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Introduction





  On 14 June 1940, when the German Army marched into Paris without a shot being fired, over a dozen people took their lives in despair.1 Less than ten days later, the French government surrendered. The battle of France, which had begun in earnest six weeks earlier, had been brief, but bloody: over 300,000

  French soldiers had been killed or wounded in the fighting, and nearly 2 million had been taken prisoner.




  Under the terms of the armistice, France was divided up, with the industrial north, including Paris, placed under direct German administration and occupation. For the next four years the Germans

  stamped the city with their Nazi presence. Official buildings were draped with massive swastika flags; French road signs were replaced with instructions in German gothic script; café

  terraces and public transport were packed with the grey-green uniforms of German troops. While some urbane Nazis hobnobbed with unprincipled French artists and intellectuals, swilling champagne in

  the nightclubs and discussing philosophy over cups of tea, tens of thousands of German administrators and soldiers based in the capital oversaw the systematic pillaging of France’s wealth,

  and the oppression and exploitation of the entire population. Rationing and shortages affected every aspect of life in the city, as the massive German military machine sucked resources like some

  vast parasite slowly destroying its host. The Germans spun a web of spies across the face of the capital; its centre was the Paris Gestapo headquarters on the rue des Saussaies, where French men

  and women were beaten, tortured and killed. The Gestapo were aided by the French police, who rounded up thousands of Parisian Jews and then deported them to Germany. After 1942, those Jews that

  remained in the city were forced to wear the yellow Star of David.




  In the south of France, which was not initially occupied by the Germans, the octogenarian Marshal Pétain led a nominally sovereign government, based in the spa town of

  Vichy. Pétain, who was in his dotage, coined the infamous term that marked this period in history: collaboration. As well as Pétain and the other collaborators, there were also

  committed fascists and anti-Semites who revelled in the triumph of the Nazis and wanted to see collaboration taken to an even higher level. These people, who included journalists, writers and

  politicians, tended to be based in Paris rather than Vichy. During the occupation the capital became a hothouse world in which the fascists plotted to take power from Pétain and his prime

  minister, Laval, and where their vile views were reinforced by the proximity of their jackbooted idols. From November 1942 the Germans occupied the southern zone of France, too, and all semblance

  of independence for Vichy disappeared. Although Pétain and his collaborationist government remained as an increasingly futile façade, real power in France always lay in the hands of

  the Germans, who were based in Paris.2




  Paris is not only the capital and the traditional seat of the French government, it has its own local administration and municipal police forces: In 1944, Paris was also the seat of the regional

  administration – the Seine département, which covered both the city and its suburbs. At the time there were ninety French départements, each of roughly equivalent size. In each

  département there was a representative of central government, called the Prefect; he had authority23 over all the civil servants in the region, and also acted as an interface between the

  government and the local councils. Paris was divided into twenty local areas or arrondissements, each with their own town hall or mairie and, before the war, an elected local council. The

  capital also contained two police forces – the municipal police, under the control of the Paris council, and the national police operating in the city, who were controlled by the Prefect of

  Police (not to be confused with the Prefect). Policing in the rural areas surrounding the city was the responsibility of French gendarmes, who were part of the Army.




  Paris combined a glorious architectural heritage in the centre and the west of the city with sordid working-class slums in the north and the east. Densely populated, with a substantial Jewish

  and immigrant population (many of whom had fled Russian pogroms, the Nazi invasion of Poland or the rise of fascism in Italy and Spain), Paris was still an industrial centre,

  with factories and workshops all over the north, east and parts of the south of the city. It was surrounded by a sea of industrial suburbs, full of engineering factories, many linked with the

  railways, and the vast Renault and Citroën car plants that sprawled across the south-western edge of the city. As well as the workers in the Paris factories and small workshops, there were

  tens of thousands of clerks working in the capital, employed by private companies or the government, earning just enough to buy what food they could find in the markets that existed in every

  neighbourhood. The markets got food from the immense abbatoirs at La Villette on the north-eastern edge of the city, or from the bustling wholesale market at Les Halles, right in the very centre of

  the capital. As the war continued, food supplies became increasingly restricted, and the black market flourished.




  *




  Even before France fell, General Charles de Gaulle was in London, broadcasting on the BBC and calling for French resistance to the occupation. De Gaulle had in mind continued

  military struggle by sections of the French Army, but this proved a vain hope, and only a few thousand troops joined de Gaulle’s ‘Free French’ in London.3 However, another form of ‘resistance’ soon appeared – underground Resistance groups were created, with Paris as one of the first and most important

  centres of their activity. These groups had a wide variety of political views and also differed over the kind of action they felt ought to be taken against the Germans; despite being lumped under

  the title ‘the Resistance’, in reality they never formed a cohesive whole. Nevertheless, in Paris, as elsewhere in France, for many people the Resistance shaped the course of the

  occupation, providing a voice of opposition by publishing underground newspapers, working with Allied secret agents, and even for a period shooting soldiers and throwing bombs in a vain attempt to

  terrorise the immense German military machine.4




  After the tragic destruction in summer 1943 of a Paris-based group of Allied agents belonging to the Special Operations Executive (SOE), the Allies focused their attention outside of the

  capital, and by 1944 underground work against the Germans in Paris was very much left to the Free French and to the Resistance.5

  Throughout the occupation, Paris was the scene of a series of disputes within the Resistance over what should be done to fight the Germans, with what means and under whose command. These arguments

  were amplified by the very real danger involved in carrying out underground activity, which created awful tensions and magnified minor differences. There was also an important difference between

  the activists in the Resistance and the Paris representatives of the Free French, who were widely seen as simply wanting to wait for the Allied armies to arrive. This difference not only related to

  means, it was also about ends. Most of the Paris Resistance organisations were not on the same political wavelength as the Free French. Indeed, many Resistance fighters in the capital and its

  region were close to the communists. Although all the groups came to accept de Gaulle as the Resistance figurehead, few of them were in favour of him taking power after the liberation of the

  country. The Resistance felt it should play an important role, but this was not at all how de Gaulle saw matters – by 1943 he was in charge of a provisional government in Algiers, and he

  intended to take control of France once the country had been liberated.




  Ultimately, the fate of France would be decided in Downing Street and the White House: the US and British Allies controlled all the levers of economic and military power. Although de Gaulle had

  undoubted popular support in France, the whole of the French ruling elite supported Pétain’s collaborationist government – not one leading industrialist, banker or military

  leader came over to the Free French. De Gaulle’s movement was entirely financed by handouts or loans from the Allies, while the Free French armed forces were completely integrated with the

  Allies and depended entirely on Allied tactical and logistical support when they carried out their operations. As a result, the fiercely independent de Gaulle had to count on the goodwill of

  Roosevelt, Churchill and, to a lesser extent, Stalin, while the three leaders saw France as merely part of the map of Europe, the future of which would be decided by the Allies, not by the French

  themselves. Throughout the war, de Gaulle’s relationship with the Allies remained stormy, and in the run-up to D-Day in June 1944 the Americans and the British prepared to take charge of

  France themselves, through an Allied Military Government of Occupied Territories (AMGOT). There were therefore three contending forces struggling for the future of France –

  the Allies, the Free French and the Resistance – and each had a different vision of what a post-war France should look like. The outcome of this three-way conflict was not determined in

  advance, and it was not certain that it would be peaceful. Paris came to symbolise that struggle, and the battle for Paris that took place in August 1944 played a decisive part in determining the

  future of the country.




  *




  In the spring of 1944, Paris was exhausted by nearly four years of occupation. The winter had been long and hard, and with food scarce people were thin and malnourished.

  Although bombing raids on railway lines and German military installations in France indicated that the Allies were preparing the ground for an invasion, the end of the occupation still seemed far

  off. Furthermore, in Vichy there were growing signs that the fascists were gaining the upper hand in their slow and complex power struggle against Prime Minister Laval, as Joseph Darnand, the

  leader of the fascist Milice (militia), a French paramilitary organisation that specialised in fighting the Resistance, was made Minister of the Interior. Some sections of French society welcomed

  this. As well as the fringe of murderous fascists, there was also a large group of traditional nationalists, many of them fervent Catholics, who were devoted to Pétain; they feared

  communists and Jews, and indeed anyone who they felt might threaten their conservative world. Unlike the killers and torturers who fought for the fascist cause, these passive collaborationists were

  a kind of human dust that could be blown away by events, if the wind of history was strong enough.




  Against this backdrop, the liberation of Paris included a series of clashes involving all of the forces at play in the city – the Resistance, the Free French, the Allies, the Germans, the

  collaborationist politicians and the French fascists. But above all, liberation engaged the ordinary men, women and even children of Paris who had been subjected to four years of occupation. In the

  heat of August 1944, they would finally be able to settle accounts with the Germans and their French allies. In telling this dramatic story, I have emphasised the personal

  experiences of people from all these groups, as they all, in their different ways, contributed to how events unfolded. Diaries, eye-witness accounts and contemporary documents, many of them

  previously unpublished, provide a glimpse of life in Paris in those momentous days by presenting the individual voices of both historic figures and little-known ‘ordinary’ people, many

  of whom turn out to be extraordinary.6 Pictures, film, sound files and information relating to the events and people described here can be found at

  elevendaysinaugust.com.




  Exactly when the fight to liberate Paris began is a matter of debate – a good case could be made for 10 August or for 19 August. I have chosen 15 August and have described in detail the

  eleven days in August that followed: the ten days of heightened struggle and the first day after the Germans were defeated, which was of major political importance and had a symbolism that is still

  felt in France today.




  I lived in Paris for eighteen years; my daughters were born there. It is a city that shaped much of my outlook on life and is still part of me, ten years after leaving. In the summer it is

  particularly beautiful, with the golden late-afternoon light and the sound of swifts screeching around the courtyards and along the banks of the Seine.7 Even the occasionally oppressive heat and its sudden release through dramatic thunderstorms have their beauty. It was like that in August 1944, too, but then German troops

  were occupying the city, there were barricades in the streets and the Parisians were rising up against a vicious army of occupation. Thousands of people died in the fighting, most of them

  civilians. This book will take you back to that time, to its moments of glory and horror. I hope it will excite you, move you and above all inspire you.




   




  Manchester, September 2012




  





  
Prelude




  April 1944: Bombers




  

    

      

        

          Parisian medical student Bernard Pierquin writes in his diary: ‘My activity in the Resistance continues, silently and without any fanfares. Two or three times

          a week I carry medicine and bandages in my bicycle saddle-bag; they are for the underground emergency medical centres we have set up in Paris in case of an insurrection . . . We are

          anxiously awaiting the Allied invasion: as it gets closer, everyone realises the risks of battle. Already there have been so many victims, and in the future there will be even more, and we

          will not be able to expect any protection from the Allies. They will attack, they will destroy, they will massacre, they will do everything that is necessary to win. That’s war, and

          war is horrible.’1


        


      


    


  




  Thursday 20 April




  Shortly after midnight, there was a faint rumbling in the Paris sky that grew gradually louder. Then the air-raid sirens wailed and people leapt from their beds and hurried to

  the nearest shelter – either the cellar of their building or the closest Métro station. All over the city, anti-aircraft guns fired into the black sky, punching lines of light into the

  darkness. On the northern border of the capital, eerie red flares drifted down above the massive railway yards at La Chapelle, showing the Allied bombers where to strike. Millions of thin strips of

  aluminium foil floated on the air, confusing German radar and fluttering down onto the roofs and pavements below. The first squadrons flew in from the south, dropping thousands of bombs, some of

  them weighing half a ton. The planes came in six waves, four minutes apart. As smoke and dust drifted over the target, more flares were dropped, but they were carried by the wind

  and soon they marked a wide area of the northern and eastern suburbs. And so the bombs rained down there, too, as a second attack came from north to south. Over two hundred aircraft were involved

  in the operation.2




  For Jean Guéhenno, a schoolteacher, the bombs seemed to start falling as soon as the sirens sounded: ‘There was no time to find shelter. We stayed in our fragile building, with the

  windows open, and could do nothing but watch the show. Magnificent, but frightening. Man is incredibly powerful and stupid.’3 Sixty-four-year-old

  Berthe Auroy could not appreciate the magnificence, as her apartment in the 18th arrondissement was directly under the bombs. Terrified by the scale of the bombardment, she decided to seek shelter

  with her neighbours in the apartment above:




  

    

      

        I open the door onto the stairway and recoil in horror. The staircase seems to be surrounded by flames. It makes terrible cracking noises, it shakes with each explosion. I

        don’t dare go up the ten steps. I go back to my shaking bed. Normally, a raid doesn’t last very long. But the earth has been shaking for half an hour already; surely the nightmare

        must end soon . . . The electricity goes off. I light a candle. The bombing is still very intense. An hour! This torture has been going on for a whole hour! Have they decided to destroy the

        whole of Paris?4


      


    


  




  Albert Grunberg, a 46-year-old Jewish hairdresser, did not have the opportunity to find shelter. For the previous eighteen months Grunberg had been hiding with his brother Sami

  in the attic of his building in the Latin Quarter. He had not gone outside once, and almost none of his neighbours knew he was there. There was no question of joining them in the safety of the

  cellars.5 Grunberg was eight kilometres away from the target6 but was nevertheless horrified by the

  bombardment:




  

    

      

        It lasted two hours, from midnight to 2 o’clock. For the first time everyone in the building went into the cellar, except Sami and me of course. It was awful! We

        held onto each other in the corridor. The doors and fanlights were wide open. The whole building shook . . . We saw things we will never forget: flares so bright you could

        read a newspaper, tracer bullets, salvos of anti-aircraft fire and shrapnel falling in the rue des Ecoles and the rue Monge. Bits of metal rained down into the courtyard, and onto the

        fanlights of the kitchen and the bedroom.7


      


    


  




  By 01:30 it was over. The bombers returned back to base, with a minimal loss of only six aircraft.




  On the ground, however, the losses were immense. One thousand two hundred and sixty-five tons of high explosive had been dropped. The railway yards were pitted with craters; the rails were

  ‘twisted like skis, locomotives thrown on top of each other in monstrous copulation’.8 In the surrounding areas the devastation was

  terrible: 670 people had been killed – 372 of them in smashed buildings in Montmartre. Among the dead were a teacher from the boys’ school on the rue Sainte-Isaure and her two children.

  Two pupils from the school were also killed, and most of the windows and doors in the school building were blown out.9 Some were lucky: 4530 people in

  Montmartre were eventually pulled alive out of the debris, having made it safely to the cellars while their buildings collapsed on top of them in a night of noise, destruction and

  horror.10




  Wednesday 26 April




  Marshal Pétain came to Paris to honour those killed on the night of the 20th. Although Pétain had been the head of the French State since France capitulated to

  Germany in June 1940, in all that time he had not set foot in the capital. Three days earlier, Pétain had celebrated his eighty-eighth birthday. He was semi-senile and unable to keep much in

  his mind for very long, so his encounter with the Parisian public was planned down to the last detail. At 11:00, Pétain and his entourage arrived in front of Notre Dame, where a memorial

  Mass was said for the dead of the La Chapelle raid. Around four thousand people crowded into the Gothic cathedral, including Prime Minister Pierre Laval and SS General Carl Oberg. Then

  Pétain was driven the short distance to the Hôtel de Ville; after a meal with various dignitaries and celebrities, he walked out onto a specially built dais in

  front of the building, where he was acclaimed by about ten thousand invited participants. The children in the front rows were particularly enthusiastic – they had been given the day off

  school.11 An impressed adolescent wrote: ‘The place de l’Hôtel de Ville and the rue de Rivoli are covered in people. People are

  grouped together, perched on the lampposts; others have clambered onto cars that are drowning in the crowd.’12 Pétain made an anodyne

  speech and then was whisked off to visit injured victims, before leaving the city and returning to Vichy. That evening, Albert Grunberg, seething with rage in his attic refuge, wrote in his diary:

  ‘The Radio Paris announcer, not bothering to disguise his joy and triumph, has just announced that the awful old man who goes by the name of Pétain is in Paris. Every time things are

  going badly for his Hun friends, he’s always ready to help them . . . Despite his best efforts since he surrendered, Pétain hadn’t completely degraded himself; well, he’s

  just gone the whole hog in coming to sully the soil of revolutionary Paris.’13




  Two days later, Pétain made a radio broadcast in which he denounced the promised liberation of France by the Allies and praised ‘the defence of the continent by Germany’. The

  old man was not always lucid, but when he was, he knew he was on the side of Germany. The next time Pétain visited Paris would be in July 1945 – to face charges of treason.




  





  
1




  June–July: Hope




  

    

      

        

          Tuesday 6 June, D-Day. For Benoîte Groult, a young woman whose husband, a Resistance fighter, had recently died of his wounds, there is now a reason to hope

          again: ‘There are already 180,000 men on the Continent. What an amazing exploit. It is a technical and human epic that already resembles a legend. This time, it has happened; hope is

          no longer in heaven, it is within our walls.’1


        


      


    


  




  On D-Day the Allies assembled the largest invasion force ever, changing the course of history and sending a wave of hope through the whole of occupied Europe as Allied

  soldiers stepped onto French soil. But many French men and women felt that hope was not enough – they wanted to transform hope into action, into an uprising. In 1942, General de Gaulle had

  proclaimed that ‘National liberation cannot be separated from national insurrection,’ but two years later both the Free French and the Allies were convinced that liberation should be

  the work of the Allied troops, not the French population.2 Although D-Day was accompanied by a coordinated surge of Resistance action aimed at German

  supply lines, there was no national insurrection. The scattered spontaneous uprisings that did occur after D-Day were met with savagery by the Germans, who were at first able to engage the Allies

  in a bloody stalemate in northern Normandy and on the Cotentin peninsula. The population of France soon realised that liberation was not a certainty, and that Allied progress would be slow and

  hard.




  Nevertheless, the invasion was a cause for rejoicing and optimism, and it gave Parisian film-makers Albert Mahuzier and Gaston Madru the confidence to record an amazing

  stunt. They were both members of a Resistance ‘escape line’ that helped downed Allied airmen to escape occupied Europe, and they decided to film some Allied airmen before they were

  exfiltrated. With incredible audacity, Mahuzier and Madru decided to film them in the streets of occupied Paris, to show the world how the French were resisting the German occupation.3 On a beautiful June day, Madru, who had an official permit to make films, set up his equipment on top of a car and followed Mahuzier and three airmen – a

  Scottish fighter pilot called Stewart, and two Americans – as they walked around a city crawling with German soldiers on leave. At Trocadero, there was a large group of German troops relaxing

  on the esplanade opposite the Eiffel Tower, so Mahuzier boldly walked his trio among them; they were also filmed standing next to a smart German officer who was wearing his ceremonial dagger, in

  front of a German road-sign indicating the route to the front, and, most audaciously, by one of the bookstalls on the banks of the Seine, where Stewart cheekily took a copy of Hitler’s

  Mein Kampf from a German officer. At the end of an adrenalin-filled afternoon, they all had a well-deserved beer in a bar on the boulevard Saint-Germain.4




  *




  On Wednesday 14 June 1944, four years to the day since the Germans entered Paris, Charles de Gaulle visited the small Normandy town of Bayeux, which had recently been liberated

  by the Allies. The Americans and the British had been extremely wary about letting him make the trip from the Free French headquarters in Algiers, for throughout the war de Gaulle’s

  relationship with the Allies had been stormy, and the Free French leader’s natural stubbornness had been strengthened by his complete financial and military dependence on the Americans and

  the British.5 Against all expectations, de Gaulle received an overwhelming welcome. There was genuine joy on the faces of those who crowded the streets to

  see the man who, up until then, had been nothing more than a voice on the BBC.6 The very real support expressed by the crowds of ordinary French men and

  women showed that de Gaulle was seen by the bulk of the French population as their leader – for the moment, at least. The rapturous welcome dissipated the Allies’

  dreams of bypassing the Free French, whom they still did not officially recognise as the Provisional Government of France. At the end of an eventful day, de Gaulle returned to Britain, leaving the

  Allies with much to ponder.




  While de Gaulle was lapping up the applause in Bayeux, there was a furious row in Paris between the military leaders of the Resistance and the Parisian representatives of the Free French. Not

  for the first time, the three members of the Comité d’Action Militaire (Committee of Military Action – COMAC) were arguing with the Free French Délégué

  Militaire National (National Military Delegate), Jacques Delmas (‘Chaban’), over who was in control of Resistance action. Chaban was an athletic, confident and good-looking 29-year-old,

  who had recently been promoted by de Gaulle to the rank of general despite being a civil servant by profession.7 Urbane and suave, Chaban did his best to

  placate or neuter the three COMAC firebrands, but the two sides did not agree on what exactly should be done to fight the Germans, to what end, and under whose command.8




  This time Chaban’s task was extremely hard, as he had to explain that General Koenig, the commander of the Free French Army (under whose command the armed wing of the Resistance nominally

  came), had ordered the Resistance to avoid large-scale confrontation with the Germans and to limit guerrilla attacks as much as possible, because the Allied advance was progressing

  slowly.9 Furthermore, there would be no more supplies parachuted to the Resistance until the August full moon – over six weeks away. The members of

  COMAC protested that these measures ran counter to their view that it was necessary to attack the Germans wherever possible. Chaban was sympathetic, but could do nothing, as everything was in the

  hands of London, which was the heart of the Allied war machine.




  Tensions were further heightened because two of the three members of COMAC were politically suspect in the eyes of the Gaullists: 30-year-old insurance agent Maurice Kriegel (code name

  ‘Valrimont’) was close to the Communist Party, while 43-year-old Pierre Villon was a hardened Communist Party full-time worker (he did not bother with a code name). The third member of

  COMAC, Count Jean de Vogüé (code name ‘Vaillant’), was hardly any better from a Free French point of view. Although he was a right-wing naval officer,

  aristocrat and businessman, de Vogüé was also in favour of an insurrection, but in the image of the French Revolution of 1789, not the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917.10 The radical forces of the Resistance wanted a mass, popular insurrection to drive out the Germans and take power; the Gaullists wanted the Resistance and the

  population to act as passive participants in de Gaulle’s triumphant entry into Paris. These two forces were on a collision course. However, even if all the Resistance leaders and

  rank-and-file had wanted to launch an uprising, the numbers simply did not add up. By the middle of August it was claimed there were around 35,000 Resistance fighters in the Paris region, but their

  armament was pitiful – 166 machine guns, 825 revolvers, 562 shotguns and rifles and only 192 grenades. There were neither heavy weapons nor explosives.11 They would not be able to beat the German Army with such a weak arsenal.




  Until the beginning of June, Pierre Lefaucheux, a staunch Gaullist, had been the Paris regional leader of the Resistance fighters – now known collectively as the Forces Françaises

  de l’Intérieur (FFI), or more popularly as ‘les Fifis’.12 Although the FFI were now considered to be part of the Free French

  Army, under the nominal leadership of General Koenig, their chain of command was entirely entwined with the structures of the Resistance inside France. In many ways, the FFI was the armed wing of

  the Resistance, or rather of the Resistance groups: each underground organisation retained control over its armed fighters while at the same time accepting the orders of the FFI command.




  A shift in the balance of power within the FFI leadership of the Paris region occurred when Lefaucheux was arrested in June and was replaced by 36-year-old Henri Tanguy (code name

  ‘Rol’), a communist who had fought with the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War.13 Given that the communists claimed to have

  about 20,000 fighters in the Paris region, this might have indicated that the Communist Party had a tight grip on all Resistance armed actions in the area.14 However, none of the four local leaders of the Paris FFI was a communist, nor were any of the key members of Rol’s staff.15

  Furthermore, 10,000 fighters in the region were linked to de Vogüé’s group, Ceux de la Résistance (‘The Men of the Resistance’), and

  constituted a counterweight to any potential communist coup.16 In fact, the communists were never going to try to seize power – eight years

  earlier, in June 1936, the French communist had accepted that the massive strike wave that rocked the country would not lead to revolution, and by meekly following the twists and turns of the USSR

  as it made an alliance with Hitler in 1939, the party leadership has shown that it had no independence. Whatever rank and file members of the Communist Party might have believed or hoped, the party

  high-ups would not sanction a revolutionary movement or an attempt to seize power unless they had the approval of Moscow. When Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin met at the Tehran conference of 1943,

  the Soviet leader had agreed that France would remain under Western control after the war, and his followers in France were wedded to Moscow’s view of the world. Nevertheless, the existence

  of so many different political and military forces within the Paris Resistance meant that the Free French had a hard time trying to control events on the ground.




  *




  Shortly before dawn on 28 June, over a dozen armed Resistance fighters crept towards the Ministry of Information on the rue de Solférino at the western end of the

  boulevard Saint-Germain.17 They disarmed the two police guards outside the ministry and cut the telephone wires to the building. Their target was the

  Vichy Minister of Information, Philippe Henriot, and their orders were to kidnap him. If that proved impossible, they were to kill him. Twenty-two-year-old Charles Gonard (‘Morlot’) and

  two comrades tricked their way into Henriot’s first-floor apartment. But Henriot made a grab for their guns and was immediately shot; severely wounded, he fell to the floor and another burst

  of machine-gun fire killed him. With that the three men left; downstairs, their comrades asked, ‘What happened?’ ‘He resisted, so I shot him,’ said Morlot. The whole

  operation had taken thirteen minutes.18




  Henriot’s assassination – the first armed action in Paris for months – was a major coup for the Resistance. From the beginning of the year, Henriot had appeared twice a day on

  Radio Paris, spewing his anti-Semitic bile and attracting large audiences.19 The Free French were so concerned about Henriot’s

  influence that in their broadcasts on the BBC they had openly called for him to be killed. As the Free French comedian Pierre Dac put it in one programme: ‘Monsieur Henriot, when you are dead

  you will perhaps have an inscription on your gravestone, and it will read: “Philippe Henriot, he died for Germany, killed by French bullets”. And now, sleep well Monsieur Henriot . . .

  if you can.’20




  The news of Henriot’s death shocked the country, unnerving leading collaborators.21 Fascist journalist Lucien Rebatet, who had been carrying a

  gun for protection, now supplemented his arsenal with a large Army revolver and a grenade: ‘I won’t let myself be gunned down empty-handed like poor old Henriot,’ he

  wrote.22 Although a section of the population was disturbed by the brutality of the assassination, many rejoiced.23 Hidden in his attic room, Albert Grunberg wrote: ‘Nothing but good news today. First of all, that scab Philippe Henriot was executed this morning by patriots . . .

  We’ll never again hear Hitler’s lackey spew his venom several times a day on all the Hun radios of Occupied France . . . To pay for his crimes against France, that bastard ought to have

  been roasted over a slow fire, but he can’t complain as he was rubbed out in a second.’24




  Vichy generated as much propaganda as they could from the assassination, plastering Paris with Henriot’s portrait and the slogan: ‘He told the truth – they killed him!’

  Even after his death, Henriot’s broadcasts continued, as Radio Paris took to repeating his programmes ad nauseam – ‘The traitor Henriot might be dead, but that

  doesn’t stop him from continuing to give us earache,’ grumbled Grunberg in his diary.25 The French state paid for Henriot’s funeral,

  which took place at Notre Dame and was celebrated by the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Suhard, in the presence of all the leading figures of occupation and collaboration except

  Pétain.26




  Following Henriot’s assassination, Vichy’s fascist paramilitary organisation, the Milice, launched a frenzied wave of reprisals, murdering people associated with the Resistance all

  over the country.27 Probably the most notable victim was Georges Mandel, who had been the Minister of the Interior in June 1940, and as a Jewish

  politician was a Milice hate figure. At the beginning of July 1944, Mandel was transferred from a German prison to the Santé prison in the south of the French capital. A

  mere three hours after he entered the Santé, Mandel was taken away by Milice leader Max Knipping and a group of henchmen, who killed him in the Fontainebleau forest, south of

  Paris.28 Mandel had no illusions about his fate, as shown by his parting words to the Santé prison governor: ‘Dying is nothing. But it is

  sad to die before seeing the country liberated.’29




  In the past, the Resistance had refused to be intimidated by the Germans’ vicious campaign of reprisals, such as the murder of French hostages following the assassination of German

  soldiers, even when hundreds of Frenchmen were killed.30 Similarly, the murder of Georges Mandel did not alter the Resistance campaign against leading

  collaborators. Three days after the death of Mandel, on a slightly chilly Monday morning, four young men left Paris in a car, headed for the western suburb of Puteaux. They were members of a

  Communist Party hit-squad, and their target was the collaborationist Mayor of Puteaux, Georges Barthélemy, although they were not certain what their man looked like. André

  Calvès recalled what happened when he went up to his target:




  

    

      

        ‘Are you Monsieur Barthélemy?’ I asked. ‘No,’ he replied. He was pale. My thoughts raced. Of course he’d say ‘No’.

        ‘Show me your papers,’ I said. At the same time, I thought to myself, ‘Idiot – now you’ve given him the chance to draw a gun. Watch out!’ He put his hand

        inside his jacket then looked as though he was about to run off. His whole body seemed to tremble. It was only now that I could fire. Without realising it, I emptied the whole magazine into

        him before he fell to the ground. Théo got up from the bench nearby and fired, too, from eight to ten metres. From the car, thirty metres away, our mates, who were covering us, also

        opened fire . . . Théo and I ran to the car. I loaded another magazine and gave everyone a cigarette to calm their nerves. Outside we could see people’s noses pressed up against

        nearby windows. In the newspaper the next day they said that ‘one of the killers calmly handed out cigarettes after the murder’. I was anything but calm!31


      


    


  




  The assassination of Barthélemy was followed by another attack: on 13 July, in the southern suburb of Thiais, Resistance fighters shot two German

  soldiers, injuring one and killing the other.32 This resurgence of Resistance activity in Paris alarmed the Germans – it seemed that the Allied

  bridgehead in Normandy was giving the Resistance renewed confidence. Walter Dreizner, a rank-and-file German soldier based in the French capital, wrote glumly in his diary: ‘Hundreds of

  fetching Parisian women zip though the city on their smart bicycles. Their flimsy clothes float behind them like flags. The cafés are full, the theatres are full. Paris is alive . . . But

  Paris is increasingly becoming a trap for the Germans. There are more and more assassinations. Soldiers in uniform are in constant danger. The enemy is invisible. He is waiting in

  ambush.’33




  *




  Before the war, 14 July had been the day of national celebration, marking the anniversary of the storming of the Bastille in 1789 with dancing and fireworks. From 1940 the

  festival had been banned by the Germans, along with the French flag and the singing of the ‘Marseillaise’. Now Bastille Day was to be a public holiday again, although the motivation was

  to save money on salaries, and all public celebrations remained illegal.34 Not that there was much to celebrate: the massive commercial dislocation

  caused by the war in Normandy and the incessant bombing raids on the railways were beginning to affect food supplies. Berthe Auroy wrote in her diary, mixing infuriation and good humour: ‘Out

  of 10 grocery shops, nine are closed, and the tenth is more or less empty. NOTHING TO SELL! Except, here and there, on a small shelf, a bunch of parsley or fresh mint . . . We have been officially

  warned: Parisians will experience days of famine. Without the railways, we can no longer expect to receive the tons of vegetables they need to feed the capital . . . And then there’s the

  cruellest of all the hardships that could be inflicted on the French: wine – there’s no more wine getting through!’35




  In response to such complaints, the Comité Parisien de la Libération (Parisian Liberation Committee – CPL), which grouped together all Resistance groups in the region and

  endeavoured to lead them, decided to organise demonstrations on 14 July to protest against the occupation. They even called for ‘major acts of sabotage and executions of

  traitors and Huns’ in and around Bastille Day.36 This had the support of the national leadership of the Resistance, the Conseil National de la

  Résistance (CNR – National Resistance Council), although not all its component parts supported the idea. On 7 July, Daniel Mayer of the Socialist Party made a bold prediction:

  ‘the CNR will come out of this severely weakened: either the call will not be followed and the CNR will look foolish . . . or it will be heeded and the tragic and pointless reprisals and

  massacres that result will hit the best fighters.’37




  In fact, the 14 July protests were a huge success for the Paris Resistance and a pleasant surprise for those like Mayer who continually warned of the dangers of reprisals whenever action was

  proposed. Hundreds of people demonstrated in the suburbs of Nanterre, Clichy, Puteaux and Villeneuve-Saint-Georges, while forbidden tricolour flags were hoisted in most towns – in the

  northern suburb of Aulnay-sous-Bois around forty people marched to the war memorial, carrying flags and singing the ‘Marseillaise’, before the German police fired shots and arrested two

  people. All over the capital people wore red, white and blue, showing their opposition to the occupation and their hope for the future. They marched from Belleville up the steep hill to the

  Pyrenées Métro station, they marched at the Place de l’Etoile, they marched around the Latin Quarter.38 Tens of thousands of people

  took part, far surpassing anything seen in the capital since the beginning of the occupation.39 Something important was happening.




  The Latin Quarter demonstration made a strong impression on one man even though he could not participate. Albert Grunberg wrote in his diary:




  

    

      

        I was pacing up and down in my kitchen when I heard the sounds of the ‘Marseillaise’ being sung by hundreds and hundreds of people. Then I head the chant

        ‘Bread! Bread!’ It had to be a patriotic demonstration. Around 17:00, M. Chabanaud [a neighbour] came and brought me one of the tens of thousands of leaflets that had been thrown

        in the air by the demonstrators . . . Mme Oudard [the concierge] came to see me, draped with a huge tricolour flag, like most of the passers-by. She told me it had been magnificent and that

        there had been demonstrations all over Paris. Policemen followed the demonstrators and warned them when the Milice threatened to get too close.40


      


    


  




  The sympathetic attitude of the Parisian police was also noted by the Resistance.41 When the police turned up at the Belleville

  demonstration, protestors started chanting ‘Police, join us!’ and, at a rally at the picturesque place de la Contrescarpe in the 5th arrondissement, the police sang the

  ‘Marseillaise’.42 Even though the demonstrations were illegal, very few people were arrested. This was an important development, showing

  that the police, who for four years had been loyal servants of the occupation, were starting to waver.43 However, not all sections of the police were so

  benign. Shortly before the Belleville demonstration began, members of the Brigades Spéciales, the police anti-Resistance squad, shot dead the trade union leader Yves Toudic and severely

  wounded one of his comrades.44




  One the most significant demonstrations took place in Choisy-le-Roi, part of the string of working-class suburbs that stretch south-east of Paris along the Seine and the railway lines.

  Demonstrators from these towns – Ivry, Vitry, Choisy-le-Roi, Thiais and Villeneuve-Saint-Georges, many of them railway workers – converged on the statue of Rouget de Lisle, the author

  of the ‘Marseillaise’, in Choisy. In a daring move, the local Resistance group led the demonstration, driving a car carrying a captured German heavy machine gun. As the march

  approached the statue, German troops opened fire and arrested a number of demonstrators, including several railway workers.45 The demonstration

  dissolved into chaos, as marchers scattered and ran through nearby gardens.46 Over the next week, as it became clear that many railway workers had been

  arrested during the demonstration, unrest spread through the railway depots, culminating in strikes at the Ivry and Vitry railway workshops on Wednesday 19 July.47 Workers at both sites returned to work only when management promised to get the men released. But despite further strikes and meetings addressed by armed speakers from the

  Resistance, the men remained in prison.




  On 23 July there was a seven-hour strike at the Villeneuve-Saint-Georges depot as railway workers demanded the release of the prisoners. When a delegation of seven strikers

  went to see management to discuss the issue, they were all arrested by the Gestapo, increasing tension throughout the Paris railway network. Four days later, on 27 July, at the Noisy-le-Sec depot

  in the north-eastern suburbs, the local Resistance took over the canteen and held a 500-strong meeting, protected by thirteen armed men, which led to an afternoon strike in support of the immediate

  needs of the railway workers (food, clothing and housing). This series of strikes and disputes that rolled around the railways in the Paris region was yet another sign of an imminent shift in

  power. For the previous four years, the Germans and their French collaborators had been able to dominate every aspect of life. That was beginning to change, but there was a long way to go: the men

  from Vitry and from Villeneuve, along with thirty-six other railway workers, were still in prison nearly a month later.48




  Prison could be a very dangerous place. On the evening of 14 July, a riot broke out at the Santé prison. The reasons behind the disturbance are still unclear, but no Resistance prisoners

  were involved. The men of the paramilitary Milice quelled the rebellion with their usual bloody and vindictive enthusiasm. The next day, after rudimentary and profoundly unjust

  ‘trials’, they executed twenty-eight prisoners.49 The fascist Milice were growing daily more confident, more independent of state control,

  and more vicious.




  *




  As the 14 July demonstrations took place in Paris and the suburbs, the century’s greatest artist was at work in his attic studio on the rue des Grands Augustins, in the

  heart of the capital. Pablo Picasso positioned a jug, a glass and a lemon on a table, and examined them in the light that came through the window. Over the next twelve days, the 62-year-old Picasso

  painted eight versions of exactly the same composition, although mid-way through the series he sliced the lemon in half. The paintings were all in his cubist style, breaking the forms up into their

  fundamental lines, showing shadows and textures as huge angular blocks of colour. Then, on 27 July, Picasso abruptly turned his attention to a tomato plant that was growing in the studio, and

  produced two exquisite drawings in blue crayon, the first delicate and naturalistic, the second exploring the shapes of the leaves, revealing abstract forms.




  This was the studio in which Picasso had painted his anti-war masterpiece, Guernica, in 1937. He lived in the French capital throughout the occupation, untroubled by the Germans despite

  his left-wing views, quietly producing around two thousand works, none of which was explicitly about the war, suggesting that he was not engaged by events.50 Although Picasso did not paint the occupation in any literal form, as he said shortly afterwards: ‘I have no doubt that the war is in these paintings I have

  done.’51 As July wore into August, his work began to change as the situation in Paris crept into his art.




  *




  On Thursday 20 July, deep in the forest of north-east Poland, Adolf Hitler was discussing the state of the war with some of his closest military advisors, including Colonel

  Claus von Stauffenberg and General Walter Warlimont. Shortly before 13:00, von Stauffenberg left the room; Warlimont described what happened next: ‘In a flash the map room became a scene of

  stampede and destruction. At one moment was to be seen a set of men and things which together formed a focal point of world events; at the next there was nothing but wounded men groaning, the acrid

  smell of burning, and charred fragments of maps and papers fluttering in the wind.’52




  Seeing the pall of smoke rising from the shattered building, the man who had planted the bomb, von Stauffenberg, assumed that Operation Valkyrie had succeeded and that Hitler was dead. He sped

  to Berlin, where the next phase of the coup was to take place involving important sections of the German army.53 In fact Hitler had been only slightly

  wounded and as that news came through, the coup in Berlin collapsed.54 But although the putsch failed – Hitler survived, the war

  continued and most of the conspirators were executed – in one place, for a few brief hours, the coup succeeded.




  Shortly before 16:00, news of the bomb attack reached Paris via a coded telephone call. Walter Bargatzky, a young Army lawyer who was part of the plot, grabbed a bewildered colleague and urged

  him: ‘Always think back on this moment – it is the most important in the whole war.’55 General Stülpnagel,

  the military commander of occupied France and one of the plot leaders, told his officers that the SS had carried out a coup in Berlin – this was the cover story that had been agreed in order

  to dupe Hitler loyalists. Stülpnagel then instructed Lieutenant-General von Boineburg, the military commander of Paris, to arrest all the members of the SS in the city. Anyone who resisted was

  to be shot.56 Bargatzky described how the mutiny was set in motion: ‘Stülpnagel, three floors below me, is handing out the orders that have

  been ready for months. The telephone connection with the Reich is to be interrupted, and the functionaries of the security service, down to its lowest officials, are to be

  arrested.’57




  Shortly afterwards, teenager Micheline Bood was at home in her mother’s apartment overlooking the rue Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Intrigued by the sound of German being spoken in hushed

  tones on the street below, she and her mother went to their balcony:




  

    

      

        We saw a long convoy of lorries, with no lights, going from the rue du Cirque towards the avenue Matignon; then we saw loads of German soldiers getting out, taking care

        not to make too much noise . . . We thought ‘yet another raid’, but instead the soldiers formed up in single file while their officers continued to give orders in lowered voices.

        They skirted round the place Beauvau before heading off towards the rue des Saussaies with fixed bayonets, their bodies hunched as though they were preparing to attack.58


      


    


  




  Shortly afterwards, a surprised French policeman noted that tanks were surrounding the SS building on avenue Foch: ‘a Gestapo officer turned up on a bicycle; straight away

  a German soldier pointed his machine gun at him, while another removed the officer’s pistol. The officer was then taken off to a nearby German lorry, which contained other members of the

  Gestapo . . . Several lorries containing the arrested Germans drove off down the boulevard Lannes, to an unknown destination.’59 In less than an

  hour, over 1200 Germans had been arrested, including the head of the SS in France, General Carl Oberg, who was beside himself with rage as troops burst into his office.60




  The Supreme Field Commander in France, Field Marshal von Kluge, had known of the plot for some time, but had carefully refused to endorse it. Wanting to be certain of

  success, he would support the coup only if Hitler were dead.61 At around 18:00 von Kluge swept into his headquarters at La Roche-Guyon, a beautiful

  castle on a bend in the Seine mid-way between Paris and Rouen. He was told first that Hitler had been killed, then that the assassination attempt had failed and that the Führer was alive.

  Faced with this confusion, von Kluge immediately summoned von Stülpnagel from Paris. By the time von Stülpnagel arrived at 20:00, von Kluge was certain that Hitler was alive and he began

  furiously distancing himself from any involvement.62 Lieutenant-Colonel von Hofacker, von Stauffenberg’s cousin and the lynchpin of the Paris

  conspiracy, made an impassioned plea to von Kluge: ‘Field Marshal, your word and honour are under fire. In your hands lies the fate of millions of Germans and the honour of the

  Army.’63 But von Kluge would not budge and refused to be involved in any way. When asked one final time if he would support the coup, von Kluge

  replied – ‘Yes, if the pig were dead!’64




  The conspirators knew that was the end of the matter: without von Kluge’s support, the Paris putsch would collapse.65 Even if the

  circumstances were dire, the niceties still had to be observed, so Kluge ordered dinner to be served. As von Kluge’s aide later recalled: ‘They ate by candlelight, as if they sat in a

  house just visited by death.’66 When a dejected von Stülpnagel left shortly before 23:00, von Kluge relieved him of his duties and gave him a

  final piece of advice that both men would have done well to follow: ‘Swap your uniform for civvies and disappear!’67




  Once von Stülpnagel was back in Paris, he set about undoing the putsch, ordering his officers to release the SS men. At around 02:00 the next morning there was a tense meeting

  between von Stülpnagel and his erstwhile prisoner Oberg, in the presence of the German ambassador to France, Otto Abetz. A few floors above them, Walter Bargatzky prayed for events to take a

  different course: ‘Even now, everything could have been saved. The general would only have had to rise and shoot Oberg and Abetz beside him. But a fatal quality hampers him: his intelligence.

  Clearly, too clearly, he sees thousands shrinking back from the risk, as Kluge did . . . And the same resignation inhibits us from going down to the general from where we are,

  on the fourth floor.’68




  And so the putsch came to an end, with a whimper. To reassure the rank-and-file troops and to maintain a veneer of German unity, it was agreed that the attempted coup would be described

  as ‘an exercise’. The erstwhile enemies toasted the agreement in champagne and a jovial Oberg left the Hôtel Raphael in the early hours.69 Von Stülpnagel was recalled to Berlin the next day, his fate sealed. On the journey back, he attempted suicide but succeeded only in blinding himself. He was hanged in

  Plötzensee prison on 30 August.




  The next day, the Parisian press parroted the Nazi lie that the troops had been on an exercise. The Resistance was not fooled, however, and on 22 July a Socialist Party leaflet described the

  events in Paris under the headline ‘The disintegration of Nazism – Wehrmacht against Gestapo’.70 Even Albert Grunberg, hiding in his

  attic on the rue des Ecoles, knew what had really happened – more or less. His concierge had hurried to see him, proud to be the first to tell him of the ‘pitched battle’ that had

  taken place between the Gestapo and the Wehrmacht. No matter how exaggerated this gossip might have been, for Grunberg and for many others, this remarkable event was a sign of hope: for a few

  hours, the Nazi machine had been at war with itself.




  *




  The chaotic situation in the German ranks that followed the attempt on Hitler’s life raised the question of what would happen when German control of the city finally

  disintegrated. In Algiers, Free French agent Francis-Louis Closon outlined three possible scenarios: fighting between Allied and German troops in the city (‘very unlikely’), gradual

  withdrawal of the Germans from Paris coupled with action by guerrilla groups, or a straightforward German collapse in the face of an insurrection. Above all, Closon was concerned about how the Free

  French could control the population once an insurrection had begun. He outlined the Gaullists’ nightmare scenario in a series of clipped phrases: ‘Revolutionary ferment. Highly charged

  atmosphere. Uprising of the suburbs and possible anti-communist reactions . . . Highly probable occupation of all big factories, the workers will refuse to obey collaborationist

  bosses or management.’71




  For the moment, however, the Germans remained firmly in control and none of these issues was pressing. On 27 July, the Gestapo arrested two men at La Muette Métro station in the 16th

  arrondissement. One of them, Alain de Beaufort, tried to flee. Shots rang out; he was wounded in the foot and captured. De Beaufort’s arrest was a serious blow to the Resistance – he

  was in charge of all air drops in the northern zone. His comrade, André Rondenay, was an even bigger catch for the Germans – for three months he had been the Military Delegate for the

  northern zone, one rank below Chaban in the Free French hierarchy in occupied France. When he was captured, Rondenay was on his way to meet Chaban; if he had been followed, the Germans could have

  made a clean sweep of the Free French military leadership in Paris.72 Both de Beaufort and Rondenay were taken off to Fresnes prison, where they were

  tortured. Two years earlier, Rondenay had been a prisoner in Colditz; after repeatedly attempting to escape, he was transferred to Lübeck, from where he successfully escaped to London,

  following an amazing journey across Nazi Germany, through occupied France, Spain and Portugal. There would be no escape from Fresnes.73




  *




  For over a year, 32-year-old SS officer Hauptsturmführer Alois Brunner had been commander of the Drancy internment camp for Jews in the north-east suburbs of Paris. Under

  Brunner’s command, the Drancy camp plumbed new depths of depravity. He insisted that all food and medical supplies for the inmates should come from the Jewish community itself, through a

  stooge organisation set up by Vichy, the Union Générale des Israélites de France (UGIF – General Union of French Jews). The UGIF collaborated with Brunner and his goons

  in tracking down family members of Drancy internees and bringing them to the camp; if they did not surrender, Brunner tortured their loved ones.74 As a

  former UGIF leader put it after the war: ‘Brunner . . . is the very model of the degenerate Nazi with the bearing of a mad sadist.’75




  On the evening of 21 July, Brunner found that he was still several hundred people short of his monthly deportation quota to the death camps in Germany. So he sent his men to

  raid six UGIF orphanages, arresting 215 children; the next night they picked up another 27 infants and also arrested around 30 adults working for the UGIF.76 All of these people were taken to Drancy to be put on a rail convoy to Germany. When the train left Drancy for Auschwitz on 31 July, it carried 1,300 people, including 327

  children. As soon as they arrived 726 people were gassed; only 209 survived the camp and returned to France.77 The youngest person on the train was a

  baby called Alain Blumberg. He was two weeks old. He did not survive.
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  Early August: Breakout




  

    

      

        

          Tuesday 1 August. Pierre Bourdan, a journalist embedded with the Free French Army, writes: ‘Over the past four years, some of us have had brief contacts with

          France. These furtive visits were almost painful, mere fleeting landfalls from a boat moored offshore. But tonight we truly return to France. In the cool night, the sea air accompanies us

          across the fields of Normandy; although we cannot see much in the darkness, the smell of France is reassuring, an unmistakable sign that we are home.’1


        


      


    


  




  Early in the morning of 1 August, soldiers of the Free French 2nd Armoured Division or ‘Deuxième Division Blindée’ (2e DB) stepped onto ‘Utah

  Beach’ in Normandy. Although some French troops had been involved in the D-Day landings nearly two months earlier, this was the first time that a unit of the Free French Army landed on home

  soil. They were accompanied by the Rochambeau medical group, composed primarily of female ambulance drivers, nicknamed ‘Les Rochambelles’. Lieutenant Suzanne Torrès spent the

  voyage across the Channel smoking cigarettes, filing her nails and losing substantial of amounts of money at poker, before passing the night and much of the next day moored off the coast, watching

  vehicles being unloaded in a swelling sea. Then, after hours of waiting, the moment came. As Torrès recalled: ‘Night is falling and, with queasy stomachs, we finally set foot on the

  sand of “Utah” Beach. Instantly, our feeling of joy overwhelms everything else . . . it is the kind of moment that occurs rarely in your life. Before jumping into my vehicle, I scoop up

  some sand and press it against my cheek . . . I could almost eat it!’2




  The 2e DB was not just another set of soldiers. None of them knew it, but they had been chosen to be the first Free French troops to enter Paris. The 2e DB had been

  transferred from Morocco to England at the end of April 1944, and assigned to General Patton’s Third US Army. In other words, although this was a 15,000-strong Free French unit, commanded by

  General Leclerc (hence ‘the Leclerc Division’), it was part of the US Army. Its orders, weaponry and supplies – even its uniforms – were American.3 The division commander’s real name was not Leclerc but Philippe de Hauteclocque – like many Resistance fighters and Free French soldiers, he had adopted a nom de

  guerre to protect his family in France.4 Tall and gaunt with a toothbrush moustache, Leclerc was a 41-year-old aristocrat and career officer who

  walked with a cane – an affectation rather than a medical requirement – and was utterly loyal to de Gaulle, whom he joined in June 1940. The men and women of the 2e DB shared that

  loyalty. A small number of them had escaped from France to join de Gaulle; others were in Britain when France surrendered. But the vast majority were from France’s African colonies –

  either white settlers or indigenous black or Arab men who had joined up as the group fought its way across North Africa.5 After their first major success

  at Kufra, deep in the southern Libyan desert in 1941, Leclerc and his men swore a solemn oath not to lay down their arms until the French tricolour flag flew over Strasbourg cathedral.6 Most of these men had never set foot in France, let alone Strasbourg, yet the symbolic power of the French Empire, the loyalty it inspired among sections of the

  indigenous populations, and their certainty that they were French, had led them to join up and risk their lives.




  Although the black and Arab men of the French colonies were convinced that they were just as French as de Gaulle or Leclerc, the Allies did not agree. At the beginning of the year, US Major

  General Walter Bedell Smith, Chief of Staff at the Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), had insisted that only ‘white personnel’ should be involved in the

  liberation of Paris, even if it meant ethnically cleansing the Leclerc Division.7 In the end, the thousands of North African soldiers were not actually

  removed from the 2e DB, nor were 400 Spaniards, many of them exiled republicans, who had joined up to continue the fight against fascism after the end of the Spanish Civil War.8 But there were no French West African soldiers among the thousands of 2e DB men who landed on Utah Beach at the beginning of August.

  Furthermore, all the US soldiers who were eventually involved in the liberation of Paris were from white regiments (the US Army systematically segregated its units at this time).9 The freedoms the Allies brought to France were not yet for everyone.




  In the weeks following D-Day, men and machines poured endlessly onto the Normandy beaches. By the end of July the Allied armies were nearly 1 million strong. New ports and roads were built to

  maintain the flow to the front, but the fighting was hard and progress was slow. However, at the end of July the Allies launched a massive land and air offensive against the German lines and, on

  the evening of 31 July, US troops finally succeeded in taking Avranches south of the Cotentin peninsula, opening the way eastwards to Paris. Field Marshal von Kluge confided to his colleagues:

  ‘Gentlemen, this breakthrough means for us and the German people the beginning of a decisive and bitter end. I see no remaining possibility of halting this ongoing attack.’10 Von Kluge was right. Within a little more than a week, the Allies had progressed 200 km and had liberated Le Mans, approximately halfway to Paris from the

  Normandy beaches. The speed of the advance kindled new hope in the hearts of the Parisians, who were finding life increasingly harsh. On Sunday 6 August Protestant priest Marc Boegner wrote in his

  diary: ‘New restrictions: we will have gas only from 12:15 to 12:30 at lunchtime and in the evening from 19:20 to 20:30. The Métro will be shut from 11:00 to 15:00. Working hours will

  have to be adapted to this new situation. The week that is beginning will undoubtedly be one of the most extraordinary in history. The week that has just finished has left us stunned. The Americans

  have advanced 300 km with their tanks and the Russians have taken the war onto German soil.’11




  *




  In the first week of August the military situation in the west grew increasingly serious for the Germans. The Allies pushed eastwards, then turned north at Alençon,

  beginning a pincer movement towards the town of Falaise, with the aim of trapping the German armies in Normandy. Caught in what became known as the ‘Falaise pocket’,

  surrounded on all sides by overwhelming forces and with no air support, the Germans soon found their food, ammunition and fuel supplies rapidly dwindling. Unless they could find a way to escape,

  they were doomed.




  A few dozen kilometres to the south, away from the fighting, Colonel David Bruce, London head of the US intelligence agency the Office of Strategic Services (OSS – the forerunner of the

  CIA), was setting up his headquarters in Le Mans. Bruce had found the town in good shape: the buildings were undamaged, food supplies were plentiful and the population was in good spirits. Because

  farmers had no way of getting their produce to the Paris region, they were happy to supply the townsfolk of Le Mans and the thousands of Allied soldiers with some excellent food and wine. Two

  things struck Colonel Bruce that day. Driving into Le Mans he was amazed by the scale of the Allied supply lines – fuel, ammunition and rations were continuously transported along the road,

  together with engineers to repair infrastructure and communication lines. The logistics of the Allied advance were mind-boggling. For example, every day the 16,000 men of the US 3rd Armoured

  Division – less than 2 per cent of the total number of Allied soldiers in Normandy – required 60,000 gallons of fuel, 35 tons of food and an even greater tonnage of

  ammunition.12 All this had to be brought from the landing beaches up to the front line, creating the elongated supply lines that Bruce noted in his

  diary. The other event he recorded was more sombre. He learned that six of his French intelligence agents had headed for Paris but had been arrested by the Germans. Five of them were interrogated

  and executed. The sixth agent, a young man in his mid-twenties, managed to escape back to Le Mans, but was profoundly shocked and disturbed by his experience. Directly or indirectly, Bruce had been

  responsible for all these people. Three days later, he was shown graphic evidence of the fate of his five agents: ‘I saw the photographs and they were horrible. They had all, including the

  woman, been shot through the groin and the stomach.’13




  *




  On Monday 7 August, General Dietrich von Choltitz was ushered into Hitler’s presence. Von Choltitz (pronounced ‘Kol-titz’) was a short and

  plump 49-year-old, with thin lips and a small mouth – US military historian Martin Blumenson said that he ‘looked like a nightclub comedian’.14 Just two days earlier von Choltitz had been on the Western Front, trying to get his men to hold the line as the US Army crashed its way out of the Cotentin peninsula. Then, out

  of the blue, he received orders to cross the continent and meet Hitler in Poland. Von Choltitz was not a member of the Nazi Party and had never seen the Führer in person. The atmosphere at

  Hitler’s headquarters was tense, von Choltitz told a colleague: ‘One was looked at very suspiciously . . . there was an SS man behind every tree.’15 The Führer turned out not to be the brilliant leader portrayed by Nazi propaganda, but rather ‘a fat, broken-down old man’ still suffering from the physical

  and mental effects of the 20 July assassination attempt.16 As von Choltitz told some of his German comrades: ‘You couldn’t shake hands

  properly. His paws were all swollen and septic. He then started making me a forty-five-minute speech. I had to bite my tongue to keep myself from bursting.’17




  During the interview – or monologue – Hitler instructed von Choltitz to take command of Paris and to transform the city from a pleasuredome for troops on leave into a garrison

  prepared to fight to the end.18 The Führer’s written orders stated: ‘All non-essential German administrative services and all

  individuals who are not required to be in Paris should be evacuated as soon as possible . . . The territory of Greater Paris must be protected against any act of rebellion, of subversion or

  sabotage.’19 With that, von Choltitz was dismissed and dispatched by train to Paris. He had been given unprecedented command over both Wehrmacht

  and SS troops, as well as over all parts of the Nazi Party, along with the powers of the commander of a besieged fort. The message could not have been clearer: von Choltitz was to defend the city

  as a vital military base. He had been chosen for this task because he was prepared to carry out even the most difficult orders. In a secret conversation with a colleague, von Choltitz confessed

  what he had done during the Crimean campaign of 1941–2: ‘The worst job I ever carried out – which however I carried out with great consistency – was the liquidation of the

  Jews. I carried out this order down to the very last detail.’20 While admitting his role in the extermination of the

  Jews in the Crimea, von Choltitz claimed that he also knew all about the 20 July plot in advance – the main participants were ‘all friends of mine’, he boasted.21 His fellow officers recognised these contradictions. They said he was ‘two-faced; when with Nazis he is “150%” for Hitler and when with

  anti-Nazis he is all against him’. Worse, they said he was ‘a thoroughly uncongenial fellow . . . he played the big man . . . a cunning fellow . . . sly’.22 Sometimes, their opinions of him verged on the ridiculous, as when one German officer stated: ‘I haven’t seen him since we were at school together and nobody

  liked him then . . . He used to be the dirtiest little pig in the whole school. He was smelly. I know everyone used to say: “Go away, you stink.” He was filthy and lazy to the last

  degree.’23 The best that was said about von Choltitz by his comrades was that he was ‘a nice fellow; but, as a soldier, a

  dud’.24 Perhaps the most perceptive view came from an Allied officer who observed him closely: ‘a cinema-type German officer, fat, coarse,

  bemonocled and inflated with a tremendous sense of his own importance’.25




  Hitler not only changed the Paris command, he also ordered a new tactic on the battlefield. Early in the morning of 7 August, German forces on the Western Front launched a massive attack to

  retake the town of Mortain, thirty-five kilometres east of Avranches. Hitler’s order deployed his usual crazed rhetoric and showed a typically poor grasp of military reality: ‘Continue

  the attack recklessly to the sea, regardless of the risk . . . The greatest daring, determination and imagination must give wings to all echelons of command. Each and every man must believe in

  victory.’26




  The offensive failed after only two days, at the cost of thousands of lives and the destruction of nearly a hundred German tanks. Any sensible commander would have drawn the same conclusion as

  Field Marshal von Kluge had done a week earlier, and would have ordered a rapid retreat to safety. Hitler carried on regardless, wasting men and materiel. Less than three weeks later,

  Lieutenant-General Elfeldt complained about ‘the madness at Mortain of thrusting towards Avranches with six Panzer Divisions which weren’t Panzer Divisions any longer. It was just

  madness. The High Command wouldn’t listen to our reports on the strength of our forces.’27 For Hitler, the cause of the inevitable failure

  of the Mortain offensive was simple: ‘the attack failed because Field Marshal von Kluge wanted it to fail,’ he spat.28

  The Führer had given von Choltitz the task of defending Paris against the oncoming Allied armies; that encounter was getting closer.




  *




  For weeks, the Resistance leaders had been complaining about Chaban, the National Military Delegate – the Resistance had not received enough weapons from the Allies, and

  they felt Chaban was responsible. On 9 August, an increasingly frustrated Rol wrote a bleak letter to COMAC, (the Resistance military leadership), and to the Free French Military Delegation:

  ‘As far as Paris is concerned, I am unable to ensure the security of the main services – water, gas, electricity, telegraph, telephone, transport, food supplies, etc. Because the FFI

  has no weapons, the Parisian population is at serious risk from the Huns who will inevitably fall back on Paris. The FFI and all patriots are determined to fight with all their force. They will

  take weapons from the enemy. The question is, will the Military Delegation give them weapons?’29 At one level, this was a fair criticism: Chaban

  had control of all supply drops, and he consistently refused to press London to deliver more arms for the Resistance. In reality, even if Chaban had done everything that Rol wanted, the result

  would probably have been the same. The Free French and the Allies had long ago agreed to strictly control the supply of light weapons to the Resistance, for fear that those weapons might be used

  not only against the Germans. They were particularly suspicious of Resistance forces that might be influenced by the Communist Party.30 When General

  Koenig had asked the Allies to drop 40,000 Sten guns to the Resistance in the Paris region, the British Foreign Office blocked the request because ‘there will always be the temptation to put

  them to mischievous uses should political passions be inflamed when the war is over.’31




  Chaban’s civilian counterpart was Alexandre Parodi, de Gaulle’s ‘Délégué Général’ (General Delegate) in occupied France who was a

  minister in the Provisional Government. Unlike the dashing Chaban, Parodi was an austere, balding 43-year-old civil servant who had spent the whole of the occupation in Paris,

  planning for the moment when the Free French would set up their government in the capital.32 He had to deal with the operators of the Comité

  Parisien de la Libération (CPL), the political leadership of the Resistance in the Paris region.33 Parodi’s task was made more difficult

  because Paris was both the capital, and therefore the focus of all Free French preparations for taking power, and also a city with its own local government and a centuries-old tradition of

  revolution that was at odds with the Gaullist project. Half the members of the CPL were members of or sympathetic to the Communist Party – the President of the CPL, 31-year-old André

  Tollet, was a communist trade unionist, and there were also representatives from both the Communist Party and the Front National, the broadly based Resistance organisation the Communist Party had

  set up in 1941 (there is no connection with the modern French far-right party of the same name).34 As a supposedly neutral civil servant, Parodi’s

  duty was to carry out the instructions of de Gaulle’s Provisional Government in Algiers. Whenever the views of the government clashed with those of the Parisian Resistance (which was often),

  Parodi had to find a way through the thicket of opposition and ensure that de Gaulle’s will prevailed.




  At the beginning of August, however, Parodi found himself on the same side as the Resistance and on a collision course with Algiers. In a firm message to his Free French comrades, Parodi

  criticised their policy of trying to break COMAC’s control over the FFI fighters, noting that this would divide those who were loyal to Algiers from those who followed the Resistance. Above

  all, like so many Free French plans drawn up from afar, it was completely impractical. ‘In non-liberated areas,’ Parodi told his comrades, ‘COMAC is the only body that can really

  lead the FFI.’35 Algiers made no reply. The next day, Parodi sent yet another message to Algiers on his debate with the CPL over ‘who should

  lead operations in the liberation of Paris’. Parodi’s message closed with a plea to his comrades on the other side of the Mediterranean: ‘You must give us your confidence and your

  support in this affair so that we can come to an agreement and the Government’s authority can be maintained. Could you please send us instructions?’36 Again there was no reply.




  Two days later, Parodi met with the CPL and they all finally agreed that the CPL ‘alone has the authority to lead the national insurrection in the region and receive

  the Allies in Paris’.37 Parodi sent an enthusiastic account of this decision to Algiers (‘we have completely settled the problem of the

  seizure of power in Paris’) and for once there was an immediate response from the Minister of the Interior, the veteran Resistance leader Emmanuel d’Astier.38 The minister was scathing: ‘The General asked me to communicate his surprise regarding the content of the telegram concerning the liberation of Paris . . . There can be

  no question of divesting ourselves of any power.’39




  Had he received this reply, Parodi would no doubt have gone dutifully back to the CPL for yet another round of arguments, and might not have later behaved as he did. But he never got the

  message. At the beginning of August the complex communications web between Paris, London and Algiers collapsed, for reasons that are unknown. In truth, communication was always a source of tension,

  because of the delays inherent in the system – coded messages from Paris were broadcast to Britain; they were then decoded and recoded in London, and finally sent on to Algiers by telegram,

  in batches that could represent over a week’s correspondence from France. This produced a frustrating delay: a message sent from France could take at least a week to reach Algiers. Messages

  from Algiers or London, however, were immediately received in Paris, reinforcing the impression in Paris that those safe in Britain and North Africa were engaged in a one-way conversation, not

  listening to those on the ground.40




  During the communications problem that occurred in August, transmissions from Paris got through as normal – that is, with the habitual delays – but no messages were received in the

  capital for at least two weeks.41 Even de Gaulle’s secret instructions to Parodi, sent on 31 July, were never received. The Free French leader had

  said: ‘Always speak loud and clear in the name of the State. The numerous acts of our glorious Resistance are the means by which the nation fights for its salvation. The State is above all

  these manifestations and actions.’42 In fact, this piece of Gaullist rhetoric would have been useless for dealing with the razor-sharp factional

  minds that Parodi encountered in some Resistance meetings. He was better off on his own.




  *




  On 7 August, Colonel Rol issued an order to all FFI fighters in the Paris region, beginning with a perceptive description of the military and political

  situation in the capital:




  

    

      

        The main characteristic of the Allied offensive is that the Wehrmacht is completely unable to resist in the current theatre of operations. In the Paris region, there is

        nothing to indicate that the enemy has decided to carry out a determined resistance; but this situation could change with the arrival of German troops in the Parisian basin and it could

        transform the area into a zone of deadly combat. The Allied offensive, the precarious situation of the Wehrmacht and the recent events of 14 July 1944 all indicate that we are on the eve of

        an insurrection in our region.43


      


    


  




  That evening, Rol’s position appeared to get support from a most unlikely quarter: General de Gaulle himself. Broadcasting from Algiers, de Gaulle said: ‘Everyone

  can fight. Everyone must fight. Those who are able should join the FFI. Everyone else, wherever they may be, can help our fighters. In the countryside, in the factory, in the workshop, in the

  office, at home, in the street, whether you are imprisoned, deported or a prisoner of war, you can always weaken the enemy or prepare that which will weaken him.’44




  In Paris, Chaban and Parodi were surprised by de Gaulle’s speech, which suggested that the population should immediately go on strike and join the FFI in fighting the Germans. With the

  Allied armies racing towards Paris, everything that the two Free French delegates were working towards looked as if it would actually happen – so long as their actions were coordinated with

  those of de Gaulle. But this latest speech could wreck everything, by encouraging the very people that Chaban and Parodi had spent their time trying to restrain. Indeed, even some members of the

  Delegation were beginning to think that an insurrection would be a good idea, as shown by a letter sent to Emmanuel d’Astier by Parodi’s aide, Léon Morandat (‘Yvon’):

  ‘The atmosphere in Paris has changed quickly over the last few days. We expect the American tanks to arrive any day now. We are feverishly getting ready to launch the national insurrection

  soon enough for the résistants to be able to welcome them.’45




  Nearly two weeks earlier, it had been agreed that Chaban would fly to London during the August full moon to finalise preparations for the liberation of the city. His visit

  had now become vital.46 As General von Choltitz, the new German commander of Paris, sat in a train rattling its way westwards towards the French

  capital, Chaban ran across a moonlit field north of Lyons and clambered into a twin-engine RAF Hudson aeroplane bound for London.47




  Chaban spent the next two days in the Free French intelligence headquarters in Hill Street, trying to convince his comrades that if the Allies did not arrive in Paris soon, there would be an

  appalling massacre. Two things prompted Chaban’s fears. A few days earlier the Paris Delegation had been contacted by a Resistance agent in Metz, who had overhead Gestapo officers being

  ordered to make their way to Paris to take charge of 1500 political prisoners. These prisoners were to be murdered, either en route or when they arrived at Metz.48 Everyone in Paris accepted that this was a very real threat. Hundreds of Resistance and Free French prisoners were apparently in danger of being massacred. Important as this

  was, Chaban was preoccupied by what was happening in a similar situation on the other side of the continent, in Warsaw.




  On 1 August, the Warsaw Resistance – the Home Army – had risen against the German occupiers, in order to set up a pro-Western government before the arrival of the Soviet armed

  forces, who were advancing from the East.49 The Home Army seem to have expected that if the Germans found themselves caught between an insurrection in

  the city and the rapidly advancing Russians, they would leave. But the Germans did not leave – they stood and fought. On the first day of the insurrection, around 2000 Resistance fighters

  were killed. An enraged Himmler gave orders to destroy the city and kill every inhabitant, and the SS were sent into the western suburbs of the city, where in a couple of days they killed up to

  50,000 people.50 Thousands died as rebel-held districts in the city were bombarded by aircraft and by artillery fire. After the first week, an awful,

  bloody war of attrition set in, with the poorly armed rebels facing the destructive might of the German Army. Meanwhile, the Soviet armed forces, instead of arriving at Warsaw as the leaders of the

  insurrection had expected, lingered in the East, giving the Germans a free hand to kill the USSR’s political opponents.




  Although the full horror of what was happening in Warsaw was not known at the time – not even by the Allies – ordinary people in both France and London knew that

  a terrible battle was raging in the centre of Warsaw, and that the Germans were crushing the Polish Resistance.51 This was what haunted Chaban. For

  weeks he and Parodi, together with the more cautious elements in the Resistance, had countered suggestions of Resistance action by repeatedly emphasising the danger of German reprisals. It had

  almost become a reflex. The situation in Warsaw vindicated their fears, but the Free French outpost in London did not have the authority to take any decisions, and lacked the connections and

  influence required to convince the Allied command to change tactics. All that Chaban and his London comrades could do was urge Algiers one more time to come up with a solution that would resolve

  the tensions between the Resistance and the Free French in Paris: ‘the lack of instructions for Paris is a serious problem, given that this situation is both the most pressing and the only

  one that presents any real difficulties,’ they wrote.52 Yet again, there was no reply.




  In the evening of 10 August, Andrzej Bobkowski, a Polish exile living in Paris, discussed the situation in Warsaw with two fellow countrymen. They were all bitter about what was happening

  – ‘It takes away our pleasure at the fact that the occupation here may soon be over,’ Bobkowski wrote in his diary. In the twilight, the three of them went for a walk by the side

  of the Seine: ‘The sun has set; night is falling. The black towers of Notre Dame stand out against a pink sky that shimmers and changes colour. The Eiffel Tower floats in the distance, as if

  in a fog. A pleasant coolness rises from the water. There is a grinding sound from the street as a steel giant goes by, covered with tree branches. It is a solitary German Tiger tank, and it

  disappears into the night. Blue flames burst from its massive exhausts, sending sparks into the sky.’53




  *




  After years of deprivation because of rationing and German pillaging, conditions in Paris were becoming precarious. Important areas of the countryside around the capital, which

  supplied the 4 million inhabitants of the capital with their food, were ravaged by the war, and rail and road transport were disrupted. At the beginning of August, the Red Cross

  delegate in Paris published a report describing the cumulative effects of malnutrition on the inhabitants of the capital. Bread supplies were at around 60 per cent of their pre-war levels, milk

  supplies had plunged to a mere 12 per cent, meat consumption was down to 20 per cent and vegetable supplies had plummeted to 10 per cent of their levels in 1939. Around 25,000 babies were

  undernourished, and mortality due to tuberculosis was soaring, particularly among the young. Compared with the same period in 1943, typhoid cases in the city had nearly tripled, scarlet fever cases

  had increased by 25 per cent, while the number of measles cases had more than doubled.54 ‘The capital is threatened with famine,’ the report

  declared.55




  Food may also have been on Picasso’s mind when he began a painting of the tomato plant in his attic studio.56 Over the next ten days he would

  paint nine identically sized canvases depicting the plant, chronicling the daily changes and experimenting with form, colour and light.57 One

  interpretation of this series of pictures would be that the green fruits of the plant promise life, while the red tomatoes show the potential of what is to come, and that the whole series deals

  with the imminent liberation of Paris. A more prosaic view – which does not contradict the other, and which is supported by the fact that the number of fruit declined as the series progressed

  – is that Picasso liked eating tomatoes. Most of the tomato plant paintings show strong light and vivid colours, but in the painting of 7 August, the sky just visible through the window is

  dull and yellow, and the light in the room is flat and without contrast. That afternoon the capital was covered by a thick bank of coppery grey cloud drifting from the north as petrol depots at

  Saint-Ouen were destroyed in an Allied air-raid.58 The war was getting into Picasso’s pictures.




  *




  When General von Choltitz arrived in Paris, he spent much of his first day negotiating the handover from his predecessor, von Boineburg.59 Hitler’s primary order for Paris was immediately put into effect, and the Germans began preparing to evacuate the administrative services from the

  capital. Scouts were sent eastwards towards the frontier to find new offices for the thousands of German administrators. The evacuation plans created a logistical nightmare: there were simply not

  enough vehicles available. The Army was throwing everything it had westwards towards the front, while the vehicles owned by Parisians had long been pillaged.60 Many German offices began to destroy their archives, hoping the flames would erase the horrors of four years of occupation. Jacqueline Mesnil-Amar noted in her diary: ‘On

  the place de la Concorde, on rue Boissy-d’Anglas, from the Hôtel Crillon and all the other German offices, flakes of ash rain from the sky, falling on our faces, our hair, our

  arms.’61




  One of von Choltitz’s first actions was to try to intimidate the population by ordering his men to march through the city in a display of force. Parisian civil servant Yves Cazaux noted

  various troop movements in his diary, but was not sure what they meant: ‘At the moment there is a great deal of agitation in Paris . . . A cannon is pointed towards the Lion de Belfort statue

  in the rue Denfert-Rocherau near the Observatory . . . Artillery sections are moving down the avenue d’Orléans, towards Concorde . . . Large numbers of troops are marching down the

  Champs-Elysées, passing by rue Royale, boulevard Malesherbes; there are all sorts of forces – infantry, tanks and anti-aircraft guns.’62 Cazaux’s bemused response was not exactly what von Choltitz had in mind, but few Parisians were struck by the event and even the collaborationist press did not make much

  of it.63 The parade got only a brief mention in Marcel Déat’s fascist daily, L’Oeuvre: ‘Saturday 12 August, the

  General von Choltitz, military governor of Paris, deployed part of the German troops stationed in the capital on an emergency exercise, at the end of which they returned to

  barracks.’64




  Von Choltitz also tried to intimidate his subordinates. He removed General Erwin Vierow from command of German troops to the south and west of Paris, despite Vierow’s familiarity with the

  conditions in the area.65 This was just one of many changes in command that affected the Paris region in July and August, each of which further weakened

  the German forces. As Colonel Kurt Hesse put it three years later: ‘The effected removals of the military commander in France, General of the Inf. von Stülpnagel, the commander of

  Great-Paris, General von Boineburg, Major General Bremer and later on the commander in chief for the West, Field Marshal von Kluge, in the course of the events and their

  substitution by personalities that were not familiar with the difficult situation of Paris, brought about conditions that were considered as extremely disadvantageous for the ensuing

  mission.’66




  Von Choltitz soon realised that Paris was ill-prepared for an enemy assault. The defences comprised a series of anti-aircraft (‘flak’) batteries and a total of 36 heavy and 220

  medium or light cannons.67 Designed for use against an aerial offensive, these weapons could also be employed against tanks and ground forces, but they

  were not adequately protected and would be vulnerable to any major attack.68 The flak batteries were backed up by sections of the 325th Security

  Division – 6000 men, split into four regiments of poorly armed, mainly non-motorised troops. However, one of those four regiments was miles away on the coast and so was useless for all

  practical purposes, while another protected the Grande Ceinture railway line 15 km around the capital. Alongside the remaining 3000 members of the 325th, there were another 17,000 German soldiers

  in Paris, most of them having minor security or administrative duties, many of them not young and few of them battle-hardened.69 The only other force at

  von Choltitz’s command was an armoured group that had been cobbled together by von Boineburg, composed of fourteen old tanks (captured French tanks and pre-war Panzer 1s) and eighteen Panhard

  scout cars.70 Von Boineburg himself later admitted these forces were ‘weak’.71




  Inside the capital, the Germans had reinforced concrete defences and thirty-two bunkered Stützpunkte (‘strong-points’) at strategic locations like the Senate building

  (the upper house of Parliament) or the German administrative centre at the place de l’Opéra, which were well defended and had sufficient supplies to hold out for a month. These

  defences would deter infantry but would not be able to resist a concerted armoured attack. The explanation for these apparently lightweight defensive preparations was that the Germans had been

  expecting a civilian insurrection rather than an attack by an Allied armoured column; the ‘defence of Paris’ was focused purely on internal threats. This was not unreasonable:

  throughout the occupation, Paris had been the centre of both sporadic large-scale civil disobedience, such as a student demonstration on 11 November 1940, and occasional waves

  of urban guerrilla action in which individual German soldiers were assassinated.72 This was expected to increase after D-Day.73 Kurt Hesse wrote: ‘Heavy arms – artillery, tanks – were not to [be] expected on the side of the Resistance, but then it was likely that they had in great

  numbers submachine guns, small arms, hand grenades and also incendiary material.’74




  As well as continuing to prepare for an armed confrontation with the Resistance, the Germans now had to deal with the perspective of a pitched battle on the western approaches to the French

  capital. Hitler might have wanted Paris to be defended at all costs, but he had not provided the means. The commander of the German 1st Army headquarters at Fontainebleau gave this damning

  description of the Paris garrison: ‘No combat troops, units lacking solid structure as well as uniform leadership and training. Insufficient armament. AA [anti-aircraft] detachments not

  equipped with necessary means of observation and signal equipment for ground-fighting. For the most not mobile. In view of the particular difficulties of fighting in a large city and the material

  superiority of the enemy, any real resistance on the part of the Paris Mil[itary] District could not be expected.’75 Daniel Boisdon, a 60-year-old

  lawyer and member of the Libération-Nord Resistance group, gained a similar impression of the military situation around Paris on 10 August. Boisdon had been in Bourges, 200 km south of

  Paris, and was trying to return to his home in the capital. He eventually got a lift with a butcher, who invited him for a meal on the way:




  

    

      

        I ate a piece of beef the like of which I hadn’t tasted for several months and we became the best of friends. In the Paris suburbs we dropped in on the mother of one

        of the drivers, opened a bottle of Pouilly and drank to the defeat of the Huns. By 20:00 I was at the Pont d’Austerlitz. Throughout our journey we had seen that the Germans were

        leaving. And what a departure! Their lorries were loaded with all sorts of things, including old furniture and sewing machines. Every now and again, hidden in the woods, we came across a

        piece of artillery or a few tanks. But very few troops. Certainly nothing that could resist a mass attack.76


      


    


  




  The fact that the Paris region was not well defended did not mean that there would not be a battle. As the Allied armies advanced, retreating German units

  would be pushed in front of them. Hitler had insisted that Paris was to be the point at which that retreat would halt. The position of Paris at the heart of all road and rail routes back to Germany

  meant that the Allies would come to the gates of the capital, and the Germans would have to fight or flee. All indications were that they would fight. As Yves Cazaux walked past place du

  Châtelet he saw a column of Tiger tanks clanking their way south down the boulevard Sebastopol before turning left with a grinding sound and heading south-eastwards along the Seine:

  ‘The tanks are camouflaged with branches, they move clumsily. The massive machines turn slowly, with a series of slow movements. The Parisian tarmac is being seriously damaged by this long

  column of more than 25 tanks.’77 At lunchtime, 57-year-old university lecturer Paul Tuffrau strolled down to the sun-filled Jardin du Luxembourg,

  now completely closed to civilians. He found French labourers at the north-west corner of the park building a strange platform into the ripped-up paving stones. As they ate their lunch he asked

  them what the structure was for. ‘A cannon’ was the simple reply. Similar work was going on outside the Senate building, just up the road. The Germans were digging in. From time to time

  German fighter planes roared low over the city.78




  *




  Frustrated by the lack of action, the communist leadership of the armed Resistance group, the Franc-Tireurs et Partisans (FTP – Sharpshooters and Partisans), issued a call

  to arms. Drafted by regional FTP leader Charles Tillon, and then amended by Communist Party youth leaders Albert Ouzoulias and Pierre Georges (‘Colonel Fabien’), the document was

  entitled ‘Forward to the Battle of Paris’. FTP units were immediately to cut all German lines of communication, attack the enemy forces, get all workers to cease working for the enemy

  and join the FTP, culminating in an armed insurrection:




  

    

      

        Together with groups of patriotic militias, smash the repressive apparatus of the traitors and the enemy. Exterminate the agents of the Gestapo . . .

        Attack and destroy police roadblocks manned by the French and the German police on major roads and in the cities. Lay siege to the arms depots and attack them. Distribute seized arms to the

        patriots . . . Francs-Tireurs et Partisans of the Parisian region, make de Gaulle’s slogan EVERYONE TO BATTLE the cry of the Paris uprising. Officers and Parisian soldiers of the

        Francs-Tireurs et Partisans, forward to the national insurrection. March to the sound of guns!79


      


    


  




  This might appear to confirm the worst fears of those who suspected the communists were planning to seize power, but this was not the case. Over the next few days there were no

  signs of any increase in FTP armed activity, for the simple reason that they did not have enough weapons. Nor was there any mass influx into the FTP, because they did not have the broad support

  they imagined they had. In some senses, this revolutionary rhetoric represented the high point of direct communist influence over the Paris insurrection. The FTP forces in the Paris region were now

  under the orders of the FFI, and had adopted an outlook that was similar to that of the whole Resistance: ‘Our slogan must be to respond to General de Gaulle with all our strength by opening

  the road to Paris for the Allies.’80 The 10 August call to arms was apparently the last attempt by the FTP leaders to intervene independently in

  the impending struggle for the capital. In the days that followed, they issued no independent orders, nor did they carry out any independent actions; everything was left in the hands of Colonel

  Rol, the undisputed leader of the FFI.81
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  Mid-August: Build-up




  

    

      

        

          On Thursday 10 August, Protestant priest Marc Boegner writes in his diary: ‘A beautiful day, the most beautiful that we have had this summer. Paris is full of

          lorries, of hastily camouflaged cars of all kinds. They are waiting for nightfall before leaving. People “in the know” claim that Pétain will be here on Saturday. Laval

          is already here. They say that the newspapers will be moving to Vittel or Nancy. Part of the German embassy has apparently already moved out. It’s odd, there are people moving in and

          moving out!’1


        


      


    


  




  As the sun rose on 10 August, around 500 workers went into the Noisy-le-Sec railway depot and stayed there, refusing to work, protesting against their low pay and poor working

  conditions, and against the continued imprisonment of some of their comrades following the 14 July events. The Germans were occupying the country, now the railway workers were occupying their

  workplace. A sprawling tangle of lines on the north side of the main Paris–Strasbourg line, Noisy was a central part of the rail network. All trains heading towards Germany passed through

  Noisy, and many of the locomotives that hauled those trains were housed and maintained there. Two weeks earlier, the depot had seen the last spasm of the strikes that began on 14 July; now it was

  at the beginning of a new and decisive wave of industrial unrest.2




  In a carefully planned movement organised by the banned trade union the CGT (Conféderation Générale du Travail – General Labour Confederation), railway workers were

  going on strike all over the region, and soon twenty-five depots were affected. This was not de Gaulle’s ‘national insurrection’, but it did show a shift in

  the balance of power. A railway worker described what happened in his Montrouge workshop: ‘Around 09:00, armed men arrived and called us out on strike. We wanted the liberation of the

  hostages arrested on 14 July, a pay increase and food reserves. Everyone walked out. Some of us were sent to other depots to spread the movement. Pickets were set up at the gates of the

  workshops.’3 The strike did not immediately take hold everywhere. At Mantes-la-Jolie, to the north-west of Paris, Louis Racaud recalled how although

  many drivers followed the call to cease work and disable their locomotives, others refused: ‘My mate Léon said, “I don’t get involved in politics. I’m going back to

  the canteen.”’4 At the Villeneuve-Saint-Georges depot, which still had seven of its workers held captive by the Germans, the strike was a

  flop.5 A local activist, protected by armed FTP fighters, spoke to three consecutive shifts of workers in the canteen but to no avail – the workers

  refused to go on strike.6 That night the regional CGT leader, ‘Véry’, tried to put a positive spin on the mood in the depot by

  describing it as ‘undecided’.7




  Even if the massive Villeneuve depot was not taking action, the movement had a major impact. The number of trains on the Grande Ceinture line around the Paris region fell from thirty-two to

  eighteen, with seventy-four trains stuck on the tracks, waiting to pass.8 All commuter traffic was halted: the Parisian stations were closed and

  passengers from Versailles had to walk the thirteen kilometres into the capital. In the late afternoon, Yves Cazaux called the headquarters of the state-owned railway company, the SNCF, to find out

  what was going on, but there was no reply.9




  Over the next few days, the Germans responded to the strike, seizing hostages from among strikers across the region. At the La Chapelle depot, where sixteen workers were arrested and threatened

  with execution, the strikers returned to work. At the nearby Batignolles depot, where hundreds of workers were occupying the workshops, the strikers decided to go home rather than run the risk of

  being taken hostage by the Germans. At Noisy, where the movement had begun, troops took hostages and threatened to kill them if the strikers did not go back to work. Although the strike was

  temporarily halted at Noisy, rail traffic did not return to normal: all the Noisy steam locomotives were cold as the drivers had dumped the red-hot contents of the fireboxes

  onto the tracks.10




  At the Gare Saint-Lazare, the management decided to run a number of suburban electric trains, arguing that if the service looked vaguely normal, the Germans might free the hostages. Pierre

  Patin, an engineer in his twenties, gingerly volunteered for the job, despite his fears that breaking the strike might compromise his Resistance work and that the train might be attacked by the

  Allies or the Resistance. To Patin’s amazement, there were actually passengers waiting at the stations he stopped at, and for eight hours he buzzed back and forth along the suburban lines

  that stretched westwards towards the rumble of distant artillery fire, singing strike songs and feeling ‘both very patriotic and very revolutionary’.11




  A handful of militants at Villeneuve-Saint-Georges met to see how they could revive the flagging momentum of the strike in their workplace. Véry, the regional union organiser, explained

  the next day: ‘I decided to stay at Villeneuve to organise the work of the union militants, because things were pretty anarchic. On Sunday morning, I gathered together the leaders of the

  railway workers, and we decided to use diplomacy, force and sabotage to keep the strike alive.’12 By the afternoon of 13 August, around 300 German

  soldiers had turned up to intimidate the workers. They succeeded, and the strike stalled. The next day, which was a public holiday, Véry reported wearily: ‘The “strike” is

  effective because all the railway workers are on holiday.’13




  Elsewhere it was the strikers who were doing the threatening: one strike committee leaflet read ‘Death to those who drive trains’, while at La Villette, on the north-eastern edge of

  Paris, a driver and fireman were menaced by armed men until they refused to drive their convoy. At Montrouge, shots were exchanged between gendarmes and strikers, and at nearby Bercy a

  ninety-six-ton steam engine was driven into a turntable pit, putting the equipment – and the locomotive – out of action for the duration.14




  Responding to pressure from railway managers, the government asked the Germans to free all fifty-two railwaymen hostages, including sixteen who had been arrested on 14 July, to help end the

  strike.15 It appears that the Germans accepted this, as the SNCF was told that all the hostages would be released, with the

  exception of those who were arrested following the demonstrations of 14 July, and that their cases would be re-examined if the strike ended.16




  In some depots, the strikers began to return to work. At the Jules-Coutant workshop in Ivry the police reported there were few strikers: ‘The workforce in this workshop, showing their

  goodwill, hopes that the eight workers arrested following a strike will soon be freed . . . It can be assumed that if they are not freed, there will be more strike action.’17 Elsewhere, threats from the Resistance against strike-breakers meant that railwaymen were prepared to go back to work only if they were protected by the

  police.18




  The significance of the rail strike was not lost on the Parisian population. Bernard Pierquin wrote in his diary: ‘We are waiting for the insurrection, but when will it happen? At the

  moment, the Huns are moving out; the requisitioned hotels are emptying. There are no obvious signs of defence in the streets. But there is a warning sign of the fight to come: all the railways are

  on strike.’19 The Germans may have thought that matters were settled, but as Pierquin implied, it was only the beginning.




  *




  On Sunday 6 August, Raoul Nordling, the Swedish Consul General in Paris, went to see a German military judge. Nordling, a portly 62-year-old with a moustachioed, jowly face and

  stick-like legs, had lived in France most of his life and was used to dealing with the Germans: he was on the board of the Swedish ball-bearing manufacturer, SKF, which had a major plant in Ivry,

  south-east of Paris, and which supplied the Germans.20 The German judge told Nordling of his concern for the hundreds of political prisoners in Fresnes

  prison, given that ninety French prisoners had been executed in Caen prison as the Germans prepared to evacuate. In particular, the judge warned Nordling of the threat to a member of the Swedish

  consul’s family who was in Fresnes prison, accused of sheltering Allied airmen.21




  Worried for his relative and for the other political prisoners, Nordling contacted two acquaintances in the German administration who had previously helped him free a friend

  from prison. One of the men, Erich ‘Riki’ Posch-Pastor, was a dashing 26-year-old aristocratic Austrian officer, described by an anti-fascist friend as ‘a first-rate,

  extraordinarily helpful companion, cheerful, high-spirited and constantly on the look-out to put down the great German Wehrmacht’.22

  Nordling’s other contact, Emil ‘Bobby’ Bender, was a young-looking man in his forties who was a member of German military intelligence.23 Nordling’s humanitarian concerns were drawing him into a complex web of espionage and influence; although he did not know it, both Posch-Pastor and Bender were in fact

  working for British intelligence. Over the next three weeks they were always at Nordling’s side, playing an essential, hidden role in the dramatic events that unfolded.




  On a more official level, Nordling attempted to discuss the situation of the prisoners with Pierre Laval, but was told that the prime minister was unavailable.24 Nordling then telephoned the German ambassador, Otto Abetz.25 At first, the ambassador was in a buoyant mood, claiming that there

  was no threat to the prisoners because the German counter-attack in the west had transformed the military situation. But when Nordling mentioned the case of a professor who had been arrested

  because he refused to name students involved in the Resistance, the Nazi’s urbane mask slipped and he snarled furiously that the university was a nest of assassins that should be burnt down,

  and that the Gestapo was far too nice to such people. When Nordling asked Abetz whether he condoned the murder of the prisoners in Caen two months earlier, the German was chillingly callous:

  shooting them was the only solution, he said.26 This reinforced Nordling’s fears – the prisoners were clearly in mortal danger.




  Having got nowhere with Abetz, Nordling met with René Naville, a Swiss diplomat, and discussed what could be done to save the prisoners. Naville suggested that all the prisons in Paris

  and its surrounding region could be put under the protection of the Red Cross, which he also represented. The Germans might accept the idea if there were some guarantee about the treatment of the

  German garrison in Paris. So Naville went to the German embassy, where he discovered that Ambassador Abetz was busy making preparations to leave the capital, and was too preoccupied to see him. An

  aide suavely told him that the issue had been drawn to the attention of SS General Oberg, who was dealing with the matter.27

  Meanwhile, Nordling had finally secured a meeting with Laval, but the prime minister was too focused on his politicking to properly take in anything that Nordling said. The prisoners would have to

  wait until he had been able to see Abetz, Laval explained. Nordling left with nothing more than the promise of yet another meeting.




  As Chaban had explained in London, the Free French and the Resistance had also heard that the prisoners were in danger, but they could not agree on the best course of action. Despite the urgency

  of the situation, Parodi insisted on his habitual justification for doing nothing: ‘Everyone agrees,’ he said in a message to London, ‘that it would be impossible to attack the

  prisons without provoking a widespread massacre.’ Instead, Parodi suggested that Eisenhower should broadcast a threat to the Germans, warning them they would be tried for war crimes if any of

  the prisoners were harmed.28 A discussion by COMAC of the prisoners’ situation showed that ‘everyone’ did not agree with Parodi: the

  three members of COMAC sent a telegram to London requesting that enough automatic weapons and grenades to arm 1000 men be immediately parachuted into the Paris region, ‘to enable us to carry

  out plans to free the prisoners’.29 There was no reply, and no weapons arrived.




  *




  The collaborators in local and national government began to worry what would become of them in the event of an Allied victory. Members of the Senate had the idea of setting up a

  new parliamentary assembly that might be looked on positively by the Allies, and would prevent the Gaullists from taking power. These politicians not only had an acute instinct for

  self-preservation, they were also profoundly fearful of what might come with liberation, something even worse than the triumph of the Free French: ‘We must at all costs avoid Paris falling

  into the hands of a Communist revolutionary committee,’ they wrote.30 The chairman of the Paris municipal council, Pierre Taittinger, drew similar

  conclusions and argued that Laval and Pétain should immediately bring the government to Paris, so they could negotiate with the USA when the Allies arrived.31 When this idea was put to Pétain, the old man prevaricated and then naïvely said he would ask the Germans for permission.




  Prime Minister Pierre Laval was more lucid, and more desperate, and leapt at the idea – he would find a way of negotiating with the Allies, thereby saving his skin and stopping de Gaulle

  from taking power. Laval knew that his time in office might soon be over: the fascist politicians Marcel Déat and Jacques Doriot, and the head of the Milice, Joseph Darnand, were planning to

  remove him from power.32 The Germans had not yet given the green light to a coup against Laval, partly because of the fluidity of the military

  situation, but above all because there was no mass political support for an openly fascist government – a coup would merely create unnecessary instability. The French fascists were too

  deluded to recognise this reality and continued to live in cloud cuckoo land – Doriot and a henchman sat in a hunting lodge near Metz, imagining which ministerial positions they would give

  their cronies if they were in government.33 Although Laval was equally deluded in his own way, he was determined to make his own pipedream come true. On

  the evening of 8 August he left Vichy for Paris, taking his wife and daughter with him. He would never return.34




  When Laval arrived in Paris the next morning, he headed straight for the prime minister’s official residence in the Hôtel Matignon, in the 7th arrondissement. He explained his plan

  to the Paris municipal council and the regional government, the Conseil Général of the Seine (the members of both bodies were all Vichy appointees). Laval said he would ensure that

  the Allies and the Germans declared Paris an ‘open city’ that would be neither defended nor attacked, just like Rome two months earlier. Edouard Herriot, who had been President of the

  National Assembly in June 1940, and was now in a prison hospital in Nancy following a nervous breakdown, would be brought back to Paris to preside over a National Assembly meeting. If the timing

  were right, the assembly would be in session when the Allied armies arrived, thereby short-circuiting de Gaulle’s claim to power.




  On paper, this plan had a lot going for it. The Americans were deeply suspicious of de Gaulle, whom they considered unreliable, and of the Resistance, which they saw as tainted by the

  participation of the communists. Moreover, Herriot, an international figure who had been prime minister three times before the war, was a personal friend of both Roosevelt and

  Stalin. The scheme had been hatched nearly four months earlier by one of Laval’s close associates, André Enfière.35 Enfière

  had subsequently made several trips to Berne in Switzerland where the US spy chief Allen Dulles assured him that such a transitional government would have the support of President

  Roosevelt.36 For Laval, the most important thing about the plan was that he would be at the heart of events: ‘The Germans will be evacuating Paris

  in a matter of weeks, if not days. My place is here. I have come back to Paris. I will stay here whatever happens,’ he told the assembled politicians.37




  And so on 13 August a convoy of six large cars swept out of the Hôtel Matignon and headed eastwards to Nancy. Early the next morning the convoy was back in Paris, carrying Laval’s

  precious cargo: Herriot, the man who could stop de Gaulle. At 05:00, the Prefect of the Seine département, René Bouffet, who had his offices and his official apartment in the

  Hôtel de Ville, was summoned down to the courtyard, still wearing his dressing gown. There he found Laval, Ambassador Abetz, and Monsieur and Madame Edouard Herriot. Laval’s plan was

  taking shape, and the presence of Abetz indicated it had German backing. Herriot was still the President of the National Assembly, but he could not stay in his official residence as it was occupied

  by a high-ranking Luftwaffe officer. Laval decided that until the German could be persuaded to vacate the premises, Herriot would have to remain in the Hôtel de Ville and should not receive

  any guests. Even though Pierre Taittinger had ordered Herriot’s room to be decorated with a massive bouquet of red and blue flowers (the colours of the capital), it was still effectively a

  prison cell.38




  In Vichy, Laval’s project was making Pétain’s entourage increasingly uncomfortable, as it threatened to make the marshal and his cronies irrelevant. To regain the initiative,

  Admiral Gabriel Auphan – the man who ordered the scuttling of the French fleet at Toulon in 1942 – was sent to Paris on Pétain’s behalf with instructions to negotiate with

  the Allies and the Free French and ensure an orderly transfer of power.39 Although in reality the Resistance and the Free French had lost too many

  people and made too many sacrifices to accept such a proposal when they were on the verge of seizing power, the Allies might indeed be interested in Pétain’s ploy

  – it would give them yet another opportunity to undermine de Gaulle. Auphan arrived in Paris on the evening of the 11th, and the next day he sent Algiers a message explaining his mission.

  Auphan was ignored and met with silence.40




  Parodi was also alarmed by Laval’s manoeuvres and sent an urgent message to Algiers asking how soon de Gaulle would arrive in Paris, what would be the General Delegate’s powers in

  the intervening period, and above all what he should do in the meantime. Shortly afterwards, Parodi sent another message explaining that he had heard ‘from a highly reliable source’

  that Pétain was discussing a transfer of power with an American general, and that Vichy was highly confident that the manoeuvre would succeed. Parodi closed with a bitter remark: ‘Once

  again, I ask for instructions and I draw your attention to the fact that you have not sent any weapons to arm the forces that are under the direct control of the Delegation.’41 It would be a week before Algiers sent Parodi a bland reply about Laval’s manoeuvres, simply telling him not to worry. By this time Paris would be on the

  verge of insurrection, Laval and Pétain long gone. The weapons never arrived.42




  As the world of collaboration began to disintegrate, fascist writer Pierre Drieu La Rochelle drew some drastic conclusions. On 7 August, he wrote in his diary: ‘Hitler pleases me no end,

  despite his mistakes, his ignorance and his blunders. He presented me with my political ideal: physical pride, style, prestige, warrior heroism – even the romantic desire to give oneself

  totally, to destroy oneself in a headstrong gesture, uncontrolled, excessive and fatal.’43 Four days later, Drieu took this model literally: in

  the afternoon he went for a walk in the Tuileries gardens, drank a half-bottle of champagne then returned home to his tidy apartment, where he tried to commit suicide with poison. He

  failed.44




  *




  Like many other Parisians, middle-aged housewife Odette Lainville decided to write a diary to record the historic events that she could sense were imminent.45 In her first entry she described how she went to church early in the morning, then dyed some sheets red and blue to make a massive tricolour

  flag that she planned to drape over her balcony when liberation came. Her work complete, Odette went out for a walk: ‘I went down to be in the cool shadow of the trees in the Jardin du

  Luxembourg, near the irises, not far from the old statues and the delightful merry-go-round. One of the main alleys is full of German lorries that have escaped from the Front, cluttered with tanks

  and ammunition; the Huns have set up a kind of park that is shut off by chains and barbed wire.’46 In the heart of Paris, the Germans were

  following Hitler’s orders and readying themselves for the inevitable Allied onslaught.




  As Drieu La Rochelle was trying to kill himself, there was another air-raid alert in the capital. Sheltering under some trees by the side of the Seine, Odette watched a stricken Allied bomber

  falling to earth, leaving a zigzag of smoke behind it, followed by tiny white dots – parachutes. Closer to the scene, Spanish exile Victoria Kent saw the terrible aftermath: German

  anti-aircraft guns fired at the airmen, hitting at least one of them.47 Around 18:00, after sewing her dyed sheets together, Odette rode her bike to the

  other side of Paris, nipping in between speeding German lorries laden down with the most diverse booty: ‘a pile of mattresses as high as the Eiffel Tower’, a piano, cases and cases of

  Moët & Chandon champagne. Despite the real risk of being knocked off her bike by a lorry, Madame Lainville felt only one thing: ‘It’s marvellous! They really are moving out.

  They are shoving each other out of the way; it’s crazy. I am so happy!’48 When she got home, Odette took up her pen and celebrated the

  completion of her flag by writing a poem dedicated ‘to my old sewing machine’:




  

    

      

        Rattle on, my machine, through the blue




        Rattle on, my machine, through the red and white, too.




        Our hearts are leaping, victorious




        Gently rocked by three colours




        Soon to feel glorious . . .




        Rattle on, my machine, through the blue




        Rattle on, my machine, through the red and white, too...




        Glory to the Allies,




        Glory to our nation!




        In my heart you are as one




        As I pray for liberation . . .49


      


    


  




  In the midst of the preparations and the politicking, ordinary life continued. Swiss journalist Edmond Dubois went to a small church on the Left Bank to attend a marriage that

  was marked by the conditions within the capital. Because there was no electricity, the organ did not work and the hymns had to be sung unaccompanied. Because of the food shortages, there was no

  reception and the newlyweds were fêted in the sacristy. And because of the fuel shortages, the couple went off on their honeymoon by bicycle. They may not have got very far – German

  soldiers in the place de la République were stopping passing cyclists and simply stealing their bicycles in order to flee.




  *




  In the early hours of 12 August, three B-24 Liberator bombers took off from Harrington aerodrome in Northamptonshire. Painted matt black, the planes carried containers full of

  weapons and supplies, and three men in civilian clothes: Jedburgh Team AUBREY. ‘Jedburghs’ were joint military operations composed of three agents from Free France and Britain or the

  USA. Their mission was to carry out guerrilla warfare behind German lines, in conjunction with local Resistance movements. Of the ninety-nine Jedburgh missions sent into France in the summer of

  1944, only one – AUBREY – had Paris in its sights.50




  At around 01:55, the three men parachuted into a large field about thirty-five kilometres north-east of Paris. They were Captain Guy Marchant and Sergeant Ivor Hooker of the Special Operations

  Executive (SOE), and Captain Adrien Chaigneau of the Free French Intelligence Service, the BCRA.51 They were to aid an underground group or

  ‘circuit’ set up by SOE to the north-east of Paris, which was called SPIRITUALIST after the code name of its leader.52 Marchant reported:

  ‘We all landed well (although the descent seemed faster than usual) and were met on the field (near Le Plessis-Belleville) by Major Armand (‘Spiritualist’) in person. We walked

  with him to St Pathus while the remainder of the reception committee dealt with the containers and packages . . . We accompanied Major Armand to M. Leridan’s house where

  we ate, conversed and drank champagne until the early hours of the morning.’53




  Team AUBREY was not the first clandestine Allied mission to Paris – throughout the war there had been a series of operations in the capital to support Resistance activity or collect

  intelligence. In 1944 there were a number of joint British, French and US operations known as SUSSEX; these were based in two Parisian cafés and worked with some of the armed Resistance

  groups in the countryside around Paris.54 The most important Allied operations in Paris at this time were completely secret, their existence unknown to

  more than a handful of people. These were two British intelligence circuits: JADE-AMICOL and ALLIANCE. JADE-AMICOL was part of MI6 and was based in the dilapidated Sainte-Agonie convent on the rue

  de la Santé on the southern edge of the 6th arrondissement. In August 1944 its leader was Colonel Claude Arnould (‘Ollivier’), a 45-year-old who had been involved in the French

  intelligence services before the war. Ollivier had set up JADE-AMICOL in the Bordeaux region, together with 30-year-old Philip Keun, and its headquarters had moved to Paris at the end of 1942.

  Henriette Frédé, Mother Superior of the dozen nuns who lived in the convent, was a willing participant in Ollivier’s work, enlisting her nuns to help carry messages, and above

  all hiding the radio transmitter and the vital coding sheets.55




  ALLIANCE, the largest single intelligence circuit in occupied France, was another MI6 group and was run by Marie-Madeleine Fourcade. It was called ‘Noah’s Ark’ by the Germans

  because of the animal codenames used by its agents.56 Fourcade had spent the first part of 1944 in London, but insisted on returning to France at the

  beginning of July.57 After being arrested by the Germans and dramatically escaping from prison in Aix-en-Provence, Fourcade made her way north and

  arrived in Paris at the beginning of August.58 She was installed in a smart flat a stone’s throw from the Eiffel Tower, and was quickly given a

  morale-boosting makeover: ‘In Paris, I had to look like a Parisian. Raven-black hair, an Hermès twin-set in beige corduroy (bought in a sale), a pair of large shoes and one of those

  shoulder bags like a bus conductor’s satchel that all the women were carrying. I felt so unrecognisable that I was no longer afraid of being discovered. All of a sudden, I

  felt my strength returning.’59 And with that, she began a round of meetings with ALLIANCE agents in Paris, beginning with Jean Sainteny

  (‘Dragon’), who had also recently escaped from the hands of the Germans. The ALLIANCE and JADE-AMICOL circuits were both active in Paris, and were both attached to MI6, but it appears

  they knew nothing of each other’s work, even though earlier in the year Sainteny and Colonel Ollivier of JADE-AMICOL had returned from London on the same aeroplane.60




  *




  At 02:00 on 12 August, while Jedburgh Team AUBREY was swilling champagne, buses and lorries stopped at two sites in Paris, on either side of the Seine. German soldiers and

  French members of the Milice poured into the nearby buildings and began to herd men and women into the lorries, hitting them with rifle butts, kicking and punching them. Then tarpaulins were pulled

  over the vehicles, and they drove off into the darkness.




  Unknown to most Parisians, the Drancy internment camp had three ‘annexes’ in the centre of Paris. Jews were not only interned in these buildings, they were also put into forced

  labour there, as components of a macabre scheme called Möbel Aktion (Operation Furniture). This involved stealing household effects from French Jews and shipping the loot to Germany

  where the Nazi hierarchy took the richest pickings and what remained was supposedly distributed to the victims of Allied bombing raids. The role of the hundreds of internees in Paris was to sort

  the material that had been seized, parcel it up and load it ready for deportation. Sometimes they found themselves handling personal effects that belonged to their own family members. During the

  occupation 69,619 apartments were pillaged, and 26,984 railway wagons filled with stolen goods trundled down the tracks eastwards.61 The last train of

  Möbel Aktion material was assembled on 2 August. It was made up of 52 wagons, 5 of them packed full of 148 cases containing works of art by Monet, Dufy, Cézanne and others.

  However, because of the chaos caused by Allied bombing raids on the railway network and the effects of the rail strike, the train got only as far as the northern suburb of

  Aubervilliers, where it was put into a siding. It was not until mid-October that the cases were finally moved to safety in Paris.62




  Around 500 internees who had been dragooned into Möbel Aktion lived and worked in the three Paris ‘annexes’ of Drancy. Two of the annexes were conveniently close to

  railway stations – the Levitan furniture store on the rue Faubourg Saint-Martin near the Gare de l’Est, and two warehouses on the quai de la Gare, next to the Gare d’Austerlitz.

  At the third site, on rue de Bassano in the wealthy 16th arrondissement, a few dozen internees worked as tailors and seamstresses, making German uniforms. Concerned by the Allied advance, SS

  officer Alois Brunner, commander of Drancy, was preparing for evacuation and had ordered the Jews in the Parisian camps to be brought back to Drancy so they could be sent off to Germany –

  this was the reason for the terrifying night raids.63 Some of the prisoners from Levitan were transported in a Parisian bus, accompanied by armed

  members of the Milice; Michèle Bonnet recalled what happened as the loaded bus moved off: ‘I pressed the button. In a conditioned response, the driver stopped. Everyone panicked. I

  helped as many people as possible to get off . . . Just as I was about to jump, the bus started up again. A member of the Milice grabbed me by the arm. I had with me a nightdress wrapped around a 1

  kg tin of food; furious, I swung it round and gave him a good crack on the head. Then I was in the street, running.’64




  *




  For the Jews who remained at liberty in Paris, the situation was becoming alarming. While it seemed probable that liberation was at hand, it was likely that things would get

  worse before they got better. This was why Odette Lainville received a visit from one of her daughter’s friends, who was involved in sheltering Jews. Earlier in the year, Odette and her

  husband, Robert, had agreed to hide Jewish children if needed. Now was the time. Suzanne (five years old) and Adèle (aged twelve), Turkish Jews who lived in the Marais, were brought to

  Odette’s apartment in the early evening. Their father had fled Paris and was now in a prison camp in the south of France. Their mother, distraught with worry, had allowed

  them to go to the relative safety of the 6th arrondissement, just the other side of the Seine.




  The girls were soon settled in, running up and down the long balcony, getting lost in the corridors, and playing with Odette’s daughters’ old toys. Then it was time for bed, as

  Odette recorded in her diary: ‘Adèle, the eldest, says a very polite “Goodnight”. Little Suzanne, very emotional, throws her arms around my neck. They really need a mum at

  that age – I am overjoyed that I have been accepted so quickly.’65 The next morning, the girls woke early, so Odette took them out to do

  some shopping. But as soon as they left the building they bumped into one of the few neighbours Odette did not trust. ‘Are these your little relatives?’ the woman asked; Odette mumbled

  something about helping their mother out. ‘Oh, the little one does have frizzy hair,’ said the eagle-eyed busybody. ‘Yes, Madame, just like me,’ retorted Odette. Even though

  the Germans were leaving, Odette could take no chances; nowhere was safe.66




  *




  In the small hours of the morning of 14 August, Suzanne Torrès of the ‘Rochambelle’ ambulance group ordered her small convoy to halt. They were on a narrow

  forest road five kilometres south of Argentan, and a ferocious artillery battle was going on around them. With her group completely unprotected – it was composed only of ambulances and a

  single half-track vehicle – Torrès felt it would be safer to hide in the woods. Suddenly, out of the darkness loomed the vague shape of an enormous tank, which came clanking to a stop

  less than thirty metres in front of them. When Torrès heard German being spoken she realised they were trapped. After warning her comrades to stay in their vehicles, she strode towards some

  shadowy figures and demanded to be taken to their commanding officer. A Frenchman from Alsace, who had been conscripted into the German Army and found himself with the armoured column, was brought

  in to act as an interpreter, and the commander of the German column boasted to Torrès that the German offensive was going brilliantly and that the Allies were beaten. The interpreter duly translated this, but added: ‘That’s all lies – we’re trying to escape under the cover of darkness.’ When the German officer explained

  that Torrès and her group would be taken prisoner, the young Frenchwoman lost her temper, gesticulating and invoking the Geneva Convention, pointing out that they were merely women and that

  their vehicles would surely slow down the column’s advance. After some discussion, the Germans agreed they would not take the women with them, on condition that Torrès agreed not to

  move for two hours. When the deal was done, six massive Panzer tanks and twelve armoured vehicles rumbled past the Rochambelles’ convoy, belching exhaust fumes.




  As soon as the German column had disappeared into the darkness, Torrès ordered her drivers to start their vehicles and they quickly headed off towards Mortrée, five kilometres to

  the east, to find the camp of her commanding officer, Colonel de Langlade. Some of Torrès’ colleagues complained that she had broken her word; she was more interested in reporting the

  position of the German tanks. She burst into the camp and dragged a bleary eyed de Langlade from his bed. The artillery was alerted, maps were brandished and as soon as day broke, a scout plane was

  sent up. The enemy column was soon localised and destroyed.67 Torrès and her comrades had a lucky escape, but many of the 2e DB’s soldiers

  were not so fortunate: during the fighting to close the Falaise pocket, 141 men of the 2e DB were killed, 78 were missing and 618 were wounded, while 52 of their tanks had been

  destroyed.68




  While the 2e DB was involved in fighting to contain the Germans, General Patton, commander of the Third US Army, of which the Leclerc Division was a tiny part, ordered half of the XV US Army

  Corps to drive eastwards to the Seine, with Paris on the horizon. Furious, Leclerc wrote to Patton demanding to know when the French troops could join in the advance on the capital.

  ‘It’s political’ was Patton’s laconic reply.69 In fact, it was simpler than that: Paris was not on Patton’s radar. He had

  no immediate intention of taking the city. It had been decided by Eisenhower that the Allied armies would circle around the French capital and harry the enemy eastwards, leaving the German garrison

  cooped up with millions of Parisians.




  *




  In the afternoon of 14 August, General von Choltitz had his first meeting with Field Marshal von Kluge and the two men discussed the plans for the defence of

  Paris.70 Once the evacuation of non-essential forces was complete there would be around 20,000 Germans in the capital, together with the anti-aircraft

  units and about thirty armoured vehicles of one kind or another. These forces would clearly be unable to defend the city against the kind of massive army being assembled in the west, but they would

  easily be sufficient to restrain an unarmed civilian population. The flak units were disposed in a ring around Paris and preparations were made to face the Allied onslaught. Staff officers were

  told they could not leave the city without the express approval of von Kluge; in an atmosphere permeated with evacuation and flight, it was essential that the commanders should give an example to

  their troops.71 However, von Kluge was a realist: the weakness of the defences, coupled with the critical supply situation, meant that the garrison

  would be unable to withstand a siege of more than a few days. Von Choltitz, as commander of the city, was ordered ‘to resist as long as possible and to remain in Paris until the

  end’.72




  Ambassador Abetz was also preoccupied by the growing menace of the Allied advance. In a secret message to Berlin, which was retransmitted to the Allies by the US spy Fritz Kolbe, Abetz recounted

  the latest twists in Laval’s scheme to call a meeting of the National Assembly, focusing on the fate of Pétain, who Abetz felt was the key to continued German control over France. The

  imminence of an Allied landing in the south of France, and the growing strength of the Resistance in the region around Vichy, raised the possibility that Pétain could be either captured by

  the Allies, or even assassinated. Abetz cynically explained to his masters:




  

    

      

        The summoning of the National Assembly is to the Reich’s advantage in this instance. However, it is of secondary importance whether it is really allowed to meet.

        Aside from the propaganda value this will afford us against dissidents, Communists and Roosevelt, the summoning of the National Assembly provides us with the only chance to get Pétain

        out of Vichy of his own volition, and in this way to keep the legality of the French Government on our side, should the Anglo-Americans further occupy France.73


      


    


  




  At midday on 14 August, Alexandre Parodi went to Professor Victor Veau’s apartment for lunch. Veau was a retired surgeon who had pioneered the

  treatment of cleft palate, and was now intimately connected to the highest circles of the Resistance through his good friend Louis Pasteur Vallery-Radot. ‘PVR’, as he was known, was the

  grandson of Louis Pasteur and the founder of the Comité medical de la Résistance, the clandestine system for treating wounded Resistance fighters. For over a year PVR had been hiding

  from the Germans, living in Veau’s first-floor apartment at the junction of the boulevard Haussmann and the rue de Miromesnil, in the 9th arrondissement. PVR held meetings there and regularly

  entertained Resistance leaders together with Veau, who claimed he did not understand much of what was said because he did not know people’s code names, and was not interested in the internal

  politics of the Resistance. At lunch, Veau, PVR and Parodi ate an expensive joint of beef and discussed the political situation. PVR and Parodi dismissed Laval’s manoeuvres as doomed to

  failure, but they were concerned that the US would look to the Vichy collaborators as their preferred political partners, and that the Resistance and de Gaulle would be sidelined.74 The Allied armies were advancing rapidly, but even the highest ranks of the Resistance were uncertain about what would happen next.




  Over the previous five days Parodi, Valrimont and Chaban’s second-in-command, General Ely, had thrashed out a compromise agreement in the long-running dispute between COMAC and the Free

  French over who had ultimate control over the FFI. COMAC was designated as ‘the supreme command of the FFI in France’, but at the same time this power was ‘delegated from General

  Koenig’. The Free French military delegates, who were described as mere ‘liaison officers’, would put all their weapons, materiel and finances at the disposition of the FFI, but

  the FFI would follow the orders of General Koenig. There was enough there for Valrimont to claim later that ‘all the positions defended by the Resistance were contained within it’, but

  in reality nothing fundamental had changed, and the Free French retained the upper hand. There was no sudden surge of arms from the military delegates, and above all there was a get-out clause: if

  there was a major disagreement between COMAC and Chaban, then COMAC’s decision would be suspended for up to five days while the CNR decided the matter.75 This procedure undoubtedly satisfied COMAC, because it gave the Resistance the final say; but in the heat of battle, five days could be an eternity, and during

  that time Chaban would be in charge. Rather than unambiguously resolving the issue of who would have the final say, the text merely put off the question. Within a week, that lack of clarity,

  coupled with fast-moving events, created an atmosphere of uncertainty that had a decisive impact on the course of the Paris insurrection.




  *




  In London, Free French agent Georges Boris was trying to get Algiers to decide how it would react to an insurrection in Paris. He sent the last of his increasingly desperate

  messages, using terms that were even more clairvoyant than he realised: ‘if the Provisional government does not give any indications or advice to Paris, the movement will begin without the

  authorisation of the government.’76 That was exactly what was about to happen.




  On the morning of Sunday 13 August, a group of Resistance fighters met in an apartment on rue Vulpian in the southern part of the city. All the men were members of a Resistance group in the

  Paris police that was linked to the Front National and thereby to the Communist Party. Although the Paris police had faultlessly carried out the anti-Semitic and repressive orders of Vichy,

  including a notorious round-up of Jews in 1942, there were several Resistance groups within the police force, some engaged in sabotage or in running escape lines for stranded Allied airmen, others

  working with Allied intelligence circuits.77 At around 11:00, the meeting was interrupted by the news that the Germans had disarmed and arrested

  policemen in three northern suburbs.78 Alarmed by the implication that the German Army was now targeting the police force, the meeting immediately

  decided to call for an all-out police strike from the morning of Tuesday 15 August. However, the Front National had an influence over less than 10 per cent of the 20,000 Paris policemen. For the

  call to be effective, the other police Resistance organisations would have to be brought on board.79 Contacts were made with the Socialist Party’s

  group, Police et Patrie, who agreed to print 20,000 leaflets calling for a strike, and a meeting was arranged with representatives of a third, Gaullist, Resistance group called

  Honneur de la Police, to take place the following day.




  The Resistance was not alone in reacting so rapidly to the disarming of the police by the Germans. Fearing that this marked the beginning of a move against the whole police force, the Paris

  police headquarters, the Préfecture de Police, immediately ordered all policemen off the streets and out of uniform. Some perplexed Parisians noticed the protest – Victor Veau mused in

  his diary: ‘The police guarding the police station are wearing civilian clothes. What does it mean?’80 By 13:30 the police were back on the

  beat, after the Director of the Paris Municipal Police, Emile Hennequin, had sent a telegram to all the police stations assuring them that the incident was due to ‘a misinterpretation by some

  local German services’ and that the Germans would immediately rectify their mistake.81




  But the disarming of the police was no mistake. On the same day, Milice leader Max Knipping sent a letter to the head of the gendarmerie, stating that the gendarmes in the Paris region would be

  disarmed, and that arms would henceforth be distributed to groups of volunteers who would patrol alongside members of the Milice.82 With the approval of

  the Germans, the French fascists were preparing for combat in Paris. Suspicious of the police, obsessed with their campaign against Laval, who was notionally in charge of the government that

  commanded the police and the gendarmerie, the fascists and their German masters were trying to ensure that only the utterly loyal would have access to weapons. If the operation went well, they

  would short-circuit any opposition and would have a reliable police force at their beck and call. If it went badly, there would be a civil war in the capital.83




  At 14:00 on Monday 14 August, the three police Resistance groups – Front National de la Police, Police et Patrie and Honneur de la Police – met in an apartment on rue Chapon, a

  narrow street on the northern edge of the Marais district. The meeting began with a brief discussion of Laval’s scheme involving Herriot. Honneur et Police, the group most closely linked to

  the Gaullists, were particularly excited by this, so it was decided to let them deal with the affair – they immediately began planning to kidnap Herriot. The meeting then moved on to

  discussing the real issue: the proposed strike. There was bad news as the leaders of Police et Patrie had got cold feet, and had not printed the 20,000 leaflets as

  promised.84 In a familiar refrain, their representative explained they were worried about the reprisals that might occur if the movement

  failed.85 The Front National representative held two trump cards, however. First, he pointed out that by taking action the police force would be able to

  cleanse itself of the crimes committed by the Brigades Spéciales – the police squad that had targeted the Resistance during the occupation. Then he handed over to Colonel Rol, who was

  attending the meeting as regional leader of the FFI. Rol made clear that since he was not a policeman he could not express an opinion about the strike, but he deftly pointed out that the FFI had

  called for workers to stop working for the enemy, which implicitly included strike action by the police. With that, the argument was won, and the meeting voted unanimously for a strike, to begin

  the next day. A leaflet was produced carrying an ‘order’ (not a ‘call’) from the three Resistance organisations for a strike of all Paris policemen, warning that those who

  did not obey would ‘be considered to be traitors and collaborators’.86 On the other side of the leaflet was a declaration from Rol, who

  instructed policemen not to help the enemy in any way and threatened those who did not join the strike: ‘You will refuse to participate in the arrests of patriots, raids, roadblocks, identity

  checks, holding prisoners, etc. You will help the FFI kill all those who, by not following these orders, are continuing to serve the enemy.’87




  The Comité Parisien de la Libération also changed gear in its preparations for the insurrection. In a new round of instructions to the local liberation committees in the region,

  the CPL described what should be done with collaborators. Those to be arrested included hardline fascists and members of the Milice, important Vichy collaborators, leaders of the fascist political

  parties, and, more vaguely, those individuals ‘whose attitude and speech have been particularly outrageous over the last few months . . . in this task as in all others involved in the

  insurrection, it is popular rule that must be victorious and assert itself’.88 In some cases, of course, ‘popular rule’ could be a

  recipe for personal score-settling and profound injustice. But the stakes were high – the Milice and their German masters had a terrifying track record of murderous violence and intimidation. They would have to be taken off the streets by any means necessary and dealt with by the legal system once peace was restored.




  Posters issued by Rol’s subordinate, Raymond Massiet (‘Dufresne’), appeared on the walls of the capital calling for a ‘general mobilisation’ of all FFI members in

  the Paris region. Dufresne was a member of Ceux de la Résistance and, like his comrade de Vogüé, he was an ardent advocate of insurrection.89 This was not yet a call for an uprising, but it was the penultimate step towards that goal.




  Even those far removed from the military preparations on either side could sense the scale of the imminent conflict. Jewish housewife Jacqueline Mesnil-Amar wrote in her diary:




  

    

      

        The heat is heavy, grey and suffocating. Right now we can often hear the sound of artillery fire from the west . . . A kind of silent oppression weighs on the city, the

        café terraces are full, but people barely speak. The Parisians are waiting. The women are wearing their light-coloured summer dresses, very full – that’s the way

        they’re worn this summer (yes, people are still interested in fashion!), with their hair loose. Many of these women look beautiful, but if you observe them closely, you can see that

        their faces are drawn, their eyes are feverish and that nervous fatigue has hollowed out their features. The difficult daily struggle to find food, getting about on a bicycle, work, children,

        fighting for their family, has worn out these women, producing an underlying fever that has left cruel lines underneath the makeup . . . The city is like a pressure cooker, the temperature is

        slowly rising. Will we be declared an open city? Will they lay siege to Paris? Alone in the great Parisian silence, birds sing in the trees, children play in the squares, while old people,

        indifferent to the madness of the world, doze on park benches.90
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  Tuesday 15 August: Turning-point




  

    

      

        

          BBC journalist Godfrey Talbot broadcasts from the south of France: ‘Our air armada was a tremendous sight. Tow-planes and gliders, four abreast in one great

          procession a mile or two long, flying at 2000 feet high in the blue sky, with fighter cover glinting and whirling overhead and the placid blue sea below . . . I saw fourteen gliders land

          beautifully, close together, in one not-too-big field, half grass, half ploughed. They raised just a dust cloud, and then they stopped and out came men. And we, we wheeled and back we went,

          our plane and the tow-planes, and still unopposed, back over the coast, a Riviera coast that was lovely, beautiful there in the hot sun. Still not a shot, still not a soul to be seen, not a

          vehicle, not a movement. This is a great day, a new assault on the enemy in great strength. Great things are happening in the area between Nice and Marseilles.’1


        


      


    


  




  Operation DRAGOON – the Allied invasion of the French Mediterranean coast – was not quite as peaceful as Talbot’s bird’s-eye view suggested. A fleet of

  over 600 vessels, including six battleships and four aircraft carriers, lay offshore. For two hours before the first Allied boot touched a Provençal beach, the German defences were subject

  to a ferocious air and naval bombardment, shaking the earth for miles around. At one point, 400 naval guns fired 16,000 shells in less than twenty minutes. The landings took place on a

  thirty-five-mile strip of coast to the east of Toulon, and were made by the Seventh US Army, backed up by de Gaulle’s 1st French Army. The Allies were relieved to discover that the German

  defences that had survived the bombardment were relatively light and easily disposed of. German naval forces and the Luftwaffe in Provence had been severely weakened by Allied

  attacks and by a series of bad choices by the German High Command, who had moved men and machinery away from the region, perhaps trying to second guess Allied intentions or to meet the Allied

  offensive in Italy. Although the number of soldiers on each side was roughly comparable – 250,000 Allied men and around 210,000 Germans – the situation in the air was completely skewed:

  there were fewer than 200 German aircraft of all types in the region, compared to over 4000 in the US attack force. That statistic alone shows the inevitability of Allied victory over

  Germany.2




  By the end of the day, thousands of men were dead – mainly Germans – and the Allies were in control of the beachhead. The Allies were ready to split into two groups: one to move west

  along the coast, dealing with German forces in Toulon and Marseille before moving north along the Rhône valley, the other to head through the stunning foothills of the Alps, driving along the

  winding Route Napoleon – the same mountain road that Napoleon’s forces had followed in 1815.3
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