crime except that Hendricks had killed a local peasant. A court-martial had found him guilty and sentenced him to hang by the neck until dead. But they all knew the policy: GIs who committed crimes against French civilians were punished in the community where the crime occurred.

 

At 10:59 A.M., a cargo truck with its white U.S. ARMY stencil and flapping canvas top arrived in the courtyard, delivering the condemned man. General Prisoner James Hendricks was escorted by a procession of two guards and four officers to the platform on the gallows.

Hendricks was twenty-one years old, with round cheeks, gentle eyes, and dark brown skin that stood out next to his guards’ ruddy white faces. He wore his uniform, but his jacket had been stripped bare of the modest insignia that identified him as a private first class in the quartermaster battalion. He had killed Victor Bignon, a decorated World War I veteran and a respected farmer who sat on the Plumaudan town council. Madame Bignon and her daughter had kept to themselves since the trial, and rumors abounded in the village about what happened to them the night of the crime.

James Hendricks had been confined to the guardhouse in Saint-Vougay, in the western part of Brittany, since his sentencing. His closest contact there was with Lt. Robert Saunders, one of the Army’s few black Baptist chaplains. The task of preparing James Hendricks to die was one of the most difficult of Saunders’s Army career. Back in 1943, he had been attached to the same quartermaster battalion as Hendricks at Camp Van Dorn, Mississippi, a training camp for black GIs. The poor conditions at Camp Van Dorn had so appalled the forty-year-old chaplain that he tried to resign his commission. He understood, better than anyone, what Hendricks’s life had been like since he was drafted into the segregated Army. At Saint-Vougay the two men had prayed together on Thanksgiving. Now, on the gallows at Plumaudan, they were still side by side.

Saunders was not the only black man at Plumaudan on November 24. Three African American enlisted men from service units other than Hendricks’s had been ordered to attend the ceremony. It was lip service to the so-called “separate but equal” policy of Army segregation, which stipulated in the memorandum on hangings that there were to be black witnesses present along with the whites.

Hendricks’s own Army buddies were spared the gruesome privilege of seeing their comrade hang. The 3326th Quartermaster Truck Company, which had played a key role in Brittany by transporting the supplies crucial for winning the Brest campaign, had moved on to Belgium and Holland. With them was Hendricks’s commanding officer, Lt. Donald Tucker, who had testified in court to the young man’s fine behavior before the shooting. Hendricks’s defense counsel, and two officers from the court-martial who had requested that his death sentence be commuted to life in prison, were also in Belgium, en route to Germany.

 

After Hendricks’s feet were bound, the ceremony proper began. The commandant asked him the requisite question:

“Do you have a last statement to make before the order directing your execution is carried out?”

“No, sir.”

Chaplain Saunders began to recite the Twenty-third Psalm: “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul…”

The commandant interrupted the verse; it was time for Saunders to ask Hendricks his own official question, as dictated by the strict protocol of the hanging memorandum.

“Do you have a statement to make to me as Chaplain?”

“Thank you for what you’ve did for me,” James Hendricks answered. “Tell all the boys not to do what I did.”

 

Amidst the carnage of World War II, the spectacle at Plumaudan was a minor incident. Only a dozen men had been at James Hendricks’s trial. The crowd that came to watch him hang was small. Once they were gone, who would remember what he did, what happened to him, or what it meant? Ordinary crimes such as his are not part of the story of D-Day or the legacy of the Greatest Generation. They seem destined to fade in memory, then disappear forever. Except that one man could not forget. He was a Frenchman and writer named Louis Guilloux.

Guilloux was not at the ceremony on that rainy November day, but he knew more about Hendricks’s crime and punishment than anyone at Plumaudan. He had attended James Hendricks’s court-martial as an interpreter, translating the testimony of the French civilian witnesses into English for the Americans. He had witnessed many acts of war and occupation—cowardly acts and heroic ones—but these American military trials haunted him for decades. He remembered Hendricks’s story in all its details.

There were a few things people always liked to say about Louis Guilloux. He had a perfect ear for language, and a perfect sense of justice. His ear for language came through in the dialogue he wrote, and in his ability to translate. He spoke English beautifully, though he had only been in England once, as a boy.

His sense of justice was just as sharp. It didn’t have to do with ideology, but with a kind of lucidity about the world, about what mattered, what was fair and unfair. When Guilloux sensed an injustice, he wouldn’t let it rest. His friends still remember him, cradling a pipe in his left hand, tilting his head, his eyes sparkling with discernment. He didn’t care if you agreed with him or not. He liked to ask uncomfortable questions, and he wasn’t satisfied until he understood the answers, in all their complexity.

After a month working for military justice in the U.S. Army, Louis Guilloux began to sense that something was very wrong: “The guilty were always black,” he mused, “so much so that even the stupidest of men would have ended up asking himself how it was possible that there be so much crime on one side, and so much virtue on the other.”

Postwar Army statistics confirm Guilloux’s intuition. In an After Action Report, the Judge Advocate General’s Department revealed that seventy men were executed for capital crimes in the European Theater of Operations between 1943 and 1946. Fifty-five of them were African Americans. That’s 79 percent in an Army that was only 8.5 percent black.

Guilloux thought about it for twenty years, then he began to write. He had served as interpreter in four cases. He had seen six black GIs condemned to life in prison for rape and two more black GIs sentenced to hang for rape and murder. In his final trial, a white officer, on trial for murder, was acquitted. It took him twelve years of work and as many drafts to turn the memories of his time with the Americans into a novel. He concentrated on the trial of the black private James Hendricks, who was condemned to hang at Plumaudan, and the white officer George Whittington, whom the Army found innocent.

Although he wrote in French, Guilloux was always an interpreter at heart. He wanted the language and spirit of the GIs to be central to his story, so he gave his book a title in American English. He called it OK, Joe.









TWO



OCCUPATION AND RESISTANCE





LOUIS GUILLOUX was forty-five years old when the Americans liberated his hometown of Saint-Brieuc on the northern coast of Brittany. He had lived under German occupation for four years, and by the time it was over, he was emaciated and weakened, both physically and mentally.

Louis Guilloux had always been thin, with a high forehead and a long, aristocratic nose. In the 1930s he was natty and bohemian in his tweeds. You might have mistaken him for Fred Astaire except that he was disheveled—he couldn’t be bothered with proper grooming. “Une belle tête,” people said about him; “a beautiful head.” By 1944, he was unrecognizable: scrawny, stooped, and hesitant, wearing a ragged sweater and a peasant’s beret. He hadn’t had a haircut in months, and his thick black hair was matted onto his neck. The discomforts of daily life under the occupation, the lack of food, the risks he had taken, the deportation and execution of comrades and friends, and the constant threat of his own arrest were all to blame. The Occupation was an affront to everything he valued.

Guilloux had inherited his political passions from his father, a cobbler also named Louis Guilloux, whose life’s work had been to found a union hall, the Maison du peuple, in Saint-Brieuc. Guilloux was supposed to follow in his father’s trade. But when he was an infant of two, he contracted a tuberculosis of the bones, which deformed the fingers on his left hand. His parents realized that he would never be able to do a cobbler’s handiwork.

The elder Guilloux had already started his apprenticeship as a shoemaker by the age of thirteen. Young Louis, who had no prospects in the trade, was allowed to stay in school at thirteen and beyond. He won a scholarship. “You won’t be a cobbler, but you won’t have to be a soldier, either,” his mother liked to say. By abandoning his father’s trade and becoming an intellectual, Guilloux left his own kind. There was a sadness for him in the distance he now felt from the working people with whom he had grown up, and his apartness was one of the qualities that made him a sensitive translator. He never felt quite comfortable in the world of letters either. He had lived in several worlds without settling in any.

Guilloux had a special empathy for people without a home and a keen eye for politics. In the 1930s, in his native Saint-Brieuc, he had organized shelter for thousands of refugees from war-torn Spain and Nazi Germany. In 1935, he published a novel, Le Sang noir, a Dostoievskian epic that explored the devastating effect of World War I on the people of Brittany. The book had nearly as strong an impact in France as Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front had had in Germany. In 1936, André Gide invited Guilloux and several other trusted intellectuals to accompany him on an investigative mission to the Soviet Union. Guilloux, who had had high hopes for the Communist experiment, returned from the trip a skeptic.

 

His country had fallen to the Germans in June 1940 after a six-week battle, a colossal military defeat that sent over 2 million Frenchmen to German POW camps. To consolidate their victory, the Nazis immediately occupied over half of France, including Paris, the North, and the coastal regions. They left the interior for later. Brittany, a peninsula jutting out from the Northwest, was vital to Europe’s defense, so the Nazis located their naval base there, in the port of Brest, at the western tip of the peninsula. All along the Brittany coasts, from Saint-Malo in the north to Lorient and Saint-Nazaire in the South, the Germans built seawalls, gun nests, cement barracks, to protect their possession from an Allied invasion from across the Channel.

Guilloux’s native Brittany saw one of the earliest and heaviest influxes of German soldiers of any occupied region. In households in every village and town of the province, the Nazis requisitioned room and board for their officers. German soldiers stayed in rooms left vacant by the French, first by the sons who had been drafted in 1940 and taken prisoner, later by the thousands of men and women the Nazis forced to Germany for “obligatory work service” in factories and fields throughout the warrior nation.

In a policed world of restrictions and zones, international travel became impossible for the writer, and even travel within France was now extremely difficult. Guilloux’s usual rhythm throughout the 1930s had been a constant back and forth movement between Saint-Brieuc, where he lived with his wife and daughter in a comfortable modern house on the rue Lavoisier, and a solo bohemian intellectual life in Paris. For the four years of the Nazi occupation, Guilloux was limited mostly to Saint-Brieuc. In his attic study, lined with books, he looked out toward Brittany’s rocky granite coasts in one direction and toward the roofs of Saint-Brieuc in the other. He often wrote standing, at a wooden lectern he set up near the window with the sea view.

The Occupation was a time of political action but also a time of reflection for Guilloux. Although he complained that he wasn’t getting any writing done, he nearly completed the manuscript of an 800-page novel, in the form of a series of tales set in Saint-Brieuc during the Occupation, full of picturesque characters and adventures, constructed as a labyrinth, with one story leading to another. In his diaries Guilloux recorded details from his daily life, but it was too dangerous to write about his own resistance activity. Any name he mentioned, any plan, could lead to the arrest of a comrade or the destruction of an underground network.

Instead, in anguished detail, he recounted his dreams:


February 14, 1944:

…I saw some long, fat fish swimming just below the surface of a river. Then I noticed that these fish turned into cats, got out of the water, walked along the river bank in single file—I counted eight or nine of them. They soon returned to the water.




February 20, 1944:

I’m at Baratoux School (occupied by the Germans since their arrival). On the threshold of a door that doesn’t actually exist, and which, in my dream, opens to the left of the front gate, I find a kind, cheerful German soldier—no longer a young man—with whom I start up a conversation, telling him that I used to live in that school, that my father was a concierge there for two or three years, and that I’d really like to see where we used to live. To which he answers that nothing could be easier or more natural, and he escorts me to our former quarters, which I walk through, muffling my sobs in a handkerchief rolled up into a ball, which I bite and stuff into my mouth….



Fish leap out of the water and march along the river like cats; Guilloux’s childhood home has lost its door; and the cheerful enemy inside has been living there long enough to have grown old. It’s hard to imagine more perfect allegories for life under Vichy.

The establishment of the Vichy government meant not only that France was occupied but that the country had chosen to collaborate with the enemy. For unlike Belgium, Holland, or Poland, which had also fallen to the Nazis, France maintained a semblance of self-rule. In 1940, when the Germans captured Paris, the French ministries moved to the spa town of Vichy, where a French government continued, ruled by the most reactionary political elements in the country. Vichy signed a pact of collaboration with Hitler, and Vichy law and policies often echoed the Nazis in form and spirit. Vichy suspended the French constitution, stripped French Jews of their professional affiliations and civil rights, and eventually cooperated with the Nazis in massive deportation schemes. Seventy-six thousand Jews and a nearly equal number of resistance fighters were deported from France. Five thousand Bretons were deported or executed as hostages. And in a country where millions of men were absent in POW camps or obligatory work service, Vichy promoted motherhood and family values and made administering abortions a crime punishable by death.

Although Saint-Brieuc was controlled in large part by the German military, the administrative structures of Vichy were visible at the police and the Prefecture, the regional representative of the French state. Vichy-controlled police were constantly on the lookout for the enemies of the regime, Jews, Freemasons, and Communists, whom the regime’s nonstop propaganda blamed for France’s fall. Given his political visibility in the 1930s as a leading intellectual of the left, Guilloux was a marked man.

By 1941, in the country at large, organized resistance to the Nazis and the repressive Vichy government began to take shape. Charles de Gaulle, virtually unknown in 1940, organized a free France out of London with dissident elements from the French military, who had refused the armistice and collaboration with Germany. Within France, the interior resistance strengthened as conditions in the country deteriorated. In Brittany, the dense population of Nazi soldiers had inspired a healthy resistance movement from the beginning. Saint-Brieuc was an important center of resistance activity for the northeast section of the region, the Côtes-du-Nord.

Guilloux’s role was central, even though he was not what one would call a resistance fighter. Forty-one years old when the Occupation began, Guilloux was valued within the movement as an elder statesman, someone who knew how to set an agenda when the stakes were high and the conflicts deep. Guilloux’s house on the rue Lavoisier became a meeting place for diverse factions of the Resistance and a refuge for young militants involved in dangerous street actions—underground printing and pamphleteering, rescue of comrades, sabotage of German property. For these men, Guilloux provided shelter and direction.

In January 1941, in the very earliest phase of resistance to Nazi occupation, Guilloux met with l’abbé Chéruel and l’abbé Vallès, two future leaders of the Catholic Resistance in Saint-Brieuc. He noted the meeting in his diary but said nothing about what was discussed: “If only I could say half of what I thought!” He was forging a coalition among Catholics, Socialists, and Communists in the Saint-Brieuc Resistance. His own affiliation was with the Front National, a federation of resistance movements linked to the Communists. The Front distributed tracts, organized demonstrations, and carried out acts of sabotage against the Germans.

Though his actions took place behind the scenes, rather than on the street, Guilloux was a wanted man. In March 1943, the Vichy police searched his house on the grounds that the writer was a Communist sympathizer, likely to be involved in subversive activities. He was taken to police headquarters for an interrogation, but no charges were brought against him. Later that year, when he and his daughter were visiting a nearby town, a car came to the rue Lavoisier to arrest him. By the time he returned to Saint-Brieuc, the car was gone.

In February 1944, with the threats against him mounting, Guilloux went into hiding in his wife’s childhood home near Toulouse, in the Southwest. He stayed nearly a month.

Throughout 1944, the Germans abandoned any pretense of moderation in their administration of the French territory. The collaborationist Vichy government, too, had grown desperate in its attempts to ward off the growing Resistance movement. It had formed a law and order squad called the milice, “the militia,” to wage armed combat against the Resistance fighters, whom it labeled “terrorists.”

As Vichy and the German occupiers became more violent, the interior Resistance gained more strength, its various political branches cooperating for the common cause. In Saint-Brieuc, the Communist, Socialist, Christian Democrat, and Gaullist factions of the Resistance that Guilloux had helped to unite had federated into one Departmental Committee of Liberation. They were hopeful.

This newfound strength and unity of the Resistance was connected to the larger war effort. The strategic question for the Allies had always been to figure out in what order they needed to invade Europe and the Mediterranean so as to defeat Germany as quickly as possible. The first step in the process of liberation was the Allied invasion of French territory in North Africa on November 8, 1942. The Germans responded to the Allies’ North Africa invasion by crossing the demarcation line separating the occupied from the non-occupied zones of France: by the end of November 1942, they occupied all of France.

Next came Italy. In July 1943, Benito Mussolini, leader of the second Axis power after Germany, was overthrown and held captive by the Italian monarch. Freed by a German commando, he formed a puppet Nazi government in the north of Italy. The Allies landed in southern Italy in September, and while the regular Italian government soon surrendered to the United States, the Germans responded by occupying the rest of the country. Though the Italian campaign was extremely difficult, the slow advance of the Allies toward the north reinforced the optimism of Guilloux and his colleagues. It was only a matter of time, they agreed, before the Germans would be defeated. The collaborationist Vichy government would fall with them.

Guilloux and his colleagues in Saint-Brieuc knew that as soon as the Allies landed on the northern coast of France—whether it was in their own Brittany or in Normandy, to the east—their time would come. It would be a matter of weeks, maybe days until the Americans reached them, and the Germans would be forced to retreat.

In that heady spring of 1944, in one of the meetings at Guilloux’s home on the rue Lavoisier, the Saint-Brieuc Committee of Liberation began making plans with the town’s future mayor, Charles Royer. Royer would take up his rightful place in city hall as soon as the forces of liberation arrived in Saint-Brieuc and the Vichy-appointed mayor was expelled. Royer promised to bring in Guilloux as his official English-language interpreter.

Guilloux’s passion for English was well known in Saint-Brieuc. As a schoolboy, he had loved to go down to his town’s port, Le Légué, and speak to the British sailors. Later he befriended a visiting journalist who invited him home to England for the summer of his thirteenth year. And since the 1920s, he had made ends meet as a literary translator.

The Resistance leaders understood that they would need to communicate with the Allies from England and the United States, who were sure to play a part in their town’s postwar recovery. With his fluent English and his political experience, Guilloux was perfect for the job.









THREE



THE LIBERATION





UNTIL IT HAPPENS, liberation feels impossibly distant, even to those who hope for it most. The final days of the Occupation in Saint-Brieuc were a time of terror and of waiting. Everyone knew that the Allies might land any day, but no one knew exactly when or where. In the meantime, the desperate Vichy government sent out its militia squads to terrorize the Resistance. As they felt themselves losing the war, the Germans stepped up their requisitions of Frenchmen to forced labor camps; executed hostages; and arrested and deported Resistance fighters and Jews at a great pace—among them Guilloux’s dear friend, the poet Max Jacob. Paradoxically, as liberation approached, conditions became worse for the French, and the accumulated weight of four years of occupation felt heavier than ever.

Nor did the prospect of liberation come without its own anxiety. Guilloux worried that the Allied landing might take place on the Brittany coast at Saint-Laurent, where his aged mother was living. There would surely be huge civilian casualties after the liberators landed. A bomb aimed at the Nazi seawall or at an ammunition depot might just as easily hit a home. Meanwhile, Hitler had given orders to his commanders that the ports of Brittany were to be considered fortresses, to be defended to the death. In the spring of 1944, the Germans ordered anyone living on the coasts who was older than sixty to evacuate. Louis Guilloux’s mother left Saint-Laurent and moved in with Guilloux’s sister in Ablis. A month later, tired of waiting, she returned home.

Throughout northern France, reports filed by the local prefects to the central administration described an anxiety about the landing that was nothing short of a “psychosis.” A much-hoped-for landing on March 15, 1944, never materialized; a local intelligence report quipped: “We are constantly waiting for the landing and it isn’t coming.” By now, Allied planes were flying from England to northern France on regular bombing missions, hoping to inflict damage on German munitions, transport vehicles, and troops. French civilian casualties were an inevitable by-product of these bombings. French intelligence reports describe flashes of anger on the part of French civilians after the Allied bombings, anger that subsided only when the French realized that the Allied bombers had casualties of their own.

 

Finally, on June 6, 1944, the Allies launched their ships across the Channel. “Operation Overlord” was under way. On that “longest day,” in Cornelius Ryan’s mythical phrase, there were nearly 10,000 casualties on Omaha, Utah, Juno, and Gold Beaches, where 130,000 men braved land mines and a storm of bullets from the Germans stationed high on the bluffs above them.

We often think about those soldiers, but we forget the French, whose strange privilege on June 6 was to welcome a brutal assault on their own country. One of the most poignant scenes in the movie The Longest Day is the speech given by Adm. Robert Jaujard aboard the Free French cruiser Montcalm, which crossed the Channel with the USS Arizona to cover the men on Omaha Beach. Jaujard is supposed to have addressed his men on a loudspeaker as the assault began: “It is a terrible and monstrous thing to have to fire on our homeland, but I am asking you to do it today.”

For Americans, D-Day marks the liberation of France. But for anyone who took part in the operation, and for any French civilian who remembers life in northern France during the summer of 1944, June 6 was only the beginning of a war to expel the Nazis that raged on for several months, and the unleashing of a process that would be bloody and painful.

 

Between June 6, 1944, when the Allies landed in Normandy, and August 18, when the Nazi siege at Brest finally ended, the people of Brittany were pawns in a ferocious battle. In the Breton countryside there was an atmosphere of civil war, as the Vichy milice attacked the underground Resistance maquis who were fighting the Nazis in the countryside and the forests. Among the German troops at large in the countryside were Russian collaborators who had joined the German army in the eleventh hour, hoping for better treatment from the losing Nazis than from their own army. They were known for their violent behavior among civilians. Pillage, rape, and terror were commonplace.

Back in Normandy, immediately following the landing, the Americans were having trouble breaking through the Nazi lines. The news reports were bad, describing the Army’s tanks blocked by the massive and muddy hedgerows that enclose fields in that part of the country. They were under constant attack by the Germans, and there was much bloodshed among soldiers and civilians. By July 7, the towns of Caen, Lisieux, Vire, Coutances, Saint-Lô, Flers, and Condé-sur-Noireau were, in the words of the historian Hilary Footitt, “virtually reduced to dust” by Allied bombs. Throughout the countryside, the stench of dead cattle was intolerable.

 

The people of Brittany waited for the Americans to arrive on their western peninsula. Although the U.S. Army’s ultimate goal was to move east, to cross the Rhine into Germany, its leaders were also determined to move west to Brittany. This westward turn was motivated by two factors: the Allies needed to secure the ports of Brittany so that they could bring in supplies for the march toward Germany. And they needed to expel the Nazis as far west as Brest; otherwise, they were vulnerable to an attack from behind.

Bombing raids punctuated the month of June; soon there was no more electricity and no more gas; curfew was set at 9 P.M. Guilloux never knew if the sounds of grenades and gunfire he was hearing were those of the Resistance or the milice.

On June 14, Guilloux noted that forty-one Resistance fighters from his region had been condemned to death by a German military tribunal and executed. On June 26, he received an official paper ordering him to work on the roads for the German occupiers. A medical visit furnished him with an immediate exemption: he was weak and seriously underweight. He was not alone; the calorie count for the average city dweller in France, after four years of insufficient food, was half what it had been before the start of the war.

By July, Guilloux was describing his physical and mental state in desperate terms: “the least effort is costly; I often have trouble dragging myself from one place to the next; I go to bed tired; I wake up tired. Work is going badly, this work that is endless and will never end.” “Work” meant his work as a writer, but he might also have been referring to the difficult work of liberation.

Finally, in August, the German retreat began. As they fled Saint-Brieuc on August 3 and 4, the departing occupiers destroyed everything they could—their own papers and files, the town’s supplies of food and weapons. They burned Guilloux’s own lycée, which they had been using as an ammunition depot.

Where did the Germans go? One U.S. veteran of the northern France campaign described an odd situation. A retreating German battalion crossed paths with his advancing American battalion, and two traffic patrols, German and American, found themselves face to face. It was a lighthearted memory of a conflict that took 200,000 German lives in Normandy alone. Other German soldiers were arrested by the liberating armies and herded to Allied POW camps in convoys of flat-bottom trucks.

The U.S. Army was a vast moving operation, fanning across the entire length of the Brittany peninsula in less than a month, bringing armored divisions, infantry divisions, and administrative units to every town and village, occupying the same châteaux and administrative buildings that the Nazis had left only days before. The Army’s rear guard was composed of administrative support organizations, including Civil Affairs, in charge of relations with French civilians, and a Judge Advocate Unit, in charge of legal matters. The Army needed the help of men like Guilloux, for the encounter of American troops and French locals was a fragile event, on the individual as well as the political level. Boys who had never before left the United States, fatigued and disoriented, longing for relief from war, were coming into daily contact with natives whose language and customs were strange to them. The goodwill of French civilians was central to American strategy, and if the Americans were perceived as occupiers, rather than liberators, the battle was lost.

As early as 1943, Civil Affairs prepared Zone Handbooks for each region the Allied Army would enter, to guide British and American officers in their dealings with the local populations. They made clear the cultural gap Guilloux was expected to fill.


The typical Breton presents the following marked characteristics:

—the Breton is introspective. He is not a Latin, and lacks Latin gaiety. He is quiet, even taciturn—something of an introvert. In his country, “la joie elle-même y est un peu triste.” But sometimes, at feasts or on holidays, he breaks out violently into an extreme merriment. He is apt to be querulous when in his cups.

—He dislikes foreigners. Although hospitable by force of long tradition, he is fundamentally hostile to foreigners. He does not like Englishmen, but he hates the occupying Germans to such an extent that he will welcome the English in their capacity of allies.



In a formula that would come back to haunt the Army, the handbook propagated the perennial cliché of the easy native woman:

One should not pay much attention to the lapses of Breton women with the Germans—the race is naturally erotic.


As they arrived in the Côtes-du-Nord, a special Information Bulletin alerted U.S. officers not to make insulting comments about housing and hygiene in the French countryside. In Brittany, they were warned, they were likely to find man and beast dwelling side by side on many farms.









FOUR



THE INTERPRETER





ON AUGUST 7, 1944, the day after Saint-Brieuc was liberated, the Americans set up their Office of Civil Affairs in the Collège Ernest Renan, the local girls’ school. The new mayor, Charles Royer, had assumed his duties, and, as he promised, had appointed Louis Guilloux to serve as his interpreter.

That evening, Guilloux, his wife, Renée, and their twelve-year-old daughter, Yvonne, walked down to the school gates to meet the liberators. The streets in the center of town were covered with shattered glass, and an entire block near the train station had been leveled by bombs. There wasn’t a window remaining in the municipal library or the fire station. Half the lycée was in ruins. But the Nazis were gone.

For Guilloux, the Liberation meant, among other things, that he could resume doing what he had always loved to do best when he wasn’t writing: wandering the streets of Saint-Brieuc and starting up conversations with strangers. “Je suis un buveur de rues,” he once said of himself; “I’m a drinker of streets.” His wanderings were the source of countless scenes and impressions that he transposed into his writing. The more respectable citizens of his town, who knew nothing of the literary esteem with which he was held in Paris, were suspicious of his aimlessness. Guilloux, to them, was a man with too much time on his hands, an eccentric, if not a bum.

But on August 7, the rest of the town was out on the streets with him. Everyone in Saint-Brieuc wanted to speak to the friendly GIs replacing the Nazis who had stood at the same gates only days before with grenades in their belts and guard dogs at their sides. Louis, Renée, and Yvonne crossed the crowded square in front of the Collège. Yvonne held out her sketchbook to the soldiers she met milling about. They signed their names: Robert H. Anderson, Birmingham, Alabama; W. B. French, Springfield, Minnesota; Michael Ostrow, Little Rock, Arkansas; Hyman Katz, New York City; William Cormier, Chicago, all crowding around her, smiling, handing her presents of gum and Nescafé.

Guilloux struck up a conversation with Bill Cormier, the young Chicagoan. It was a meeting that affected both men. Years later, Guilloux made Bill Cormier a character in OK, Joe, the idealistic young American who believed he was coming to France to change the world. Cormier wasn’t a writer, but like Guilloux, he was keeping a diary of his war experience. That night, he wrote about his first encounter with the Frenchman:

The slight little fellow with long disheveled hair covered with a typical French beret was speaking with a British accent…. He spoke excellently. An interruption enabled me to speak to his wife and I learned the news that he was Louis Guilloux, quite an accomplished author….


Cormier, a sergeant in the Army’s VIII Corps, soon introduced Guilloux to his superiors, who were looking for a man who could help them communicate with the local population. And this is how Guilloux came to leave the services of Mayor Charles Royer and join the Judge Advocate Office of the VIII Corps as their official interpreter. Cormier and Guilloux, fast friends, were bemused by one another: Cormier found Guilloux dissatisfied and pessimistic to the point of nihilism, while Guilloux found his American friend optimistic to the point of naïveté. As they argued their different views of the world, their friendship grew, nourished by many evenings of conversation.

 

Because so many of the American soldiers who served in World War II were of German descent, it wasn’t difficult for the Army to find interpreters to help them in Germany. But in France and Belgium the Army had to rely on civilians, and there was a dearth of French civilians who knew enough English to communicate successfully with the Americans. To make matters worse, the Army’s rate of pay was so low that the position of interpreter was not attractive to anyone with advanced training. After the war, Army Military Justice officials reported that the situation had “affected both investigations and trials deplorably.”

The Army was lucky to have found, in Louis Guilloux, a person of enormous curiosity and passion for causes, as well as an experienced literary translator. The war, with its paper shortages and crisis in communication, had put his work on hold, but by 1940 he already had three book-length translations to his credit. The most interesting of these was Claude McKay’s Harlem Renaissance classic, Home to Harlem (1927), the story of a black veteran of World War I who makes a new start in the jazz dives of 1920s Harlem.

McKay’s novel uses Harlem slang. Guilloux translated it into Caribbean French. The work inspired him, for at the same time as he was translating, he was also planning his World War I saga, Le Sang noir, a novel using the Gallo dialect spoken in the east of Brittany. Guilloux’s notebooks from the 1930s contain conversations in slang and lists of local expressions. Maïa, the main character, speaks in a patois as thick as one of McKay’s Harlem characters.

There is yet another connection between Guilloux’s Le Sang noir and McKay’s Home to Harlem: their focus on Brittany during World War I. It’s easy to forget that McKay’s story begins in the port town of Brest, where the main character, Jake, has enlisted in a troop of black soldiers, a service unit. Brest, in World War I, was a vital port for supplies and for manpower. Thousands of African American soldiers served as stevedores, unloading shipments and building the barracks that circled the Breton peninsula.

Jake’s description of the plight of black soldiers alerted Guilloux, well before World War II, that there were race problems in the American Army:

He sailed for Brest with a happy chocolate company. Jake had his own daydreams of going over the top. But his company was held at Brest. Jake toted lumber—boards, planks, posts, rafters—for the hundreds of huts that were built around the walls of Brest and along the coast between Brest and Saint-Pierre, to house the United States soldiers. Jake was disappointed. He had enlisted to fight. For what else had he been sticking a bayonet into the guts of a stuffed man and aiming bullets straight into a bull’s-eye? Toting planks and getting into rows with his white comrades at the Bal Musette were not adventure.


Frustrated and humiliated by an army that wouldn’t let him fight, Jake breaks the rules, risking a court-martial or worse.

Little could Guilloux have imagined in 1933 that a decade later, another world war would bring black enlisted American soldiers to Brittany again.

 

The VIII Corps Judge Advocate Journal for the month of August 1944 records the event: “Mr. Louis Guilloux (French) was employed by JA Section, Hq VIII Corps, Rear Echelon, as an interpreter.” Guilloux’s diary says simply: “I left with the lieutenants.”

With prosecutor Joe Greene, his new boss, and an Army driver named Sam, Guilloux made his way along inland roads from Saint-Brieuc west to Morlaix—eighty-six kilometers.

Once he joined the Americans, the entries in Louis Guilloux’s diaries became sketchy. “Only time for ‘headliner,’” he wrote, meaning, “Only time for the headlines.” He used an English word instead of the French titres, as if to underline the fact that he had entered a new linguistic universe.

Guilloux was delighted to be in Morlaix, charmed by all that was new, by his situation, by his conversations with the American officers. It is difficult from our perspective today, given the vast influence of American culture on all aspects of European life—food, dress, language—to realize how exotic the Americans looked and acted to this Frenchman and his fellow Bretons in the summer of 1944. Their large size, their gum (that mysterious substance that wasn’t a food but something you chewed to pass the time), and their white straight teeth were strange. Even the way the GIs spoke and gestured—quick, direct sentences, constant smiles, and instant ease—bore little resemblance to their more familiar British cousins.

Later, when he began his novel about the summer of 1944, Louis Guilloux made lists of the words, both military jargon and everyday expressions, he had learned from the Americans: “mother’s pets or mashed potatoes” for MPs (Military Police), “GI” for government issue; “Jerries” for Germans; “dear me!” and “good egg.” And he added: “but who wasn’t a good egg in this democratic army?” He was fascinated by the ritual “hellos” and “how are you doing?” and “oks” and “all rights” that he had heard in Morlaix. In an early draft of his novel, he carefully reproduced this exchange:


See you later, alligator.

In a while, crocodile.



 

Some evenings Guilloux spent with Joe Greene, the Army lawyer who hired him; others with Bill Cormier. Bill had dined at his home in Saint-Brieuc and had become a friend of the family. Greene, Guilloux’s boss, was a brilliant, fast-talking New Yorker, stocky and handsome, with black hair and shining eyes, a lawyer who also prided himself on his talent as an amateur violinist. He was full of ideas for Guilloux’s next novel. When Guilloux turned him into a character in OK, Joe, he described the American’s hairy knuckles and his graceful violinist’s hands. A fellow soldier remembered Greene as a man who was awkward at the ordinary tasks of soldiering and a smooth genius in the courtroom.

“I am really enjoying my new situation, great rapport with the lawyer, Lt. Joseph D. Greene—last night, long chat with him and the colonel, in the colonel’s office,” Guilloux wrote in his diary, the first day at Morlaix. And he added: “I admire the Americans’ democratic spirit: even in uniform, they never stop behaving like civilians.” It was a surprising vote of confidence for a man whose hopes and beliefs were so shaken by the war.

Guilloux slept in Morlaix on August 31, in the boys’ school that had become the VIII Corps headquarters. On September 1 at 9 A.M., he left with Lt. Joseph Greene and Lt. Ralph Fogarty, his colleagues on the court-martial, on the long ride to Plumaudan, in eastern Brittany, to investigate the murder of the farmer named Victor Bignon by an African American GI named James Hendricks.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/map.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
— THE —
INTERPRETER

ALICE KAPLAN





