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Avant-propos
Histoire de citoyens français libres dans la France de Vichy, racontée par un couple 
d’acteurs français et un major britannique. Avec l’aide d’une chouette et d’un Merle 
blanc.

Récit dédié à notre maquisard Gabriel Nahas.

Ecrit à la main et en anglais, parsemé d’un nombre incertain de fautes d’orthographe 
et de gallicismes, le texte dont je traduis ci-dessus le titre avait eu sa raison d’être il 
y a une quinzaine d’années. Il répondait à une demande particulière de notre ami et 
ancien maquisard de Vabre le Professeur Nahas, alias  Gaby, résidant à New York, 
chef de laboratoire à la Mayo Clinic et commandeur de la Légion d’Honneur.  Sa 
première croix, il l’avait obtenue au final d’un parcours du combattant tous terrains 
de  la   Résistance :  études  de  médecine  à  Toulouse  entremêlées  de  réseaux 
« Françoise » et « Patrick O’Leary », mouvements de jeunesse éclaireurs unionistes 
et Fédération des étudiants chrétiens, équipées en Suisse, refuge (!!!) au maquis de 
Vabre, médecin de la zone A du Tarn au P.C du Commandant et, pour terminer, 
médecin en première ligne dans la neige des Vosges.

Normalement, il aurait dû être mort et ne pas avoir la possibilité de rendre à la vie, 
aux  bords  du  lac  de  Constance,  de  malheureux  rescapés  du  Camp de  Dachau. 
Normalement aussi, il  aurait pu donner plus d’éclat personnel au rapport médical 
anonyme qu’il a écrit en 1945 sur la chambre à gaz de ce camp, et dont il nous a 
donné, à Guy, mon mari, alias Pol Roux, et à moi-même, un exemplaire sur papier 
pelure. Mais, en ces temps là, il n’était pas convenable pour les résistants de se faire 
de la pub avec l’horreur des camps, ni d’ajouter le nom de Dachau à la liste des 
chambres à gaz.

Gaby  a toujours eu une bonne plume.  Il a écrit un excellent livre, « La filière du 
rail » sur son parcours de résistant. Mais il était inquiet, quarante ans après les faits, 
de voir les historiens étrangers, et particulièrement l’américain Paxton (qui venait de 
recevoir en grande pompe la Légion d’Honneur) s’emparer de nos années noires pour 
les juger à la lumière forcément factice des archives de Vichy qui commençaient à 
être accessibles aux chercheurs.  Il pensait que ses amis américains, membres de 
l’association de la Légion d’Honneur à New-York, avaient aussi  le droit  de savoir 
comment  nous,  les  citoyens  des bourgs et  hameaux de France,  avions  participé 
activement au ras du sol et en famille, à la Libération de notre territoire.

Je trouvais que  Gaby en savait  assez sur nous pour faire le travail  lui-même. Il 
trouvait que c’était à moi de m’exécuter parce que je parlais facilement l’anglais et 
que Pol Roux lui, était plus doué pour l’action et la parole que pour l’écriture. J’étais 
très fâchée de me sentir  accablée par un devoir maquisard supplémentaire. Mais 
Gaby était tenace, revenait à la charge, et me faisait comprendre que, mère toujours 
au foyer, j’avais le temps alors que lui était en plein dans ses recherches médicales 
sur le danger des drogues « douces ». En plus, il voulait que je lui procure un texte 
prêt à l’emploi, alors que je ne sais pas dactylographier et que personne, dans mon 
village, ne peut le faire en anglais. Internet, bien sur  n’existait pas encore.

.../...
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De guerre lasse, j’ai promis de lui rédiger de courts récits à deux voix, mêlant notre 
vie quotidienne et maquisarde au passé historique et culturel de nos montagnes. 
Des « histoires comme ça », avec un peu d’humour et d’imagination et le minimum 
d’héroïsme guerrier, je m’aidais pour cela du rapport « so british » que nous avait 
donné notre parachuté le Major Davies.

J’ai mis des mois et même des années à faire le travail car notre ami Gaby est tombé 
malade sans recours.  Il  ne vient  plus en France et  est incapable de prendre en 
charge quelque tâche que ce soit. Nous avons des nouvelles de lui par sa femme 
Marilyn, fidèle à nos réunions d’anciens.

Mon texte à la main s’est enfoui dans mes archives personnelles. Peu à peu je l’ai 
oublié, ayant eu d’autres occasions de raconter (en français !) notre vie maquisarde 
et même de traduire in extenso pour la Revue du Tarn le rapport de Davies.

J’en  serai  restée  là  si  Julie,  l'épouse  américaine  de  mon  petit-fils  Guillaume  ne 
m’avait proposé de taper directement l’original en anglais sur ordinateur et si mon 
autre petit-fils Tristan ne  m’avait fabriqué un blog sur Internet, à mon nom mais lié 
au site du Maquis de Vabre, afin d’y inscrire mes historiettes « en primeur ».

Tout cela a été mis en place tambour battant,  j’ai eu quelque peine à suivre le 
mouvement et à produire « non-stop » l’avant-propos ci-dessus.

Voilà qui est fait. Ouf.

Odile de Rouville

Vabre (Tarn), 6 Mai 2007 - Heure indéterminée
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Watchers in the night, year 1944

“Ici  Londres...  les  français  parlent  aux  français...  Voici  quelques  messages 
personnels...”

The august sunset is shining over the valley. Since D-Day two months ago, the Allied 
Forces have landed in Normandy, but  they are still  fighting for  Caen, some 700 
kilometers north of our village of Vabre in the Haut Languedoc hills.

Family and guests for the night, we have gathered near a corner of the drawing 
room. The children have been sent off  to their great grandmother’s house a few 
miles away. At three and four years old, they are getting curious and talkative, but 
are still  too young to understand that knowing about “Ici  Londres”  could be like 
gunpowder in their hands. Still less must they find out that their village is a “maquis 
village” and their father a “Préfet du maquis” with the oversight of the “Mouvements 
Unis de Résistance1” (M.U.R.) of 28 communes in this area.

Made up of staccato sounds and riddles, “Ici  Londres” begins its  drumlike Morse 
sounds: ...-/...-/...-/ short, short, long, V for Victory- and the litany begins:

... Keep quiet, the fly is turning/ Silence la mouche tourne...
...The carpet must not move/ le tapis ne doit bouger.

..He peels his banana/ Il épluche sa banane..
..The pork fat is no good../Le saindoux est mauvais

The German secret services are emitting their loud noise over the messages trying to 
keep us from listening. They know that even if just a few understand each coded 
message, millions of listeners from all  over France hear the Resistance marching 
along with every nonsensical word.

Suddenly, here comes our message. A long one:

From the owl to the white blackbird / De la Chouette au merle blanc
Four friends will tell you tonight… / Quatre amis vous diront ce soir
That a clip has only 20 bullets / Que le chargeur n'a que 20 balles...

There is no time to loose. The “Préfet du maquis” is anxious, because, since D-day, 
too many “civilians” in the neighborhood have guessed that “the owl” and the “white 
blackbird” have something to do with the planes they hear turning over their heads 
at times. The “Préfet” has asked to change our radio message for a new one: “The 
fur is made of rabbit skin.” But “Ici Londres”, seems deaf to the demand.

Each of us has their appointed task. Even on our local scale, Resistance is a global 
job and a  maquis is a non-stop struggle. The “Préfet” dashes across the village to 
ask the village doctor to lend his quick and handy Citroen car once again. The “four 
friends” must be hurried out to the drop zone in no time.

1 -  United movements of Resistance
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From Algiers to Vabre
Diary of Major Davies Allied Special Service:

On the 7th of  August  we dined at  a  well-known restaurant at  Blida near 
Algiers... and at 10 o'clock my team got into the Halifax... There was a French 
officer with me and two radio operators... About 2 o'clock we were over the 
target and could see the lights signaling on the dropping ground below. We 
shook hands with the crew, the hatch door opened, the red light went up and 
the green and we swung into the hole.

It was a beautiful summer night with a brilliant moon, and we floated gently 
down, looking intently down at the small figures of the  maquis, who were 
waiting to receive us. I landed in a bramble hedge, which received me like a 
feather bed, and was helped out by a black bereted youth who led me up the 
slope to meet the commander, while the Halifax circled for the last time to 
drop some packages. Ham and wine were offered but we were urged to move 
off quickly and walked down a dark narrow lane to where a car took us off on 
a  fifteen-mile  drive  ending in  a  little  village  where  we  drew up  before  a 
smallish house and entered. We were in France.

It was a house of a well-to-do country gentleman and we were received by 
his wife, a lady of some 45 years of dignified charm and quick interest, with 
M. le Curé  in the background who conducted us to a pleasantly furnished 
drawing room, where a bottle of champagne stood ready for our consumption, 
with some peaches on a plate at our side. It all seemed very pleasant and 
comfortable,  and as  we  sat  down the  telephone  rang.  “A  strong  German 
column on the way down from Brassac.” We left at once and climbed for half 
an hour up a steep hill to our appointed hiding place. We were challenged by 
a sentry and then emerged from a dark, wooded path into a clearing with a 
delightful country cottage with blue hydrangeas in bloom in front and trees 
laden with apples in the garden. It was now about 4 o'clock...

We had a few hours of sleep and awoke about 10 to be informed that the 
Germans had attacked the dropping ground shortly after our departure and 
captured all  the arms and equipment that had been dropped with us, the 
maquis having lost 6 killed in action. An hour later, they arrived in the village 
below and we moved hastily into the  maquis proper, who occupied a large 
farm nearby. From a convenient height, we could see the Germans walking 
about the village...At first it looked as if we were being chased, but things 
calmed down and we returned to our rustic headquarters and began to work 
on getting in touch with different groups, sending out demands for arms and 
such operational intelligence we could get.
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Resistance and Maquis: the symbols of reality
The young  maquis officer who urged Major Davies to leave the dropping ground 
quickly and drove him to his parents' house still lives there with his wife. Both of 
them have kept the original  maquis documents safe.  Year after  year,  they have 
added private letters, testimonies and reports of all sorts. Amongst them are those 
pages written by Major Davies shortly after his return to England at the end of 1944, 
he  sent  them when  it  was  possible,  to  those  who  had  welcomed  him after  his 
dropping. A few lines with a more military or political significance were added and 
sent to join the others years later. One must not forget that Major Davies was a 
British member of the Allied Secret Services. He had been warned that, maybe, he 
should have to tackle mainly communist  maquis in “Languedoc rouge2”  and then 
discovered that  this  was  “largely  nonsense”.  He  entitled  his  report  “Aux armes, 
citoyens3” quoting the French “Marseillaise”, the national anthem.

Resistance in our Languedoc highlands is the result of a long human history in a very 
specific place. It was not without reason that a borough called Vabre became at the 
same time the headquarters  of  a  military  maquis of  some 450 armed men, the 
“Préfecture” of a small non-Vichy administration and the regional bridge head for the 
French  and  allied  Secret  Services  (B.C.R.A  and  S.O.E.).  So,  we  are  a  “lieu  de 
mémoire4” as French historians say.

How was it then that we were not killed or destroyed by the Gestapo, S.S. or Milice5? 
Must we find excuses for not being among the dead? The reasons for our survival 
might be, quoting the well-known Chinese leader Mao: “the Resistance was in the 
village as a fish in the sea”. Or, putting it the other way around, “the villagers were 
in the maquis like fish in the sea”. 

Nevertheless, people today who have not gone through Résistance and the  Maquis 
cannot realize that those two expressions were never spoken aloud neither by the 
Germans  nor  by  the  French  until  much  later.  For  the  “Boches”  we  were 
“Communists”, sometimes “partisans”. For the official Vichy administration, we were 
“terrorists”. It was mostly after D-day that we began, between ourselves and very 
cautiously, to use coded letters with a military bearing: M.U.R., F.F.I., C.F.L., D.M.R., 
etc.  Therefore,  the romantic  underground symbols  of  Résistance and the  Maquis 
really began their public life when they were becoming out of date! After Libération, 
they often got spoiled by noise and abuse, faded as factual reality and became proof 
less.  They have turned out to be like mythical  ghosts,  regarded with  “scientific” 
suspicion by History (and the Law, at times). Our fight was an unlettered and mute 
war, so we feel prehistoric when we try to explain what we lived through. It does not 
seem true, but it was!

And this is a story, not a fairy tale...

2 - Red Languedoc.
3 - To arms, citizens.
4 - Memorial area.
5 - Vichy's militia.
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Topography - A natural fortress
Major Davies calls the region “The Languedoc hills”. In those hills, the borough of 
Vabre (“Hidden Brook” in old Celtic language) is situated at a crucial place for the 
Allied survey of German military movements. Deep in a mass of thick vegetation, 
trees and evergreen bushes, Vabre is only 50 km or so from the Canal du Midi which 
goes along the only flat roads leading from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. By 
plane, dropping ground code-named “Virgule6” was more or less halfway between 
London and Algiers. 

The maps given to military allied operators dropped in Vichy-occupied France were 
very precise about the names of places as small as Vabre, but only gave a shabby 
grey color to the “hills” which are low but very steep over rivers. Major Davies had to 
climb hard to get to his appointed headquarters south of Vabre, and could not have 
climbed north because it is a vertical cliff.

The main part of the village stands on both sides of a “Hidden Brook” which flows 
East-West down to the town of Castres (30km away) and joins other waters towards 
Toulouse (100 km away) and further on, the port of Bordeaux. The brook, named 
Gijou, is more of a torrent than a river, and gives electricity to the bordering textile 
mills; a one-way railroad from Castres to Albi (50km) crosses the borough and the 
river on an impressive bridge with six arches.

Vabre is the upside down dungeon of a natural fortress.

6 - Comma.
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History - Religion and politics
The citizens of Vabre have always felt free. Since the Middle Ages, the local authority 
actually belonged to an elected Council (Consulat). People were Christians since the 
third century, but always ready to argue about new ideas and ways of life (Visigoths 
and Cathars, etc.) But they firmly resisted any faith or obligation imposed by force 
(from the Roman Catholic Inquisition to church taxes!) 

Towards 1560, having heard about Luther's “new ideas”, the “consuls” decided to 
convert to Protestants and assembled to swear “never to abdicate their liberties to 
anyone’s hands”. They built a temple7 and a school so children could learn to read 
the Bible in French and all be bilingual (the lower classes only spoke the  Langue 
d'Oc).

A century later, King Louis XIV took away the liberties granted by his grandfather 
King Henri IV. The Protestants were summoned to swear that they were Catholics 
again (“New Catholics” or N.C. for short). They swore, signing their names on long 
official lists, but in village  consulats such as Vabre, they never abdicated in their 
minds.

7 -  Protestant church.

8



History - Never abdicate Liberty
They resisted for more than a century, that means three or four generations of men, 
women and children,  leading a  secret  life  against  Catholic  priests,  royal  military 
forces and public administration. Being an “N.C.” even if you went to mass from time 
to time was like, for a Jew, wearing a yellow star. The violence against children was 
incredible.  People  hid  in  the  mountains  for  secret  religious  assemblies,  in  our 
Languedoc Highlands exactly in the same places as the “Maquis” some 250 years 
later. The mill owners and traders imported bibles and Psalm books hidden in raw 
cotton bales from Rotterdam via Bordeaux. From the Lowlands, many people fled to 
Netherlands,  Switzerland,  England  or  Germany.  In  the  Highlands,  they  mostly 
remained. “In silence and mourning they waited but didn't abdicate”, the Protestant 
historian François Guizot wrote of them.

When 1789 came, and the Declaration of Human Rights, it was a Protestant from the 
Languedoc Lowlands named Rabaud Saint-Etienne who insisted on adding to the text 
that: “Nobody could be disturbed because of his opinions, even religious opinions”. 
And the great-grandchildren of the “N.C.” of Vabre (a little more than 2/3 of the 
population) claimed that they had always remained Protestants in their hearts.

When World War II broke out in 1939, mentalities were mostly unchanged in the 
Highlands  around  the  Hidden  Brook.  Protestants  and  Catholics  remained  firmly 
attached to their own religious convictions and habits, living and working side by side 
but as two separate family communities.

As everywhere else in rural France since the separation of Church and State (1902-
1905) the schooling of children and the continuation of a religious education was an 
everlasting political and social battle. The Catholics endeavored to maintain private 
primary schools any time they could afford it, the Protestants were at ease in the 
école laïque because they were used to providing religious education in the family 
and through “Sunday schools”. But, always ready to argue, they all the same had 
tough discussions about the unity and variety of French Protestantism.

So, in 1939, the citizens of a future sector of Resistance against Nazism, seemed to 
be much more eager to discuss Religion than Hitler.

For the sake of liberty, perhaps it was a good thing after all.
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1940 - Introducing Actors 
At this point in the story, and to make things clearer about the period from 1940-
1944, the writer of the preceding pages had better introduce herself and others.

Mrs. Guy de Rouville, born Odile Schlumberger, wife of the Head of the Maquis de 
Vabre, from an Alsatian family living near Paris, who speaks English and German and 
who, at the time, was a young housewife with small children living in her husband's 
family's house turned into the headquarters of a maquis village.

The “Préfet du Maquis”, Guy de Rouville, (alias Pol Roux), Chief of the  Secteur 10 
des  corps  Francs  de la  Libération  du Tarn (C.F.L.  for  short),  part  of  the  Forces 
Françaises de l'Intérieur (F.F.I. for short), united by de Gaulle in the  Mouvements 
Unis de Résistance (M.U.R.). Education: engineer, aged 25 when demobilized as a 
reserve artillery officer of the defeated French army in July 1940. Only son and heir 
of a family of textile mill owners with estates in the Tarn Highlands for generations.

The  “well-to-do  country  gentleman”  and  the  “lady  of  dignified  charm and  quick 
interest” as described in the words of Major Davies are the parents of the Préfet du 
Maquis. The “Monsieur le Curé” in the background is  Abbé  Gèze, escaped from a 
nearby  concentration  camp  and  secretary  to  the  Archbishop  of  Toulouse,  Mgr 
Salièges, defender of the Jews. If the writer, Odile, is not there, it is because she is 
in  the  great  grand  mother's  house  a  few  miles  away,  looking  after  a  wounded 
maquis officer and a wounded American staff-sergeant dropped two nights before 
Major Davies on our maquis dropping ground, “Virgule”.
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Local Liberties in the face of the Vichy Administration
It is hard to imagine today what would happen a in far-off rural province when a 
major catastrophe strikes a strongly centralized republic such as France was in 1940. 

All  the  elected  deputies,  senators  and  departmental  counselors  (conseillers 
généraux)  were  discharged  after  the  hurried  vote  giving  full  power  to  Marshall 
Pétain; so the only remains of the democratic French Republic were the 38,000 town 
hall mayors elected locally before the war.

The central power in Vichy kept most of the elected town hall counselors, but also 
gave a much larger authority to the prefecture administration in each department.

The  French  people,  especially  in  small  communities  have  always  preferred  their 
familiar mayor to any sort of central authority. Therefore, the mayors remained more 
than ever the symbol of  democratic  rights in the face of  the administration now 
imposed by Vichy instead of Paris.

But what was Vichy for ordinary French people? It was bottle water with bubbles by 
extra misfortunate named “Vichy état8”. You could buy “Vichy état” in grocery stores; 
it was good for liver troubles...but what a sad symbol for the new “Etat Français”!

8 - Vichy state.
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Pétain, de Gaulle and the prisoners of war
When Pétain asked for the Armistice, we were all relieved to hear his trembling old 
voice, ashamed too, for ourselves and for him. We were crushed down by defeat and 
our last Marshall of France was less null in front of Hitler than our rather insipid 
President of the Republic, Albert Lebrun, could have been. In our Languedoc region 
still full of Spanish republican refugees doomed by Franco, Pétain's recent title of 
ambassador to Madrid strained his reputation as winner of World War I. Anyhow, we 
had no choice, soldiers and civilians were KO.

It was only after the Armistice was signed that people became aware of the Prisoners 
of War. From June until mid-July, families had no news about the missing soldiers. 
Only then did the silence cease about the dead (100,000 in 6 weeks of combat) and 
the prisoners sent to Germany (1,500,000). In village communities where everybody 
cares for everybody, the anxiety was terrible.

For a few weeks, people hoped that “Le Maréchal” could obtain the return of the 
prisoners. When it became clear that he couldn't, people lost confidence in what was 
really possible for him. People shut their ears to the emerging Vichy Propaganda and 
most  of  all  in  “Radio-Paris”,  the Parisian German-controlled  wireless  agency.  We 
managed to listen to the Swiss in French, and the English in English. And, of course, 
“Ici Londres, les Français parlent aux Français”. We knew nothing about de Gaulle, 
not even what he looked like. But his prophetic voice was jumbled by the Germans 
and that of course was an extra reason for audience amongst the free citizens of 
Hidden Brook.
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The Nazis, never accept them!
Our  resistance  during  winter  1940-1941  was  made  up  of  simple  survival.  The 
weather was icy, the crops had been hindered by “the events” (we always said “the 
events” when it was better not to be precise) and the conditions of the Armistice 
obliged us to give a part to the German army. The “well-to-do country gentleman” 
and his partner who had been general counselor both decided that their textile mill 
would not work for the Germans (up to 1943 this was an option in the Vichy-zone). 
That meant little raw material granted and little work for the 300 workers when the 
stocks began lowering, self-sufficiency was organized with kitchen gardens, wood, 
pork, but it takes months to grow potatoes, to fatten a pig and to have dry wood for 
heating.

Our pastor was amongst the young Protestant clergymen who had, before the war, 
been  taught  by  Professor  Karl  Barth:  “never  accept  the  Nazis”.  As  early  as 
September 1940, he told all the parents in Vabre and the surrounding area to send 
their children and youth to the organized groups of scouts and YM and YWCA: “send 
them to our parish organizations, otherwise they risk to be taken elsewhere.” Odile 
joined  in  to  help  for  Sunday  school  and  wolf  clubs.  Guy  was  active  building 
playgrounds in the neighboring villages for athletics and basketball; sports were one 
of  the  only  activities  that  protestant  and  catholic  youths  did  together.  The 
Protestants always organized cultural  activities; the Catholics were hindered by a 
slow-minded priest who was very “Maréchal” because Vichy helped his little Catholic 
school for girls. But, at that time, Vichy helped all the religious organizations, even 
the Jews. It was Pétain as Father Christmas!

The “lady of quick interest” was a 100% Gaullist and it was very difficult keeping her 
from giving her opinion aloud and in public. It was only after Pétain had met Hitler at 
Montoire that we realized that, even in the Vichy zone, our liberty of expression was 
dead. But our Gaullist lady was super active all the same, making parcels for the 
prisoners in the Red Cross services and the “Secours National” organization.

All this may seem an odd attitude, half made of refusal, half made of acceptation. 
Treating someone as a “collabo” was an insult from the beginning. Nevertheless, 
Pétain was accepted as a shield. And in Vichy, the Germans weren't there, but the 
Swiss Red Cross was, and also Admiral Leahy, the US Ambassador. In everyday life, 
Leahy helped us more than de Gaulle.  The Germans did not help us at all,  they 
plundered us and we knew it.

The boches remained the boches for us all.
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Our jews and Marianne
Like most French villages, Vabre had no local Jews amongst its citizens before the 
war. But the textile mills had Jewish customers, mostly from the Sentier quarter of 
Paris.  They  knew that  the  Protestant  mill  owners  and  staff  had  no  anti-Semitic 
feelings.  When  defeat  sent  them  south  with  all  the  other  refugees,  they  were 
received and helped. After a few weeks, before the first anti-Semitic regulations, the 
Germans  authorized  the  French  refugees  to  go  back  home  through  the  New 
Demarcation Line. However, a jew called Dreyfus or Levy, who was French and had a 
job in Paris, but was born in Berlin or Hamburg, was apt to get anxious about his 
identity card. So some came to our mill and asked Guy to cheat the Nazis with a 
false identity  giving a Christian looking surname and birth place in  the North of 
France  where  some  town  hall  registers  had  been  destroyed  by  bombing.  Guy 
managed the work very well, it was his first illegal action. But what could be called 
legal in the general mess of the weeks following the Armistice?

Those jews went away, others came, 78 of them, men, women and children who 
remained, unhurt, in Vabre until the end of the war. Had we known and had they 
known about the Shoah it is sure we could have saved more but it was impossible to 
imagine. The town hall  helped all  the refugees (Alsatians, people from the north 
coast,  Belgians,  Poles and even an English family) and gave them food coupons 
when necessary. It  was not forbidden to help people, not yet.  But when colored 
pictures of “Le Maréchal” were given by the Vichy administration to be pinned in a 
good place in the Town Hall Council Room, it was easy to notice that the “Chef de 
l'état Français” was aside and a bit underneath the bust of Marianne, the  mythical 
image of the "République Française". And Marianne was present all through the Vichy 
years. She is still there.
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Tolstoy and Victor Hugo at the rescue
Using  the  ready  made  postcards  we  were  compelled  to  buy  for  family 
correspondence between the occupied and non-occupied zones of  France,  Odile's 
mother calls the Germans “the rats”. Of course, we couldn’t write “the boches”, not 
even “the Germans”, the cards would have been stopped by the double censure (by 
Vichy  and  the  Nazis).  So  we  invented  words  or  expressions  depending  on  the 
context. “The rats” which seemed to be creeping in family houses around Paris were 
easy to identify, being “ill in a hospital” meant imprisoned. People we knew seemed 
to be getting ill quite often!

1941 was a year of bad news all through, finishing with Pearl Harbor. But, on the 22 
of June, when the Germans attacked Russia, putting an end to the non-aggression 
pact of 1939, our family in Vabre bounced on old schoolbooks to corroborate dates. 
The "well-to-do country gentleman" who was a veteran officer  knew a lot  about 
Napoleon's campaigns. And that was it: “Hitler has forgotten about 1812... winter 
will catch him up before he reaches Moscow!” We became lyrical, pulling “War and 
Peace” and “La légende des siècles” out from the bookshelves. Tolstoy and Victor 
Hugo's  dramatic  lines  about  our  own  defeats  seemed  to  brace  us  out  of  our 
humiliation. “Il neigeait, on était vaincus par sa conquête  /  Pour la première fois 
l'Aigle baissait la tête9”.

Hitler's Eagle could not do better than our Emperor's Eagle! And it turned out to be 
true: the Russian peasants, then unarmed partisans, stopped the new Grand Army in 
front of Moscow, throwing bottles filled with petrol at them. The Germans could not 
reply; their guns were frozen! It was just before Christmas 1941. 

The Russians resisting the invader became our model. Perhaps one day we could be 
partisans on our own soil, perhaps it was our first Maquis dream.

9 - It snowed, we were defeated by the conquest / For the first time, the Eagle 
lowered its head.
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The Youth movements
If the Maquis was still a dream, camps in our Highlands were not. We had at least 
seven camps and youth meetings organized between January and November 1942. 
Camping in January warmed up our hearts if not our feet, but anyhow it was not so 
cold as it was in Russia! Our anti-Vichy feelings were growing with the increasing 
power  of  the pro-German government  of  Pierre  Laval.  All  the  youth movements 
gathered against the menace of a “State youth” in the “Hitler Jugend” style. At the 
Cadre school of Uriage in the Alps, instead of singing “Maréchal, nous voilà”, the 
students sang “La république nous appelle”  and “Vous n’aurez pas l’Alsace et  la 
Lorraine”. Guy was very fond of Uriage and had taken a team of young men from 
Vabre  for  a  session  over  there.  Pastor  Marc  Boegner,  the  very  well  informed 
president of the Protestant French Federation had warned us that the school was 
soon to  be shut under  German pressure  because its  impact  on young men was 
becoming too great. The Catholic associations were on alert, they managed to gather 
20,000 young boys and girls around the archbishop Mg. Saliège. The scout chiefs 
also gathered to discuss the situation, Protestants had a good team in Toulouse, 
young doctors and students amongst them.

If we managed to be cautious about what we said in public, we had our revenge 
through  songs,  rhymes,  jokes,  allusions  and  Bible  verses.  We  hummed  on  any 
occasion, it was a sort of link preparing us for our future action together. Russian 
folk songs were up to  date,  psalms as well  and a tragic  “good-bye”  rhyme that 
Jewish girls sang later on in deportation trains… “and if I meet my death on my 
road10”.

Up the hill over Vabre, Guy had rented one of those barns were shepherds could 
shelter with the sheep during a few weeks. It was safer for camps than tents. We 
had a first week-end with a team from Uriage, then two weeks with Odile’s wolf 
cubs,  afterwards  Catholic  workers  from  Marseille.  Then,  “the  events”  along  our 
Hidden Brook became dramatic: foreign Jews, assigned to residence in Lacaune, a 
borough 35 km from Vabre were suddenly raffled and pushed into a bus; parents 
separated from children. One mother committed suicide. Our local policemen had 
been sent there on duty and came back home horrified. The news spread amongst 
us: “the policemen were crying”. A few days later, jews and protestant girl-guide 
chieftains managed the escape of 35 teenagers speaking only Yiddish and took them 
to our barn. The Mayor of Vabre, with the Pastor, called the police brigadier to the 
town hall: “We must tell you the truth. The girls are foreign and Jewish, we must 
pretend they are French and Protestant”. The brigadier answered: “I’m on your side, 
I’ll help them”. And he was “on our side” from that minute. 

After three weeks in our barn, safely lodged without identity cards and safely fed 
without regular coupons, the girls were taken to Switzerland and saved!

10- “et si je rencontre la mort en chemin”.
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The refusers
When the German Army invaded the Vichy zone in november 1942, their soldiers 
took hold of the military barracks in Albi and Castres, but kept no regular garrisons 
in the Highlands and only went through by day and by car only. So we kept our dear 
“little train” free from green and black uniforms, its quaint little engine dating from 
1905 continued to go up and down its railroad, with sacs of potatoes, hams and 
chickens in baskets, clandestine Jews their identity cards hidden in the engine coal, 
fishermen, college boys and girls coming back home and sometimes though rarely, 
one of those new “militiamen” who were Vichy spies. We all knew that the engine 
drivers and station employees were “on our side” and ready to help the clandestines.

In February 1943, the Nazis summoned Vichy to mobilize the French boys of 20 
years  of  age  and send  them to  work  in  Germany  under  the  pretext  of  fighting 
communism. It was compulsory, a first appeal to volunteers having given no results. 
If  they  didn’t  obey  immediately  the  boys  became  outlaws  and  deserters.  The 
COMPEL was called S.T.O. “Service du Travail Obligatoire”. The boys who managed 
to escape through Spain to join de Gaulle in Algiers were called (secretly of course) 
“évadés  de  France”.  Those  who  hid  under  false  identity  and  name  were 
“réfractaires11”.

In Vabre, as well as in neighboring villages most Catholic boys left for Germany, the 
parish priests had told them to “obey”. Most of the Protestant boys, used to “resist” 
managed to hide. They had help from the pastors, the peasant families who took 
them in, and most town hall  authorities helped them for identity cards and food 
coupons. In our corner, Guy worked hand in hand with Henri Combes who headed 
the employees of our mill and was, at the same time, veteran officer of World War I, 
first assistant of the Mayor, and member of the Protestant parish council. The pastor 
was at work too, helping boys coming from the lowland parishes and also Jews we 
knew through the scout organizations. The town hall secretary always managed to 
have enough blank cards  and  coupons.  Some boys  wanted  to  hide  in  a  sort  of 
permanent scout camp and wait there together until they could fight. The first group 
was protestant (January 1943) the second was jewish (December 1943).

They were our first “Maquis”, the word coming from “prendre le maquis” a Corsican 
expression for hiding from police.

11- Refusers.
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Germans everywhere
The “lady of quick interest” was so Gaullist that she had decided not to visit relatives 
or friends who were not of her opinion: “I don’t want to quarrel with people of my 
family.” It was true that a number of “bourgeois” in the Vichy part of France were 
not especially pro-English, preferred Petain to de Gaulle, were cautious about Jews 
since ALWAYS or even socialism. Protestants were not better than Catholics (and 
sometimes worse) in towns of the South of France like Montpellier and Nîmes. That 
we knew through people like pastor Boegner or Madeleine Barot who was the head of 
the  Association  CIMADE  working  in  the  French  concentration  camps  where 
foreigners, Jews or not and Spanish Republicans were kept in inhuman sanitary and 
starvation conditions.

But when the Germans were everywhere and we could go to Paris without a pass (it 
was at the beginning of 1943) we went North to see family and friends. Of course, 
for them, “Vichy” was nothing. The only reality since defeat was the presence of the 
German army. Their  headquarters  occupied all  the big houses and parks around 
Paris. Odile’s parents had been sent out of their family house near Versailles. The 
German’s had put “inspectors” in all the private business since the summer of 1940. 
Of course, they were spies, very “correct” at least in the beginning. But resistance 
was organized. The father had to be polite with “les autorités d’occupation”  (the 
“boches”!), but the sons, and the wives often, were in Resistance networks mostly in 
touch with the B.C.R.A. information and action. The boys of 20 years of age were 
trying to  leave for  Spain,  older  ones  had left  long ago.  One of  Odile’s  brothers 
managed to pass by sea with a friend on a frail kayak, but was taken by the Spanish 
police before reaching  the American consulate in Barcelona. But starving for weeks 
in prison in Miranda before the Americans managed to taking you out and sending 
you to Algiers was a better fate than being taken by the Gestapo in Paris.

We hadn’t really heard about torture, anyhow not with details and about people we 
knew. We all believed we could be brave in front of violent death. But torture? Who 
knows what each of us can endure without “giving” friends? None of us was sure not 
to be a future traitor. It was horrid.

When we left Paris for the last time before D-day in February 1944, we had learnt a 
lot about hate and horror. It was the last time we saw Odile’s youngest brother, a 
gay chap still in his teens just entering a Resistance network. One year after he was 
dead, turned to ashes in Buchenwald.

We went back to our fight in open air under open skies, we breathed again.
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1944 - Préfet du Maquis, Guy’s report
It  was  only  at  the  beginning  of  1944  that  the  different  political  networks  got 
effectively united in our Tarn department under the name of “M.U.R.” Up to that 
time, I had firmly refused to join any of them. This was a personal choice because of 
a short passage in a rightist party just before the war when I was a student in Paris 
had disgusted me forever of political compromises and corruption. I was aware also 
that it was a real chance to live Resistance times amongst highlanders, hospitable to 
all those who were persecuted by Nazism. I often thought of this fine sentence of 
Louis Pasteur: “I don’t ask you what is your race or your religion, I only ask you 
what is your suffering.”

The chosen head for the Tarn M.U. R. was François Reille-Soult, left-wing Christian 
democrat deputy before the war. He was a friend of my father, our families were 
acquainted since generations though his was Catholic and ours Protestant. Had not 
Major Davies noted it in his report, I would have forgotten to mention that Reille- 
Soult was “Duke of Dalmatia” a descendant of the famous Marshall Soult who fought 
against the English on Napoleon’s times and nevertheless today “a staunch supporter 
of the Resistant movement.”

The  MUR  had  got  firm  instructions  from de  Gaulle  in  Algiers  to  have  a  locally 
organized  French  administration  all  along  the  gradual  collapse  of  the  Vichy 
government after D day. The Reille-Soult plan was to divide the Tarn in sectors each 
with a chief of sector well known by the population and charged with the general 
organization of the local military and administrative life. I was to be in charge of the 
only sector of rural highlands where the Germans had not ventured to have a regular 
“Kommandatur”. And that is how I became what was called a “Préfet du Maquis”. 

Of course, we had a Vichy prefect in Albi. By chance he was Alsatian and Protestant, 
a double reason to be secretly helpful to us. My father was, for years before the war, 
President of the Tarn Agriculture Chamber, a title and responsibility that gave him an 
easy entry into the Prefecture Hall. He knew everybody in the different services from 
the doorkeeper to the upper administration. He spoke Languedoc very well which 
was convenient to speak freely with locals without being understood by strangers. 
My father and I, we made a good team together. Just after D day, the Germanys 
decided they’d better jail our Prefect, which they did. But it was too late, the services 
were organized to go without a Vichy Prefect,  Liberation was coming on and, as 
explained by one of us about our local policemen in Vabre: “they already belonged to 
tomorrow’s administration.”
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1944 - The Maquis is our home, Odile’s report
From a family point of view, I should say life went on as before up to the end of 
winter 1943-1944, germans with military cars just passed from time to time, and if 
they  stopped  it  was  only  to  drink  a  glass  of  wine  or  buy  some  sausage.  But 
nevertheless, as we felt D Day approaching, anxiety as well as hope was growing 
inside the families. Even in our highlands far away from the possible disembarkment 
coasts, we knew that liberation was not going to be a joyful rally with our “refusers” 
just  popping  out  of  their  hiding  places  and  joining  the  allied  armies  under  our 
hurrahs. We heard about the recent dramas of the big organized  maquis (Vercors 
and Les Glières) where houses were burned and civilians exterminated amidst the 
maquisards they had helped. Our own “refusers” were boys we knew, outlaws for 
some of them since a year or so. It was very difficult to stop them knocking at our 
doors of legal life, get bread at the baker’s or meat at the butcher’s without regular 
coupons and sometimes without money, go to the dentist if necessary, or have a 
moment’s chat in a home with parents, grandparents and children. Historians today 
seem to forget about families and imagine the “French Forces of the Interior” only as 
the “small number of desperate and heroic men who sabotaged and killed from the 
beginning and of whom 90% fell in the hands of the Gestapo. They consider as nil 
the  passive  “resistance”  of  the  “ordinary  run  of  individuals”,  shop  keepers, 
policemen,  bus  conductors,  women and children,  saving their  souls  as  well  they 
could and remaining mostly unchanged both in general bearing and mental outlook. 
And thus maintained for their families an “atmosphere of calm stolidity”.

We never boasted, in our village community to be something else than an “ordinary 
run of individuals” who had the chance to have neither traitors not spies amongst 
them. Only three or four adults we considered as “bad” and a few others as “flabby” 
made us remain conspicuous and the children were told to answer “I don’t know” if 
ever they were asked something about somebody.
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1944 - Military problems (Guy)
Hiding  boys  in  “waiting  maquis12”  was  one  thing,  fighting  against  well-trained 
German soldiers was another. The MUR were aware that we could count only on our 
own forces to have a decent military command. The Tarn needed a regular officer, 
operative  in  very  difficult  conditions  of  guerrilla  in  the  towns and lowlands,  and 
maquis in the highlands. He was to be aged 40 as a maximum, with a military grade 
of commandant (Major) as a minimum. My father and I made contact with a few 
native regular officers left jobless by the Armistice. Amongst them, the son-in-law of 
the recently deceased Marshall Franchet d’Esperay who called his comrade Petain “ce 
galopin” with allusion to the past private life of our Chef d'état français. But the son-
in-law and a few others were reluctant, their idea was to join regular French troops 
when possible after D day. I was rather disgusted. It was only at the end of April 
that I found a regular officer, not native, but working for months in a geographical 
semi-military service nearby. I organized a meeting between Commandant  Redon 
(war name Durenque). He was agreed as commander for the Tarn. He had only  a 
few  weeks  to  get  organized,  (without  leaving  his  geographical  job  for  secrecy 
reasons) and to take in  hand what Major Davies called a “rather mixed bag” of 
fighters. But he was “a very active little man and got on very well with the left wing 
and other odd elements he had to cope with”.

Our southern part of Tarn with its background of highlands was better for maquis life 
than  the  northern  lowlands  around  Albi.  Redon Durenque  needed  the  help  of  a 
regular officer in that peculiar region we called Zone A. I was very keen about asking 
Pierre Dunoyer de Segonzac the former chief of the Uriage school now compelled to 
clandestiny with his team of assistants. I had been to Uriage several times and “le 
Vieux Chef13” as we called him had come to Vabre before and after the school was 
closed. This is how Major Davies speaks of him: “Commandant Dunoyer de Segonzac 
(war  name  Hughes)  is  a  very  fine  soldier,  one  of  Durenque’s  commander,  who 
conducted the best military operations in the Tarn, capturing about 4000 prisoners 
and a train load of arms and ammunition. He belongs to an aristocratic family and is 
suspected as being to the Left. This suspicion is unjust since, although right wing, he 
is by no means extreme. He commanded the Ecole des Cadres at Uriage les Bains, 
which was abolished by the Germans after the total occupation of France.

I admired Segonzac immensely and had told him we’d always have a place for him 
and his team if there was any trouble elsewhere. In fact, the trouble was not so 
much that he was “right wing” but that he had been in command of a Vichy well 
known school for nearly two years; it was against de Gaulle’s orders to give anybody 
a military command in those conditions. We managed to turn the difficulty and after 
a few days under the new name of Hughes the “old chief” took the command of Zone 
A, went on very well with Durenque (they were of the same promotion of Saint Cyr) 
and led us to victory.

12- Maquis d’attente.
13- The old chief.
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1944 - Sense of responsibility (Guy)
Perhaps because we hadn’t been in a regular Resistance network, we had  very few 
arms to build our secret army, and no money at all. I had managed to get back a 
few guns thrown in the river near Castres by the armistice army when the Germans 
had  invaded  the  town in  November  42.  I  had  also  recuperated  a  load  of  arms 
dropped by mistake during a snowy night a few miles from my grandmother’s house, 
by an allied  plane which  had lost  its  way.   A  team of  peasants  had warned us 
immediately and with our mill’s gazogene truck and two or three valiant helpers we 
managed picking up the arms and hiding them up above my grandmother’s kitchen! 
Happily I was “débrouillard” that is to say “resourceful” but our resources were not 
much and nothing would have been possible hadn’t the humiliating years of defeat 
and occupation left us two winning cards. 
- The volunteers who joined our maquis were of great moral quality and a number of 
them had also been trained physically as boy scouts: Protestant, catholic or Jew, 
they could all walk by night, light a fire and send Morse signals and messages.
- The “civilians”, peasants or villagers had a high sense of personal responsibility, 
never waited to be told to do things but just did what they thought right to do.

As a matter of fact, there was not a great difference between maquisards and all the 
others; men, women and children, they felt mates of the same cause.

Towards April, I had to tackle with a new mission. I was contacted by the secret 
services of the BCRA in Toulouse (Bureau Central de Renseignements et d’Action 
headed by the famous Colonel Passy) to know if I could take in the local police of 
Toulouse when D day occurred. That was to say about a thousand armed men. I was 
more interested by the arms than by the policemen who hadn’t always been helpful 
with the Resistance, but I said yes. (Happily, only a bus of 54 men managed its way 
to us on the 6th of June!) But a few days after the same services asked if I could 
shelter in my own forecasted headquarters up the hillside over Vabre the DMR 4 
DROITE and his  radio  operators:  that  meant the military delegate of  general  de 
Gaulle for the Toulouse region, responsible of all the dropping operations. Of course, 
I accepted, on condition to have arms for the 100 maquisards they needed to guard 
the radio services. It  was dangerous, but very exciting because our little  maquis 
land, so far from war actions, seemed suddenly in touch with the great events we 
were waiting for.
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1944 - The DMR, a family affair (Odile)
The arrival of DMR14 in our home turned to be a family affair for me. I was sewing 
quietly in our drawing room. Guy came in suddenly and said “I am waiting for a very 
important person. He’ll come in by the terrace window. Don’t stay here.” I left the 
drawing room for our bedroom next door. A few minutes later I saw silhouettes 
running through the garden and a few seconds later heard an abnormal rouse of 
voices coming from the drawing room. Then the door opened; Hello my cousin, said 
a tall  young man: the “very important  person” was one of  my Alsatian cousins, 
Bernard Schlumberger, parachuted as DMR for the Toulouse Region a few weeks 
ago. The secret allied services had not imagined that a DMR code-named Droite and 
a maquis commander alias Pol Roux could be cousins. The secrecy became a family 
problem. Bernard said to me “You say nothing”. I answered “of course”.  I knew the 
dramas of my Alsatian family, with three wars and three changes of nationality in 
less  than a century.  Now, with the Nazis,  it  was worse.  The DMR and his radio 
operators  were to  be settled  in  the “delightful  country cottage”  which welcomed 
Major Davies four months later and this one notes in his report: “Droite (alias Brice, 
alias Barnard) real name Schlumberger, is the principal intelligence and liaison agent 
for the whole Toulouse area. Very intelligent and helpful. Speaks excellent English”.

Bernard came down sometimes to have a cup of tea with us. We had the teapot he 
brought the tea, parachuted tea in a tin box. We hadn’t drunk tea for years. When he 
had to climb back up the hill he puffed: “If only I had a jeep!”. I didn’t know what a 
jeep was like, I thought it was some sort of motorbike with three wheels. Bernard 
had a number of “noms de guerre”. But in case he was taken by the Germans, he 
had a card of a representative for dry legumes. He showed me his card, it was a 
good pas in those days to buy or sell beans and lentils. 

With the DMR also came a sabotage team headed by a man named “Castor” a kind 
of hero you find in thrillers. The team had their headquarters in our village hotel and 
gave sabotage lessons when they had time after action. One of them once lost his 
cyanur pill in a crack of the dining room floor. The innkeepers were terrified because 
the pill looked like a sweet and they had a little girl who was 4 years old. “Don’t you 
touch it if you find it” they told her. But the cyanur was never to be found and 
“Castor” went through the events without needing to commit suicide. Neither did my 
cousin Bernard; after our liberation he was parachuted once more, in the Netherland 
bogs, escaped and died of lung cancer soon after. His citation OBE says “he fought 
with great gallantry with the forces of the FFI”.

14- Délégué Militaire Régional.
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1944 - The dropping actions (Guy)
My first action with the DMR was to propose to him an appropriate landing area for 
material and men. We decided that a good place would be a moor situated a few 
miles  east  of  Vabre  which  wasn’t  too  steep of  a  slope (slopes  were always our 
problem). The place was not far from one of our best maquis, the boys having been 
trained by one of them, a brilliant young polytechnician, a national chief of the now 
underground jew scouts called  Eclaireurs Israëlites de France. The ground was not 
next to a road, but was reachable by a narrow cart pulled by oxen. The peasants in 
the hamlets nearby were ready to help, they were Protestants and friendly with the 
Jewish boys for several months. But it could take days if  not weeks to have the 
ground  ratified by London and Algiers to get our own message personnel. So the 
DMR decided to give us a part of a secret deposit of arms situated some 100 km 
North of Vabre and not immediately useful there. We organized an expedition with 
one of our  gazogène trucks but alas, it was a failure. The Germans interfered at a 
bridge passage burnt the truck, killed three of the DMRs assistants our chauffeur and 
5 of our maquisards managed to escape and come back to Vabre on foot.

We had an airdrop of arms only at the end of June, the first of six, three of them 
with the airdrop of radio assistants, a stick of 15 commando USA volunteers, the last 
one with Major Davies and a French commandant. I was getting very anxious at that 
time, it was obvious that everybody in the neighborhood knew our message and 
even women and children came to  help  gather  the smaller  packages of  medical 
supplies, tobacco, tinned sardines etc. We had another available airdrop ground with 
another  message,  we asked  and  asked for  the change  but  things  went  on with 
“Virgule”. The Germans attacked coming from Castres from an unusual way, arriving 
in the approximate area and they found arms which had been put aside by the 
maquisard but not yet taken away by the carts,  the peasants being very busy with 
their crops. We know now that it was a small group of very young boys coming down 
with their  bikes from the airdrop ground who were caught by the Germans and 
summoned to show where they came from. The Germans let them go afterwards, 
but spread their action in the neighborhood and six of our maquisards were killed. 
What could they do with their “stens” against bullet-proof vehicles? Not much.
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The story of Hans the SS (Guy)
Out of our 464 registered maquisards, 55 are not French and out of those 3 were 
German deserters! Not only German, but SS. They appeared one day of June, by our 
garden door, conducted by an FFI officer I knew. I was absent. My father received 
them. The officer explained: “They want to join a maquis but I don’t know what to do 
with them. So I give them to Pol Roux”. What a present! 
We had them questioned by one of  our  German speaking officers,  they seemed 
sincerely deserving to fight on our side. I decided to put them in our 2nd company, 
the best organized at the time, and where a number of maquisards were Jewish.

The  best  of  the  three  SS  was  Hans,  a  handsome man of  “Aryan”  type,  always 
friendly, an excellent mechanic and gazogène driver. Sometimes, in the evening he 
gathered with his two comrades, they spoke in a low voice about some gassing of 
Jews inside trucks that one of them had seen somewhere in Silesia.. Our maquisards 
heard, understood and said nothing.

One day, Hans took part as a driver to the preparation of a small EMBUSC action on 
a  road  near  Vabre.  But  the  enemy  came  up  suddenly,  and  after  a  clash  Hans 
disappeared with the car. Two days later he reappeared, looking tired and hungry, 
saying he had escaped. After investigation, his tale was a mixture of truth and lies. 
But, in between, our dropping ground was attacked and four of the second company 
had been killed. Their comrades came down to my headquarters: “Hans is a traitor, 
he’s given up our maquis, why haven’t you gunned him down yet?” My answer was: 
“I have no proof, only suspicions. I’m not going to gun anybody down without proof. 
So take him, judge him yourselves and gun him down if you think it is right”.

Soon after, they were there again with Hans. “We have no proof”, they said, “take 
him back”.

We were nearing Liberation day. Hans finished the war as a chauffeur of a French 
officer in Marseille. 

It was only long after that we were really sure he was not guilty.
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Our fine upstanding fellows (Guy)
All our maquis were working on a military model since the first day (6th of June). We 
were a battalion with companies and sections, never more than thirty together and 
sheltered  in  well-hidden  hamlets  or  barns.  Only  the  headquarters  (military  and 
administrative) were in Vabre itself. The strict orders we received by radio were that 
we  should  limit  our  fight  to  sabotage  and  ambush  actions  outside  boroughs  or 
villages so as to make the enemy feel unsafe but preserved the civilian population 
from German reprisals as much as possible. But the boys got easily nervous not 
being able to fight immediately, and though we did a maximum of military training to 
keep them occupied, we had to  care also  about their  moral  condition.  The local 
clergy, Protestant and Catholic, had to look after their “civilian” parishes, the pastors 
were on our side, the Catholic priests being at best slow coaches with the Resistance, 
at the exception of the Father Abbot of a Catholic College a few miles east of Vabre, 
in a hiding place not only for Christians but also for some time, for Jews. It was after 
D-day that we got the help of a pastor and a priest and this is how Major Davies 
describes them in an action with our youngest recruits:

“The first  Maquis I met was not a very distinguished or active  Maquis, they were 
mainly youths who were not very experiences, but they made a profound impression 
on me. They were fine upstanding fellows with fresh, keen faces, from all classes; in 
England, of course, they would still have been at school. One evening, a Protestant 
pastor and a Catholic priest who had both fled from the Gestapo came up the hill. It 
was a moving scene; a fine August evening in a meadow in the hills of Languedoc 
surrounded by woods, with the big farm where the maquis lived in the background 
while  pastor and priest  told those French boys why it  was right  for  them to be 
outlaws and learn to fight the invader.”

May I note that amongst those “fine upstanding fellows” was Arsène Woisard, just 
out of the secondary College of Castres, and now  Général de Corps d’Armée  (CR) 
and  actual  president  of  the  Association  d’Entr’aide  des  membres  de  la  Légion 
d’Honneur.

As a result of our opening to very different youth movements, we had the chance to 
welcome the “flying team” of  Uriage who came to  us when Vercors  maquis was 
destroyed. They animated our maquis life with lectures, discussion groups and camp 
fires highly appreciated by young and older people. The head of the “flying team” 
was Hubert Bleuve-Méry, future founder of the paper Le Monde. The themes were 
adapted to each group of boys, but it was good for us not to remain passive in front 
of all the vital problems we all should have to go through. 
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Families at work (Odile)
People ask now: “Were you afraid to live your family life in a maquis area so far from 
the regular allied armies?” I believe we weren’t afraid as much as people in towns all 
over Europe. We had no permanent German presence and we were not bombed. But 
I still remember stress during all daytimes and an absence of sleep during the night. 
We were dead-tired, like sentinels always on watch. With my mother-in-law, we tried 
to do things in turns, but there was work for two all the time.

During the first days of June, young boys coming with the “little train” began ringing 
at our door asking to join the  maquis.  Some were real kids and arrived without 
anything, not even a spoon or a toothbrush. Afterwards, we had them dispatched by 
the maquis police survey, but opening the door from morning to night to any sort of 
people asking either for Guy de Rouville or for Pol Roux remained a dangerous job. 
And we couldn’t leave it to our Polish refugee maid who spoke staggering French.

Our two spare rooms were always occupied; first by Guy’s military assistant Pierre 
Hoepffner alias  Honcourt, who was a cousin of mine and a member of the Uriage 
team. Sometimes Segonzac, now named  Hughes, but with an extra false identity 
given by the town hall of Vabre. Later on, we had the pastor Cadier (and sometimes 
his wife) and Abbé Gèze, both pursued by the Gestapo. At mealtimes they said grace 
in turn, Guy insisted that the Abbé must say them in French and not in Latin because 
we were Protestants.

Our Jewish tailors and a few  women in the village were busy making regular military 
uniforms. We had the khaki material from neighboring mills and were hoping that it 
would stop the Germans gunning boys as “terrorists” if they were taken. I was very 
occupied cutting croix de Lorraine out of an old red curtain and sewing them on arm 
bands. We rushed to hide them each time a German car was signaled by our secret 
telephone and then pulled the telephone wires inside a tree over the terrace. The 
children were very intrigued when it happened they saw us, so we sent them to their 
great-grandmother’s house out of Vabre, but the danger spread quickly even there.

Listening to the messages personnels three times a day was our most stressful job. 
If there was nothing for us, we could go to bed, but I left our window open on the 
terrace so Guy could escape quickly if we heard some doubtful sounds like a German 
car. If we had the three messages, we made sandwiches for the men, once they 
were gone we listened to the planes coming overhead and rarely slept until Guy was 
back with news and maybe a piece of chocolate. Once there was also a booklet with 
Churchill’s speeches translated into French… and another time that American soldier 
with his broken leg we took and hid in the Great grand mother’s attic…just over the 
children’s room!

That is a glimpse of my “civilian” family story, but all the others have stories as well 
from the peasants hiding terrorists to the families of the local policemen passing by 
those of the baker, the butcher, the garage, the pastor, the town hall secretaries, 
the dentist, the chemist and the families who hid our 39 civilian Jews. It was “home” 
Resistance for us all!
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Maquis administration (Guy)
I am not going to give a military report of how our maquis’ action after the second 
D-day, on the 15 of August, when we became offensive after having been, most of 
the time, on the defensive. This has been the job of our chiefs (our chosen chiefs!) 
Durenque and Segonzac Hughes. Of course, I took my part specially because of the 
DMR’s protection in my own sector but my first task remained that of a “Préfet du 
Maquis”, that meant mostly doing a bit of everything to keep life going on between 
all the useful services (local administration, telephone, train, electricity, agriculture, 
food supplies, etc) the ordinary civilians and the  maquis intendance, the police. I 
believe my first decision was rather demagogic: a note pinned at all the sector’s 
town hall doors told the population that the value of the meat coupons was doubled 
by decision of the Maquis direction! Everybody was pleased (except perhaps a few 
individuals who made money on the black market) that “our” meat was kept for us 
and not sent to “the boches” in the lowlands. We managed to compromise the most 
“collabo”  Vichy  agents  with  written  agreements  and  signed  engagements  to  do 
nothing against the maquis. My assistant Hoepfner Honcourt was very good at that 
sort of job with the few militia in the CFL 10 sector. I did the job with the food supply 
agents, mostly on our side anyhow. All the maquis expenses were paid in banknotes 
when the DMR got some from Algiers, otherwise we gave signed requisition billets. I 
am  proud  to  say  that  all  the  maquis  expense  were  paid  by  the  new  French 
administration after Liberation and that our CFL 10 didn’t owe a centime to anyone 
after Christmas 1944. As I was in the Vosges mountains at that time, fighting with a 
number of my  maquis comrades to chase the Germans out of Alsace, I must be 
thankful to Captain Campagne Combes who accepted to remain in his dear village of 
Vabre to make everything neat and clear. I know he would have liked to come with 
us  and  fight  with  the  allied  armies.  But  my father  was  in  Albi,  member  of  the 
Liberation Comity and the village mills, town hall, church council needed Campagne 
Combes, a “natural chief of community” as hailed by one of our resistant friends.

Just to finish with our  maquis military actions, here are a few lines taken out of 
Major Davies’ report:

“On the 15 of August the Allied Forces landed in the South of France, which acted as 
a signal for a general rising of the  Maquis of the Tarn. On the 16th the German 
garrison of Carmaux was taken or driven out, on the 18th the Germans evacuated 
Albi,  retreating south  to  Castres and on the 19th  the garrison of  Castres,  4500 
strong surrendered. Other local actions were going on east of Castres and the next 
few days were occupied in engagements with motorized columns, most of  whom 
were captured.

On September the 6th, 100 of us were leaving the Highlands to fight eastwards and 
join the regular First French Army marching up the Rhone valley to push the Nazis 
out of France. But that is another story...
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The end
Hard but not dry. We overcame.

When the staff sergeant Robert Esquenazi was taken down from our attic after the 
surrender of the German garrison in Castres, my children stared at him. They didn’t 
even know that America existed! Robert’s uniform had been dug out from the hole in 
the garden where we had hidden it when he arrived with his broken leg three weeks 
before. He looked grand in his uniform again and walked through the village with his 
crutches, all the village children after him trying to learn a few words of English. All 
the people were in an incredible and “general mood of Latin excitement” (Davies 
dixit). Even Robert (who was a Latino-American) was taken by the excitement and 
said  to  me “it’s  the French revolution all  over  again.”  But  think  of  it:  after  the 
capture of a train full of ammunition and the next day surrender of Castres, all the 
German officers and sergeants were taken as prisoners to Vabre, by the “little train” 
without a real military escort, our maquis being still fighting here and there against 
some small groups of enemies. The officers were sent to the hotel were Castor had 
lost his cyanur pill, under the guard of an old villager armed with a hunting gun. The 
sergeants were shut up in the old schoolrooms and a few staff women some with 
children, kept in a private house. Those really furious were the children.

A few days later, when events had cooled down, we organized an enormous feast: a 
march past through the village, all the  maquis in uniform and afterwards a great 
banquet  under  the  trees  of  the  village  square  for  500  boys  served  by  German 
sergeants. 

Our  prisoners  seemed  relieved  to  find  out  we  were  neither  “terrorists”  nor 
“communists”. Behind a list of their names and grades they had drawn up for us 
before leaving Vabre for a real camp of prisoners of war, one of them had scribbled 
with a pencil “Sie waren trés gentil zu uns”. You were very kind to us.

During the last embuscs, our maquis killed a few Germans who refused to surrender 
without fighting. Their comrades afterwards asked to bury them themselves and sing 
their famous song: “Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden, einen besseren findst du nicht”.

Amongst our six dead at the attack of our dropping ground was our brave, good and 
pious polytechnician, lieutenant Gilbert Bloch, alias Patrick. He was also a poet. Let 
me give a line of a poem he wrote, that Guy often quotes to young people today:

“Oh Lord, do not let us get dry
 Because we must be hard.”

Gilbert Bloch’s tomb remains in our Highlands. Nobody has claimed his body. All his 
family disappeared in the Shoah.

And we remained. We overcame.
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