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Summary

This thesis traces the experience and politics surrounding the prisoners of war
from the French colonies captured by the Germans in 1940. These colonial prisoners
of war (CPOWs) come from across the French Empire to fight in France during the
Second World War. Unlike their French counterparts who, upon capture, were
brought to Germany, the CPOWs were interned in camps throughout Occupied
France, called Frontstalags. This decision to keep the CPOWs in France defined not
only their experience of captivity, but also how the French and German authorities
reacted to them.

Numbering less than ten per cent of the total French prisoners, the CPOWs
nevertheless came to represent something greater than colonial subjects interned in
the motherland. Vichy’s legitimacy depended on the Empire. Caught within its own
rhetoric of a unified Empire and its commitment to collaboration, Vichy inadvertently
gave the CPOWSs unexpected importance. That importance derived from the fact that
the CPOWSs had experienced the French defeat and would eventually return to the
colonies, their home. Vichy believed fhat influencing the CPOWSs, by improving the
conditions of their captivity, would ultimately ensure the return of loyal colonial
subjects.

Two main research methods were used in this thesis, each of which offers a
unique approach to generating information regarding the research questions. The first
method, research in military and civil archives in France, Germany, and Senegal,
forms the backbone of the qualitative data. A quantitative approach complements the
qualitative work. This aspect of the project included the calculation of CPOW
statistics. Using the ‘capture cards’ from the International Committee for the Red
Cross (ICRC) the dataset contains records for 1,600 CPOWSs. Despite the flawed
source, it allows new conclusions to be drawn on the CPOW population.

This thesis is divided into nine chapters. The first chapter traces the roots of
the CPOWSs’ experience to the use of colonial soldiers in previous conflicts. The
second chapter discusses how in the chaos of May-June 1940 the colonial soldiers
came to be CPOWs. Even at capture, differences in treatment between the French and
colonial prisoners appeared. Chapters three through five examine the CPOWSs’
experiences in the Frontstalags through the physical conditions in the camps, their

work and their health. These three chapters allow comparisons to be drawn with the
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experience of white French prisoners in Germany. Overall, this thesis argues that
Vichy managed to protect the CPOWs from a far more difficult captivity if they had
been interned in Germany.

Chapter six examines the twin themes of politics and experience through the
philanthropic mobilisation for CPOWSs. Vichy saw material and moral or ‘top-down’
aid to colonial prisoners as a way to offset the effects of the defeat while underlining
the obligations of loyalty and obedience it implied for its recipients. However, this
chapter argues, that by pushing the French to help the CPOWs, personal connections
between French and CPOW formed, which often helped the CPOWs to escape. This
‘bottom-up’ assistance was the most memorable, and, for Vichy, the most
problematic, as these connections remained outside Vichy’s realm of control.

Chapter seven, argues that the CPOWs as a subject can be used to examine
and challenge Robert Paxton’s argument that Vichy did not act as a shield and could
not protect the French ‘from worse’ under German occupation. The CPOWSs are an
excellent test subject as they represented a stake in one of the key issues: the Empire.
When the Empire is lost to Vichy, the southern zone is occupied and the CPOWs lose
their political clout. Chapter eight argues that, due to their political significance
detailed in the previous chapter, the CPOWs became a battleground for influence
between Vichy and the Germans. For Vichy, close control of CPOWSs, who might
prove a disturbing element for future French colonial rule, because they had lived the
defeat and collaboration, now became vital. The final chapter discusses the CPOWS’
long road home, beginning for some in 1940 and ending in 1945 for others.
Disappointment, frustration and conflicting expectations led to clashes between
colonial authorities and CPOWSs. This thesis argues that most dissatisfaction,
understandably, came from CPOWs repatriated in 1945 after five years of captivity
and internment, the last two without news from home.

This thesis aims to settle the debate over the degree of material hardship and
political protections or vulnerability experienced by the CPOWs, by looking in detail
at what that experience consisted of in the period when Vichy enjoyed real (if limited)
power, 1940-1942, and by assessing the degree of interest displayed by Vichy in these

particular colonial subjects.
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Introduction

Among the almost two million French soldiers who became prisoners of war
when France was defeated in June 1940, were a sizable number of men from the
colonies. While European prisoners were eventually taken to Germany, colonial
prisoners of war (CPOWSs) remained in camps called Frontstalags throughout
Occupied France. Believing that total German victory was now inevitable, the newly
appointed Prime Minister, Philippe Pétain, requested an Armistice. The new regime
established at Vichy designed its political programme to rebuild France along
traditional lines. Pétain believed that collaboration would ensure the prisoners’ return
and give France a better place in the new German-dominated Europe than Britain who
had kept fighting. To convince the French people of the same, Vichy exploited two
issues: prisoners of war and the French Empire. If the prisoners’ return was a goal
widely supported by French opinion, the role of the Empire as a source of French
strength and status in the world seemed a potential asset for Vichy in dealing with the
Germans since it remained beyond the latter’s control. CPOWSs were at the juncture of
these two entities. As highly visible components of the French Empire and as colonial
subjects who had witnessed France’s defeat and who would eventually return home to
the colonies, CPOWs were left in a unique and delicate position. The paternalistic
traditions of the French for their ‘natives’ influenced Vichy’s negotiations on their
behalf. Although Germany was in the dominant position, the overarching French goal
in this regard was to encourage the idea that France remained an important imperial
power able to protect its colonial subjects. Vichy’s actions for CPOWs were directly
related to this preoccupation. This thesis turns on two central questions: within the
large spectrum of prisoners of war, how did CPOWs fare? Did Vichy collaboration

have a positive, neutral or negative effect on the CPOWs’ experience?

Historiography

Early scholarship on Vichy emphasised the distinctive and regrettable breach
of traditional French ideals and Republicanism that it represented. Using mainly
French sources, it concentrated on conspiracy, collaborators, and resistance fighters

while avoiding the darker aspects of the Occupation. Soon after the war, André



Siegfried established the theory of a good Vichy following Pétain and a bad Vichy
under Pierre Laval’s influence.’ This theory sought to reconcile Pétain, the immensely
popular war hero of Verdun, with the dark history of Vichy. Taking up an argument
used by Pétain at his trial, the historian Robert Aron established the ‘shield metaphor’,
and it dominated historical thought until Robert Paxton, an American historian,
published a new interpretation in 1972.2 Using unpublished records from the High
Court trials Aron explained that Pétain’s decisions, albeit difficult ones to make, acted
as a shield protecting France from greater atrocities at the hands of the Germans. Until
the 1960s French scholarship continued to focus on the French resistance. In a
revolutionary move, using German archives, Henri Michel ventured the thesis that the
French sought collaboration with the Germans in order to avoid some of the
constraints from the Armistice agreement; this was the argument upon which Paxton
would build.

Paxton’s monograph Vichy France, Old Guard and New Order 1940-1944
tore open the historical debate in 1972 by placing the emphasis on Vichy’s role during
the Second World War. Building on Michel’s initial thesis Paxton used American and
German sources as well as the traditional French ones to explain not ‘why France fell,
but about what France decided to do next.”® Paxton deliberately uses the verb ‘to
decide’ as the crux of his argument concerns active French choices. Pétain and other
Vichy leaders were convinced that Modernity had forced France to lose its way.
France became the only European nation that attempted dramatic social change based
on its desire to return to traditional French values whilst under German Occupation.
Paxton explained in the introduction to the 2001 edition of his book that the ‘shield
metaphor’ had not accurately described Vichy’s hopes for better conditions ‘as a
voluntary, though neutral, participant in Hitler’s Europe.’* Using the Empire as a
bargaining chip Vichy actively sought German collaboration in exchange for relaxing
the terms of the Armistice. Eventually though, it was German lack of interest in
French collaboration, rather than Vichy restraint, which limited the extent of French

collaboration.

! Jean-Pierre Azéma, ‘Vichy et la mémoire savante: 45 ans d’historiographie’, in Jean-Pierre Azéma
and Frangois Bédarida (eds), Le Régime de Vichy et les Frangais (Paris: Fayard, 1992), p. 26 ; André
Sigfriend, Du Ille au Ve Republique (Paris: Editions Grasset, 1956).

? Robert Aron, Histoire de Vichy, 1940-1944 (Paris: Arthéme Fayard, 1954).

3 Robert O. Paxton, Vichy France, Old Guard and New Order 1940 — 1944 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1972, 2001), p. 1.

“ Ibid., p. xv.



The significance and lasting effect of the Vichy period was not limited to the
post-war era. Explorations into the memory of Vichy have taken various forms
including the documentary film ‘Le Chagrin et la Pitié’ (1969) by Marcel Ophiils and
Henry Rousso’s Vichy Syndrome (1987). Rousso’s monograph changed the
historiography by emphasizing how Vichy had affected French collective memory.
He identified the turning point in Vichy memory and discussion as the early 1970s.
After the débacle of the Algerian War and the movements of May 1968, France
entered a period of obsession and crisis surrounding Vichy, the Occupation and the
Resistance. Beginning his research in the late 1970s Rousso admitted that only a
naive researcher, as he saw himself then, would have been surprised at the visceral
reactions to research into Vichy’s legacy.” France in the 1970s had difficulty facing
controversial views on Vichy. The banning from French television for twelve years of
Ophiils’ film, made in 1969, confirmed this difficulty. ‘Le Chagrin et la Pitié’
attempted to cast doubt on several core beliefs about the French resistance. Ophiils
listened and recorded while survivors, collaborators, resistance fighters, Jews,
politicians and Germans explained the ‘truth’ about the Occupation. Then in his
infinitely calm voice he questioned and challenged these assumptions. Ophiils also
worked to dispel the surviving myths about Vichy, like its protection of the Jews, by
questioning oft-cited statistics on Jewish survival in France. Through awkward pauses
and strained reactions Ophiils attempted to undermine the long established Vichy
narrative. Forty years later his film has not lost its impact.

Likewise, despite the subsequent popularity of Paxton’s book, his argument
was not accepted immediately. Published in 1988, Paul-Marie de la Gorce’s book,
L’ Empire écartelé continued to advance the idea that Pétain reacted to the
complicated situation imposed by German Occupation and attempted to make the best
of it for France. De la Gorce suggested that Hitler initiated negotiations for the use of
French bases in Morocco after the British sank the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir in
1940 and that Vichy initially refused.® He argued that Vichy decided not to simply
refuse German advances but to use them as a basis for renegotiating the conditions of
the Armistice. Sixteen years post-Paxton a minority view that Vichy merely followed

the German lead in collaboration persisted. De la Gorce did recognize that it was

* Henry Rousso, The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory in France since 1944, trans, Arthur
Goldhammer (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1987, Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), p. 1.
® Jean-Marie de la Gorce, L Empire écartelé 1936-1946 (Paris: Denoél Editions, 1988), p. 114.



Hitler who preferred the advantages of a neutral French Empire and who then refused
to negotiate with a willing Vichy.

Julian Jackson’s monograph marked the distance Vichy historiography has
travelled since Paxton’s Vichy France. Paxton’s argument on Vichy collaboration has
been the dominant analysis since the 1980s. In his 2001 publication Jackson argued
for a more nuanced view of Vichy, since Paxton’s extensive use of German archives,
the very thing which made his argument ‘famous’, may have ‘slightly skewed’ his
analysis.’ Jackson explained how feelings of instability and vulnerability affected the
French population in the 1930s. He emphasized the importance of imperial rhetoric as
early as the 1938 Munich conference, rhetoric that justified abandoning commitments
in Eastern Europe so France could concentrate more fully on its overseas possessions.
This allowed the French government to reinforce links to the Empire from a position
of force: as victors of the First World War, and not the last resort of a nation feeling
its impotence in Europe. Already the Empire had an emotional connotation. The
political discourse post-Munich resonated in the language used later by Vichy. The
Alliance Démocratique explained that ‘we are accused of being resigned to the
abdication of France. No, as a western, maritime, African, and colonial nation, the
development of our magnificent Empire is of much greater importance to our destiny
than the unappealing role of gendarme or banker of Europe which in the flush of
victory we felt ourselves called on to play.’® This suggested repli impérial reinforced
the continuity between Third Republic disillusionment and Vichy’s reaction; both
used the Empire to conceal obvious discrepancies between political rhetoric and
France’s global status.

Generally, previous scholarship on the Second World War has treated the
French Empire as an issue apart rather than relating it to the domestic history of Vichy
France. This thesis, however, analyses how Vichy dealt with its colonial subjects in
mainland France within the context of Vichy’s need to use the Empire as a bargaining
tool with Germany, while trying, as a defeated power, to preserve French authority in
the colonies. Through the colonial prisoners of war this thesis looks at Vichy’s need
for, and exploitation of, both the symbolism of the French Empire and the Empire

itself. To do so this thesis relies on a number of excellent imperial histories.

7 Julian Jackson, France: the Dark Years 1940-1944 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
8 2
Ibid., p. 94.



Ruth Ginio’s work Vichy's Rule in French West Africa studies the
implementation of the National Revolution in the colonies.” She argued that this
colonial context allowed Vichy to impose a much stricter interpretation of French law
than possible under the Third Republic. Notably, she argued, that the end of the Third
Republic eliminated the need to maintain Republican myths on race and assimilation.
Ginio’s exploration of Vichy propaganda in the colonies provides a backbone for
understanding Vichy’s propaganda towards CPOWs. Both Tony Chafer’s The End of
Empire in French West Africa and Martin Thomas’ The French Empire at War 1940-
1945 also provide excellent context for this project.'®

As for the CPOWs, they have attracted a certain amount of attention. In 1981
Yves Durand published a definitive work on French prisoners of war and their place
in collaboration. Durand explained accurately that the German authorities bought into
this vision of collaboration where POWs became the ‘stakes’.'' North American
historians Nancy Lawler and Myron Echenberg published two of the first major
works on colonial soldiers. Using oral histories and archival sources, Lawler’s 1992
monograph, Soldiers of Misfortune argued that when African prisoners survived
capture, their experience in captivity was significantly worse than that of European
prisoners.'? Published a year earlier, Echenberg’s monograph, Colonial Conscripts:
The Tirailleurs Sénégalais in French West Africa 1857-1960 details the history of the
West African soldiers but only dedicates one chapter on captivity in World War
Two." In it Echenberg explored the consequences of the French authorities’ disregard
for the fundamental change among CPOWSs who, united through captivity, felt that
they had fought better than the French in 1940 and thus deserved better after the war.

Belkacem Recham provided a brief glimpse of the basic conditions in the

? Ruth Ginio, French Colonialism Unmasked: the Vichy years in French West Africa (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2006).

i Tony Chafer, End of Empire in French West Africa: France's Successful Decolonisation? (Oxford:
Berg, 2002), Martin Thomas, The French Empire at War 1940-1945 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1998).

""'Yves Durand, La Captivité: histoire des prisonniers de guerre frangais 1939-1945 (Paris: F.n.c.p.g.-
c.a.tm., 1981), p. 29.

12 Nancy Lawler, Soldiers of Misfortune: Ivorien Tirailleurs of World Ward II (Ohio: Ohio University
Press, 1992), p. 96-97.

"> Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripis: the Tirailleur Sénégalais in French West Africa, 1857-1960
(London: James Currey, 1991).



Frontstalags in his work on Algerians in the French Army. It was largely descriptive
but did argue that many Algerian prisoners felt abandoned by the French."

Martin Thomas reopened the debate on French colonial prisoners with his
2002 article in French Historical Studies. Thomas argued that through the ‘systematic
categorisation of racial difference’ the needs of 1.5 million French prisoners took
precedence over those of tens of thousand colonial captives.15 He analysed the
importance of CPOWs within the Franco-German political negotiations as well as
highlighting the conditions within the camps. Thomas was rightly critical of the
beginning and final stages of captivity where conditions were terrible. He viewed the
CPOWSs’ experiences as generally negative. However, new research and material has
allowed for a more ample view of their experience. As we shall see, the period from
early 1941 to November 1942 was relatively stable for CPOWs.

French sociologist Armelle Mabon was also deeply critical of France’s
treatment of colonial prisoners in an impassioned treatment of the subject.'® Despite
the goodwill shown by the French population to the CPOWs, Mabon remained
shocked by the decision to replace German guards by French officers, arguing that it
forced colonial prisoners into Vichy’s collaboration policies and was a precursor to a
systematic refusal to acknowledge the CPOWSs’ rights.'” Mabon made excellent use of
private letters and correspondence between colonial prisoners of war and French
social workers, but focused on French primary and secondary sources exclusively. In
a series of articles and films culminating in the 2010 publication of Prisonniers de
guerre “Indigenes”: visages oubliés de la France occupée, Mabon has criticized the
French government for obscuring the truth and ignoring the CPOWs’ memory. Her
focus on powerful events, like massacres in 1940 or Thiaroye in 1944, underlined her
argument that Vichy and subsequent governments neglected the CPOWs. While
Mabon raises interesting questions about the post-war memory of captivity, her

overall interpretation is driven by what amounts to a political agenda.

' Belkacem Recham, Les Musulmans Algériens dans I'armée frangaise (1919-1945) (Paris:
L’Harmattan, 1996), p. 227.

15 Martin Thomas, ‘The Vichy Government and French Colonial POWs, 1940-1944° in FHS, xxv, no. 4
(Fall 2002), p. 658.

'® Armelle Mabon and Martine Cuttier, ‘La Singuliére captivité des prisonniers de guerre africains
(1939-1945)’, in Sylvie Caucanas, Rémy Cazals, and Pascal Payen (eds) Les Prisonniers de guerre
dans I'histoire: Contacts entre peuples et cultures (Carcassonne: Les Audois and Toulouse: Editions
Privat, 2003), p. 142.

"7 1bid., p. 147; see also Armelle Mabon, Prisonniers de guerre “Indigénes” visages oubliés de la
France occupée (Paris: Découverte, 2010).
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Raffael Scheck presents the most nuanced study of colonial soldiers. He
suggests that conditions for colonial prisoners improved after August 1940 and that
internment in France meant better living conditions and access to supplies than for
prisoners in Germany.'® Scheck’s publication, Hitler’s Afvican Victims studies the
massacre of colonial soldiers by the German army in 1940." His forthcoming
monograph explores the relationship between German guards and colonial
prisoners.20 He argues that smaller work groups created the opportunity for human
relationships between captor and prisoner. Scheck maintains that collaboration, rather
than rendering CPOWs more vulnerable than they might otherwise have been,
compensated for the lack of international protection for French prisoners.

This thesis aims to settle the debate over the degree of material hardship and
political protection or vulnerability experienced by the CPOWs by looking in detail at
what that experience consisted of in the period when Vichy enjoyed real (if limited)
power, 1940-1942, and by assessing the degree of interest displayed by Vichy in these

particular colonial subjects.
Methodology and Sources

The name ‘colonial prisoners of war’ is a misnomer, but a useful one. The
French Empire was an agglomeration of colonies of different status, departments, and
territories under mandate. Nationals of the older colonies such as Martinique and
French Guyana and residents of the four communes of Dakar were considered French
citizens. Algeria was administratively part of France and was divided into three
departments. European settlers, the pieds-noirs fought in colonial regiments on the
basis of universal military service, like their fellow citizens in metropolitan France.
However, for the purpose of this thesis, ‘colonial prisoners of war’ refers only to
prisoners of colour. German separation of prisoners along racial lines, regardless of
origin or citizenship, determined the prisoners’ experiences and thus justifies this
designation. It is worth noting that even contemporary sources had difficulty with

terminology. Without much consistency CPOWs were referred to as indigenes

'8 Raffael Scheck, ‘French Colonial Soldiers in German Prisoner of War Camps’, in French History,
xx1v, no. 3 (2010), p. 423.

19 Raffael Scheck, Hitler's African Victims: The German Army Massacres of Black French soldiers in
1940 (Cambridge: University Press Cambridge, 2006).

20 Raffael Scheck, French Colonial Soldiers in German Captivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, Forthcoming).
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(‘natives’, usually for everyone not from North Africa) or indigenes-coloniaux
(colonial ‘natives’) or nord-Africains (North Africans).

Two main research methods were used in this thesis, each of which offers a
unique approach to generating information regarding the research questions. The first
method involved research in a variety of military and civil archives in France,
Germany, and Senegal. An in-depth analysis of primary source material from a wide
variety of archives forms the backbone of the qualitative data. The variety of different
sources, from political and diplomatic correspondence, official memoranda, to private
letters, allowed this project to consider both the political stakes as well as the
individual experiences of the CPOWs during their captivity.

A quantitative approach complements the qualitative work. This aspect of the
project included the calculation of CPOW statistics using a variety of sources.
Previous scholarship has been unable to establish definitive numbers of colonial
prisoners and the question remains difficult. Many different offices and ministries
maintained numerical lists of prisoners for individual camps or work groups. In order
to establish the most reliable estimate, these lists must be compared. Using the
International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC) ‘capture cards’ sent to families
when the prisoner arrived safely in a camp, German camp records, prefects’ reports
sent to Vichy, and reports from delegations visiting the camps, calculations were
made on the number of prisoners captured. These statistics were generally broken
down by nationality or colony of origin. The Red Cross ‘capture cards’ are housed at
one of the French Military Archives’ sites, the Bureau des Archives des Victimes des
Conflits Contemporains (BAVCC) in Caen. These cards have yet to be exploited by
historians. The source is organized by colony and then alphabetically by last name.
Having recorded every 160th prisoner, the dataset contains 1,600 CPOWs.
Unfortunately, this suggests there were over 250,000 CPOWs whereas contemporary
estimates place approximately 85,000 CPOWSs in the Frontstalags in 1941. The
source is flawed, as multiple cards exist for each prisoner, but the duplicates are not
necessarily filed together. Prisoners filled out a new card every time they changed
camps or when ICRC representatives inspected a camp. Names were phonetically
transcribed resulting in variations depending on the scribe. Sometimes last names and
first names were inverted. However, assuming the flaws are consistent across the

source, it can still be used to detail the proportion of prisoners from each country, to

12



establish their average age, and to map movement throughout the Frontstalags. See
the appendix for more details.

While the question of colonial prisoners has become more prominent in the
historical debate through the work of Raffael Scheck and Martin Thomas, their
archival trace remains sporadic. Data on French prisoners is abundant, but that on
CPOWSs much less so, with smaller archives often not knowing what material actually
exists. The main French repositories are the Archives Nationales (AN) in Paris and
the Service Historique de la Défense (SHD). The National Archives contain the
political records for the Second World War. These include the records for the services
charged with protecting prisoners of war. Originally POWs were supervised by sub-
direction of the Armistice commission, and later transferred to Georges Scapini. The
archives also contain records of the Franco-German negotiations and complaints
about Geneva Convention violations. Material includes official records from the
prisoner of war services, records from aid groups and the French Red Cross (CRF), as
well as official camp inspection reports from the ICRC and the Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA). The military archives contain the records for the
1940 campaign, the defeat and subsequent Armistice. They have records from official
camp visits and reports of capture and escape from CPOWSs themselves. There are
also records on assistance sent to CPOWs from aid groups focusing on prisoners from
specific colonies. Fears of German propaganda led Vichy and the colonial authorities
to submit monthly reports on propaganda. The propaganda targeting North African
prisoners is mostly housed in Vincennes. This is complemented with sources from the
Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer (ANOM). These records in Aix, mainly from North
Africa, describe the welcoming home of CPOWs before November 1942, efforts
made by the government on their behalf, and the morale of the local populations.

A recurring problem in the sources is the lack of the CPOWSs’ voices. With a
few notable exceptions like Léopold Senghor, Ahmed Rafa and Michel Gnimagnon,
colonial prisoners were illiterate and did not leave written records of their captivity.
Letters sent by prisoners to their families were rare. The few postal control records
found in Senegal state that CPOWSs’ letters contained nothing of interest besides
personal greetings to their families. Most accounts of the CPOW experience in
capture and captivity came from French officers or doctors or through social workers
and the ICRC representatives on official visits. In 1940 Vichy created the Commission

sur les replis suspects to investigate and eventually bring to justice French officers
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who had retreated or surrendered against their orders. Testimonies from escaped
prisoners were sent to this commission whose work was continued by the Provisional
Government until after the liberation. Vichy used this structure to question escaped
CPOWs about German propaganda they might have encountered. These documents
are located in the military archives and constitute the largest records of CPOWSs’
captivity experience, containing first person narratives from the surrender, capture,
through to camp life and escape. Most of these files acknowledge the significant
assistance from the local population. Comparisons can be made with the abundance of
material from French prisoners, especially surrounding the early days of capture. The
drawback to this source is that most of these interviewed prisoners had escaped or
been released before 1942. No first person narratives exist for the entire war, and
these reports were destined for a French audience. The primary sources do not reveal
if the CPOWSs questioned Vichy’s legitimacy or collaboration. On the other hand, the
administrative documents are rich for the period. Due to the paucity of the CPOWSs’
voices, these documents are used both to determine the Vichy’s reaction to the
CPOWs, and also to glean whatever is possible on the CPOWSs’ experience.

The Archives Nationales du Sénégal (ANS) hold the material for the former
colony of Senegal with its capital in Saint-Louis, and former French West Africa
(AOF) with its capital in Dakar. Material includes lists of prisoners from the former
West African colonies, including those who had not received any letters from their
families, those to be released due to illness, and those to be put on a congé de
captivité, or captivity leave, under the conditions of the Montoire agreement. This is
significant as Mabon argued that no CPOWs had access to these temporary releases.”'
However, these lists only cover seven months of the war. Some are organized by
colony, others by regiment or by Frontstalag. There are no definitive lists; rather
updates were sent from the Red Cross, or the service in charge of prisoners of war.
Propaganda played an important role in the colonies. Governors were constantly
asked to evaluate the morale of the European and native populations; sometimes this
included former prisoners. Officially, the native populations tended to be loyal to
France unless there was a specific incident. Fear of German and Anglo-Gaullist
propaganda was as rampant in the colonies as in France. Officials were constantly

worried their propaganda was not as effective as the enemies’.

I Mabon, “Indigénes”, p. 40.
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As we shall see, the CPOWs were housed in camps across Occupied France.
While some use has previously been made of departmental archives to study these,
the current thesis is the first to do so systematically. A vast discrepancy of material
was revealed across the archives of the Ardennes, Charente, Eure-et-Loir, Gironde,
Haute Saone, La Nievre, Somme, Landes, Loiret, Mayenne, Maine-et-Loire, Marne,
Meurthe-et-Moselle, Loire Atlantique, Pyrénées-Atlantiques, Vienne, Vosges and
Yonne, all departments where Frontstalags were located. It was interesting to note
which towns kept records on their local prisoner of war camps and which did not.
Some departments, like the Vosges, had no traces of CPOWs in the archives. Records
exist of the French prisoners who passed through the camp of Epinal, but very little
on the CPOWs. Other archives revealed detailed records of the CPOWs’ work and
captivity in the region. These sources shed light on the relationship between the
CPOWs and the local governments and populations. In many departments school
children were encouraged to collect clothes and scraps of fabric to send to the
suffering populations in North Africa but no mention is made of the North African
prisoners living in their own towns. The prefects’ monthly reports also shed light on
the local concerns and preoccupations during the war but never mention the CPOWs
or Frontstalags. The question of escaping prisoners of war is particularly relevant for
the departmental archives. Generally prisoners felt it was their duty to try and escape.
The archives in Nancy show the large numbers of people arrested for helping
prisoners to escape. Some prefects and mayors actively helped escaping colonial
prisoners whereas others turned them over to the German authorities. One German
camp guard turned a blind eye to escaping prisoners but then promptly found himself
on the Eastern Front. One department has the diary for a leader of the French
resistance. He was also the locksmith for the prisoner of war camp in the town.

The Bundesarchiv-Militdrachiv (BA-MA) in Freiburg-im-Breisgau provided
reports from the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) or Supreme Commander of
the Armed Forces pertaining to how prisoners in Germany should be treated. These
reports include comparative information on German POW camps, rules governing
POW labour and supplies. The archive also holds material on the colonial labour
battalions used increasingly after November 1942. However, there is very little
material on how the CPOWs were organized or why they were interned in France.

Bringing this source material to bear on the questions formulated at the outset,

allows answers to be progressively derived from the analysis provided in each
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chapter. The experience of the colonial prisoners of war will be explored through their
physical conditions, work, leisure activities, and health to answer the question: what
was that experience like compared to French POWs in Germany, and non-Geneva
POWs? What might conditions have been like if the CPOWs were interned in
Germany? The sources are limited, and not all aspects of prisoner life can be
compared. While questions of sexuality and personal relationships are intrinsically
important, answers simply do not appear for the CPOWs in the source material. As
noted, the CPOWSs’ own accounts of their captivity were always given to French
officers. The CPOWSs were acutely aware of the boundaries imposed by colonialism
and paternalism. All references to relationships with the French were, therefore,
suitably deferential. The role, limited or otherwise, that CPOWs played in Franco-
German negotiations will be explored. The French officially and unofficially
expressed support and solidarity for the CPOWs. This reveals something about their
experience but also addresses the issue of how the regime, notables and ordinary folk
saw the CPOWs. Was it paternalism? Solidarity? Or a mixture? Finally, this thesis
looks at what was at stake politically between Vichy and the Germans in the question
of the CPOWs.

The CPOWSs reveal much about Vichy’s imperial policies and the centrality of
the French Empire to Vichy’s political legitimacy. Can the CPOWSs as a group be
used to test Paxton’s theories of collaboration? Did Vichy manage to protect this
group from ‘worse’ and if so, why? For in addition to its concern to establish the
nature of the CPOWSs’ treatment and experience, this thesis also explores how that
treatment and experience became an important political issue in Vichy’s relationship
with Germany, and thus in ‘collaboration’. The first chapter, ‘Genesis’ argues that
reactions towards colonial soldiers in 1940 were influenced by their use in previous
European conflicts dating from the Franco-Prussian war. The next three chapters
explore the CPOWs captivity experience through their daily life, work, and health and
sickness during the first half of the war. Chapter six brings the two themes of the
thesis together through the CPOWS’ interactions with the French. It discusses the
political significance of Vichy’s philanthropic mobilisation for the CPOWs, as well as
the CPOWS’ interactions with individual French men and women, and the
repercussions the latter had on the former’s captivity and post-captivity experience.
Chapter seven discusses the full political implications of the CPOWs and the Empire

in Vichy’s policy of collaboration. It also looks at the repercussions of the events in
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November 1942 on the CPOWSs and Vichy. Chapter eight discusses why both
Germany and Vichy targeted the CPOWs with propaganda. Determined not to allow
the defeat or dissidence to weaken the CPOWSs’ loyalty to France, Vichy actively
combated German propaganda in the Frontstalags, the southern zone, and in the
colonies. The final chapter of the thesis deals with the time period of the future and
the CPOWs’ return home.

The fate of the CPOWs was first and foremost a matter of their own
experience. But the very status of being a prisoner was a political question between
Vichy France and the Germans. As such much of the evidence is used twice: to
establish the experiences of these men and use that experience to draw conclusions on
the political issues. For many of these men, their experiences continued until they
were repatriated in 1944-1945. Using these dual strands of experience and politics,
the CPOWs reveal much about the nature of the Vichy regime and collaboration. The
period of greatest latitude, where the struggle over the CPOWs was the most intense,
was when Vichy had the greatest autonomy and the Empire, their home, was
nominally under Vichy control. That changed in November 1942 when Germany
retreated at El Alamein and Stalingrad and shifted to a total-war economy. All of this
means the CPOWSs’ experience and Vichy’s control changed substantially at this
moment, and explains the predominant concern of this thesis with the period 1940 to

1942.
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Chapter one

Genesis: French colonial soldiers before June 1940

Suspending the Third Republic’s constitution and voting full powers to Pétain
after the defeat in June 1940 were radical departures from French Republican
traditions. However, this departure belies certain similarities between the two
regimes. Central among those similarities — or continuities — was the importance
attached to the Empire, including the use of colonial soldiers as an integral part of the
French armed forces. When France went to war in 1939, it mobilised the Empire and
drew on the colonies for a portion of its armed forces, as it had done during the First
World War and even in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870. When France was
humiliatingly defeated little more than nine months later, the Empire remained an
asset in the eyes of the Vichy regime, while the colonial soldiers who had been taken
prisoner by the Germans, became a liability of a different order to that of the far more
numerous French prisoners of war. For the Germans (as they had since 1870)
considered it illegal and immoral to use colonial troops in European theatres of war
whereas the Vichy regime felt bound to protect its own colonial soldiers in their
captivity both for their own sake and as a guarantee of the regime's ability to still lay
claim to its imperial role. Thus the wartime issue of the colonial prisoners of war was

born.

Colonial soldiers during the Second World War

The aftermath of the 1938 Munich conference demonstrated that appeasement
had failed when Hitler’s territorial demands proved insatiable. On 3 September 1939
France and Britain declared war on Germany. French colonial subjects, volunteers
and conscripts, were called to arms once again. The colonial administrations reported
that spontaneous declarations of loyalty flowed from the colonies. Reservists with
strong influence in colonial society as well as marabouts, religious leaders, and

chiefs, who all maintained their position due to the French, united to encourage the
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population to enlist.' In Senegal the heads of the influential religious brotherhoods
spoke in support of France. Abdoul Assiz Sy. son of El Hadj Malick declared that.
‘France has always helped and protected Islam, consequently Muslims need to show
their gratitude in defending her.”® Aguibou Barry, chief of Dabola, Guinea, announced
that he and the other village chiefs. “agreed on this point: even if our skin is black, the
fact remains that we are French, French in our souls and like our brothers in the
métropole, in addition to our young children, we will make our few assets available to
the defence of the “Motherland”.”® Older leaders like Seydou Norou Tall in Senegal
and the Moro Naba in Co6te d’Ivoire publicly declared their intentions to enlist
prompting their followers to volunteer instead.” Nancy Lawler reports there was little
resistance from reservists because they feared repercussions against their family.” The
Governor of Guinea recognized that mobilisation brought complications. While the
elites were proclaiming, outwardly at least, their adhesion to France, ‘the mass of
natives, who externalise their feelings less or whose expressions are sometimes less
visible, have accepted with dignity the difficulties brought to daily life by the
mobilisation of the youth, and have bravely set to the extra work to compensate for
the departure of those called up.”® Few Indochinese volunteered for service, but
conscription was generally accepted without resistance.”

Accurate numbers of potential colonial soldiers proved difficult to predict. In
1934 a French military commission determined that in the event of a European war
121,000 skilled and 158,000 unskilled sub-Saharan African troops could be sent to
France at a rate of 45,000 per month.® This was much higher than was realistically
possible. In total the Empire provided 197,300 troops from sub-Saharan Africa,
300,000 from North Africa and 116,000 from Indochina.” However, French reports

from 1 March 1940 state that the total number of colonial soldiers available to France

"' ANS, 2D5, Governor of French Guinea to Léon Cayla, 16 September 1939.
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* ANS, 2D5, Letter for Directeur du Service des informations from Direction des Affaires politiques et
administrative, 22 September 1939.

* Lawler, Soldiers of Misfortune, p.31.

® Ibid.

7 Liém-Khé Luguern, ‘Ni civil ni militaire: le travailleur indochinois inconnu de la Seconde Guerre
mondial’ Le Mouvement Social, no.219-220, (2007/2-3), p. 185.

¥ Martin Thomas, ‘At the Heart of Things? French Imperial Defense Planning in the Late 1930s’ in
French Historical Studies, xxi, no. 2. (Spring. 1998), p. 334.

° Thomas, French Empire at War, p. 12.
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was 535,000 from North Africa and 155.000 from the other colonies.'’ Even after the
war had begun France over-estimated its available soldiers.

Colonial soldiers came to France from all over the Empire: Algeria, Tunisia,
Morocco, West Africa, French Equatorial Africa, Madagascar, Reunion, Indochina,
the Antilles, and a few from the pacific islands and French territories in India. They
were stationed throughout France in 1939-1940 with North African regiments in
Lyons, Avignon, Bourg, Metz and Verdun."' Generally, as in the First World War,
colonial soldiers either served in mostly native regiments with their own countrymen
and European officers, or in mixed infantry regiments with both European soldiers
and officers. These Régiments d'Infanterie Coloniale Mixte (RICM), created in
August 1914 in Morocco, were considered particularly successful and were stationed
in Aix-en-Provence.'” During the winter, the Senegalese tirailleurs were stationed in
the warmer climates from Mont-de-Marsan to Toulon."* Five Régiments d Artillerie
Coloniale (RAC) with mounted divisions and Malagasy gunners were distributed in
places like Agen, Bordeaux, Joigny and Lorient."* Finally there were two half-

brigades of colonial machine gunners; the Malagasy in Pamiers and the Indochinese

: 5
in Carcassonne. "

Map 1.1: The French Empire 1919-1939 (source: wikimediacommons.com uploaded
by user Rosss).

'Y SHD, 27N22, Note sur les effectifs indigenes en France et dans le basin méditerranéen on 1 March
1940.

"' Anthony Clayton, France, Soldiers & Africa (London: Brassy’s, 1988), p. 121.
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Map 1.2: “France Afrlcame in A. Fauchere and A. Galland, La France d’Outre-Mer
Illustrée (Paris: Ed. Blondel La Rougery, 1931), p. 2.

Colonial soldiers had widely different socio-economic backgrounds. French
citizenship or not was the greatest divider. Citizenship was granted to some ‘evolved
natives’, for example originaires of the four communes of Dakar, or those from the
older colonies in the West Indies. The 15 October 1915 law protected voting rights for
originaires of the four communes of Dakar, and confirmed their citizenship rights and

the corresponding obligation for military service.'® By 1939, any colonial subject with

' Michael Crowder (ed.), Colonial West Africa, collected essays (London: Cass, 1978), p. 107.
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French nationality had the same obligations towards military service as the French."’
As during the First World War, colonial elites faced resistance and refusal when
requesting equal rights in return for military service.

Sometimes these distinctions caused problems. The originaires reservists in
Thies, Senegal in 1939 complained about the lack of housing, the manner in which
they were received upon arrival, and how the terrible food forced them to bring their
wives to cook.'® They believed that the lack of housing was due to France’s refusal to
embark the black soldiers for France, which proved France’s contempt for their
potential in battle and felt that, on the contrary, they had the right to defend France
like white soldiers.'” Others who heard this rumour suggested they should be allowed
to return home if they were not going to France. Agent auxiliaire de la sureté Abdou
N’Diaye criticised these complaints as revealing, ‘the Senegalese pride and
compulsion to always claim their rights, regardless of the circumstances.’*’ French
citizens from Dakar, Rufisque, and those called up at Thies also complained about the
difficulties and length of time required to have their citizenship recognized.zl The
nuances and distinctions within the colonial populations were usually respected by the
French military.

For the colonial soldiers stationed in France, the phoney war seemed long and
uneventful as French and German armies remained behind their lines. To fight
boredom, the Senegalese soldiers of the fifty-third Régiment d’Infanterie Coloniale
(RIC) gave a concert of traditional music and dance for the French soldiers.** Lack of
news from home was a common complaint, and dangerous for morale. Official efforts
to support and monitor the colonial troops began as soon as they arrived in France,
and focused on correspondence. Letters to soldiers were exempt from postal tax. Léon
Cayla, Governor General of AOF, encouraged chiefs and local government officials
to facilitate communication by providing paper, pens, and eventually official

writers.”® Local leaders distributed writing supplies and encouraged the literate to help

"7 Manuel troupes 2, p. 48.

. ANS, 2D5, Abdou N’Diaye to Chef de la Brigade des Recherches a Saint-Louis, 15 September 1939.
' ANS, 2D35, Directeur des affaires politiques et administratives to Directeur des Services des
Informations, 16 September 1939.
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their comrades with their letters. The governor of the Sudan printed pre-addressed
postcards for the soldiers.* Through censorship, this correspondence provided the
military and colonial administrations with valuable insights into the morale of the
colonial soldiers and home populations.

Some hostilities occurred during the phoney war and both sides took
prisoners. Propaganda efforts started immediately. Both France and Germany went to
great lengths to prove how well captured enemy prisoners were treated. This reversed
the tendency from the First World War, where, as Heather Jones explained, POWs
were constantly associated with violence and atrocities.”> Michael Wilson, a reporter
for the International News Service, interviewed a German officer who was recaptured
after attempting an escape. When asked by how he was treated, he replied,
‘Marvellously... when I found I was back at the same camp I expected retaliatory

treatment.%¢

Instead the French guards chose a milder punishment than that legally
allowed:
Under the Geneva Accord, belligerents were permitted to inflict thirty days
solitary confinement, hold up parcels and remove books and newspapers from
recaptured prisoners for a similar period. “Actually we have only given them
fifteen days solitary confinement to their rooms and held up their parcels,” he
said, “But we are letting them read books, although we do not give them
newspapers.”’
The Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung published a reminder on 12 March that, unlike
during the Great War, ‘the belligerent countries have, through a mutual agreement,
forbidden reprisals to be taken against any prisoners under their control.””® Posters
with the text of the Geneva Convention of 1929 were printed in German and posted in
prisoner of war camps in France.”” Radio Stuttgart, which was the regime’s
international radio transmitter, allowed captured prisoners to give messages to their

families over the air. The commentator claimed that, ‘the thousands of French

prisoners in Germany are allowed as much contact with their families as possible. In
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this way, the German people are pleased to ease the plight of the victims of a

senseless war.’>’

This established a line of propaganda that would also be used with
colonial prisoners of war: asserting that Germany opposed the war, especially against
innocent colonial subjects. Propaganda of this kind worried French military officials.
Soldiers were warned that, ‘if they were to fall into the enemy’s hands, they must
refuse to make any kind of declaration destined for the radio. By refusing to provide
propaganda for the enemy, they continue to helpfully serve their country.”' By the
end of March 1940 ‘the use of French prisoners by the German radio in Stuttgart had
almost completely stopped since certain “errors” had been unmasked.”*

Suddenly, in May 1940, after eight months of stagnation, the phoney war
became real. Over the following six weeks the German army advanced with the
unprecedented rapidity of Blitzkrieg warfare. In May 1940 combat was ferocious and
marked by the use of aerial bombardment. Colonial soldiers shared the brunt of
combat. They faced tank attacks in the Aisne, Argonne and along the Somme.™*
Colonial gunners, notably from Madagascar, had been stationed in the Maginot line.
The fifth and sixth Colonial Divisions, with many African tirailleurs, confronted
German tanks on the Somme.**

Decades of recruiting the so-called ‘warrior races’ had permeated French
military culture. A French soldier exclaimed enthusiastically: ‘Talk about the job the
Senegalese are doing! Without them the Krauts would already be in Paris, they have
only one word engraved on their minds: “Win”.**> A soldier in the 220" régiment
d’artillerie nord africain (RANA) wrote that ‘in a few days we will return to “kick
their a**”” and we’ll show them what a mix of black and white really is, because our
Senegalese are ready for ferocious fighting and aren’t afraid, as for us, we have
friends to avenge.’3 % This soldier believed that the French fought for country and for
vengeance for their fallen comrades, whereas the Africans were naturally bellicose.

Another French soldier believed that ‘none of the [Senegalese] fear death, and when

they have the chance to have a go at the Germans, I can assure you that [the latter]

o SHD, 27N68, Chef d’Etat Major to General Gamelin, 2 January 1940.

A SHD, 27N68, General d’armée Georges, note for the army, 19 February 1940.

# SHD, 27N68, Commission Général de I’'Information, summary of intelligence on German
propaganda in the press 16 January to 29 February, 31 March 1940.

** Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, p. 92.

** Ibid., p. 92.

35 SHD, 27N70, Colonel Gauche, daily summary of military postal censorship, 7 June 1940.

3¢ SHD, 27N70, daily summary of military postal censorship from 30 May 1940, 31 May 1940.
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will remain in the same place minus their heads.”*” The French believed that their
soldiers were ferocious fighters. When faced with the reality, that their soldiers were
normal men who could be brave or cowards, the criticisms were harsh.

The colonial soldiers found this style of warfare, with aerial bombings,
terrifying. A Senegalese soldier wrote home explaining that: ‘Here we don’t fight
with the gun, but only with airplanes, lots of noise, lots of fear.”** A sergeant with the
sixth RIC confirmed that ‘the bombings, the airplanes, the machine guns terrify them;
they go crazy under shelling and bombing.”’ ? Yet, colonial soldiers were not the only
ones affected by the bombing raids. Marc Bloch’s memories are worth quoting in
length:

A blitz is probably not, in itself, actually more dangerous than many other

threats to which the soldier is exposed. [...] But it possesses, this bombing

descended from heaven, a capacity for terror, which really only belongs to
itself. Projectiles fall from very high and appear, incorrectly, to fall straight
down. Their combined weight and altitude allows them a tremendous
momentum that is visible, to which the strongest obstacles appear unable to
resist. There is something inhuman in this kind of attack coupled with such
force. As before a cataclysm of nature, the soldier bows his head under this
unleashing, inclined to feel absolutely helpless [...] The sounds are heinous,
savage, unnerving to the extreme: as much the whistling, deliberately
intensifying, that I was just talking about, as the detonation where the whole
body is shaken in its marrow. *°

The colonial soldiers’ normal reaction to this brutal and oppressive form of warfare

encouraged diverging views on their worth as soldiers. Many French soldiers seemed

surprised that the tirailleurs might show fear.

The colonial soldiers’ experience was unduly impacted by other’s views and
assumptions. It was generally believed that the colonial soldiers could not fully
comprehend the reasons for war. The military censor declared that the colonial

soldiers’ letters show they ‘do not seem to have understood, overall, the gravity of the

o SHD, 27N70, Colonel Gauche, daily summary of military postal censorship, 7 June 1940.
* SHD, 27N70, daily summary of military postal censorship from 29 May 1940, 30 May 1940.
30 i1
Ibid.
% Marc Bloch, L 'Etrange défaite: témoignage écrit en 1940 (Paris: Société des éditions Franc-Tireur,
1946; Electronic edition: www.ebooksgratuit.com, 2009), pp 65-66.
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situation, some, better informed, accept it with their usual fatalism.”! However, a
tirailleur wrote home explaining that they had gone to fight to help the Belgians.*
These two letters reveal a discrepancy between what French soldiers thought of their
colonial counterparts’ motivation, and how the colonial soldiers saw themselves.
Colonial soldiers, like their French counterparts, were given only the explanations
about the war that their officers deemed necessary.

Paternalism towards the ‘natives’ permeated French military culture. Soldiers
wrote home with reports of the colonial soldiers’ childlike behaviour. Even common
soldiers looked to protect ‘their’ colonial soldiers. A soldier from the 14" RTS wrote
that ‘our tirailleurs are still so careless, and we have to constantly remind them to be
careful: to understand the enemy’s proximity, they want to see them with their own

543

eyes. How naive.”* When three enemy planes bombed the 7" company of the 53

RICMS, a junior officer saw that ‘the tirailleurs were so excited that I let them

*** How could the colonial soldiers be

believe they were French or English planes.
expected to fully understand the gravity of the situation when the rapidity of the
French defeat surprised everyone?

Both the French and the Germans held simultaneously contradictory views of
the colonial soldiers. This gravely affected the battle experience of the latter. On the
one hand, the colonial soldiers were considered weaker soldiers, more prone to
indiscipline under heavy fire. Without much experience under fire, colonial troops
tended to panic. Captain Pilet explained:

They have had no time to harden. Additionally, they were engaged at Airaines

and Quesnoy in conditions that hurt their morale. Dispersed into rooms in

houses, unable to see the Europeans. Under these conditions it was all one or
the other. While on five different occasions I had to use my pistol to send the

deserters back to their place, a few individuals held themselves magnificently

[...] Pve heard from the Germans themselves that they had great difficulty

*! Tbid.

“2SHD, 27N70, daily summary of military postal censorship from 16-19 May 1940, 20 May 1940.

“ SHD, 27N70, daily summary of military postal censorship from 26 May 1940, 27 May 1940.

4 SHD, 34N1081, Sous-Lieutenant Gilbert, combat report for the i company of the 53 RICMS, 5-7
June 1940; see also SHD, 27N70, Colonel Gauche, daily summary of military postal censorship, 7 June
1940.
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defeating the resistance from the last few Senegalese, hidden in the basements

or in corners of demolished houses, they had to kill them one by one. *°
Those soldiers who held on despite being separated from their officers often fought to
the end. After three days of battle in mid-May, an officer of the Moroccan spahis
wrote: ‘this regiment is admirable, French as well as the natives. The Germans are
bold (we are too), they have a tough army. Our soldiers are perfect.”*® This kind of
resistance surprised the Germans and in some cases they reacted badly.

Stereotypes were more than simple racism. They influenced both sides, and
sometimes dangerously. The colonial soldiers had been taught that the Germans were
racist, and would not take coloured prisoners. This was to encourage colonial soldiers
to keep fighting. However, the German soldiers’ view of the colonial soldiers’
faithlessness was attributed to their legal use of the coupe-coupe or machete. Fear of
the coupe-coupe led German soldiers to force captured tirailleurs to keep their hands
on their heads.” German soldiers killed a group of tirailleurs after finding three
Germans with wounds from a coupe—ccnq)e.48 In turn, the Germans were told never to
trust the ‘savage’ soldiers who mutilated German corpses. Colonel Nehring warned
that, ‘it is proven that French colonial soldiers mutilated German soldiers in a beastly
manner. Any goodwill towards these native soldiers would be an error. It is rigorously
forbidden to send them to the rear unguarded.”® This created a vicious circle where
colonial soldiers, afraid of being killed, resisted to the end. Consequently, the German
soldiers felt that resistance proved the stereotypes of savage African fighters and
justified treating them with violence. French doctor Jean Guérin’s description also
highlighted German distrust of colonial soldiers. Guérin approached the German who
captured him and his colonial soldiers, ‘who interrupted my explanations with a
brutal, “Sind Schwarzen der? (Are there any blacks?)” He became furious after my
affirmative answer and threatened to shoot us all if, in the village, a single shot was

fired on his men. He entered the church manifesting his contempt and disgust for the

> SHD, 24N1081, Captain Pilet, extracts from report of 21 RIC, 2e Bataillon du 53 RICMS, 11
September 1940.

% SHD, 27N70, summary of the first reports from the censor of the troops’ reaction to the
announcement of a large enemy offensive, 16 May 1940; see also SHD, 34N1081, Sous-Lieutenant
Gilbert, combat report for the 7" company of the 53 RICMS, 5-7 June 1940.

7 SHD, 34N1081, Sous-lieutenant Maurice Chatelard, summary of command report for 4™ section of
the 9" company of 53 RIC, 25 November 1940.

*8 SHD, 34N1081, Sous-Lieutenant Gilbert, combat report for the 7" company of the 53 RICMS, 5-7
June 1940.

% Eric Deroo and Antoine Champeaux, La Force noire, gloire et infortunes d’une légende coloniale
(Paris: Editions Tallandier, 2006), p. 174.
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natives.” ° German distrust of colonial soldiers was so strong they feared a trap even
after capture.

Consequently, the repercussions of the French defeat were worse for colonial
soldiers than French ones. Ingrained racism, ferocious close combat, and rumours of
illegal warfare made surrender and capture the most dangerous time for colonial
soldiers. While all French soldiers might be exposed to enemy maltreatment, African
soldiers were at particular risk.”' Raffael Scheck estimates about 3,000 Senegalese
tirailleurs were massacred in May and June 1940.> A French officer, Colonel
Bouriand, reported that these massacres occurred all along the Front and were often
witnessed by French mayors or tirailleurs who managed to escape.’

Moving from the place of capture to a temporary camp was particularly
dangerous for CPOWs. Germans surrounded Aboulaye Maiga and his group with
machine guns and fired on them. He was the only survivor.”* This was not an isolated
incident. Dibour Cissé was taken prisoner and brought to Lyons. He reported that the
Germans rounded up 100 men and fired on them with machine guns, twenty-five cm
cannons and a tank.” He survived by falling at the same time as those who were shot
and pretending to be dead for three hours.”® Zouave Manuel Aldeguer witnessed a
similar massacre between Troyes and Romilly. The Germans forced a group of 200
tirailleurs into a field and began shooting.’” Local populations carefully recorded the
location of CPOW graves. This information was later passed along to the families.

The French officers and civilians who tried to protect the CPOWs were
regarded with suspicion. The oft-cited Jean Moulin, prefect of the Eure-et-Loir,
attempted suicide rather than sign a German document blaming the Senegalese troops
for atrocities. This incident revealed the German conviction that the colonial troops
were illegitimate combatants prone to atrocities. These atrocities, in turn, justified the
massacre of colonial troops. However, by seeking to ‘legitimise’ their actions by

forcing Moulin into a false declaration, they inadvertently showed that they

30 SHD, 34N1081, Jean Guérin, liberation report, 22 December 1941.
*! For a detailed study on the massacre of Senegalese tirailleurs in 1940 see Scheck, Hitler’s African
Victims.
52 Ibid., p. 58.
- SHD, 34N1098, Colonel Bouriand, report on 19 June 1940°s combat, 28 June 1940.
i ANS, 2D23/28, Levavasseur to the Governor of the Soudan, 7 May 1941.
ZZ ANS, 2D23/28, Edouard, interview of Dibor Cissé, 17 April 1941.
Ibid.
" SHD, 14P16, Zouave Manuel Aldeguer, captivity report, 4 November 1940.
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maintained some respect for international law. Total disregard would allow them to
shoot colonial soldiers without reason.

Most soldiers would have been aware of the 1929 Geneva Convention
protecting prisoners of war. Hence they needed to believe the colonial soldiers
mutilated their enemies and fought ‘dirty’. Sergeant Langenfeld was forced to watch
the executions: ‘The Germans explained to us they shoot twenty Senegalese for every
German who had been beheaded. They shot a large number. The North Africans and
the French prisoners dug a big hole to bury them.”® Perhaps these killings were
revenge for an enthusiastic defence as Hassen-Ladjimi and Faguet believed, or the
result of racial conditioning. Scheck warns that it would be premature to conclude that
Germans killed black prisoners due to ‘hallucinatory racism’ since not all German
units killed their black prisoners and most coloured prisoners were not killed.*

Confusion and fear characterised the colonial soldiers’ experiences in May
and June 1940. As seen, the extremity of the aerial bombings polarised the colonial
soldiers’ reactions. Those who overcame their fears fought bravely. While only a
minority of colonial soldiers were massacred, their deaths affected the experience of
CPOWs who had fought a legitimate war according to the rules of war. Reports of
these massacres travelled quickly among the prisoners. Survivors were left trying to
rationalise the massacres and navigate the beginning of a captivity that felt dangerous
and volatile. It is unsurprising that they viewed this early period of captivity through a
lens of exhaustion and fear. The violence continued through the first week of
captivity.

Gestures that were seen as lack of discipline were severely punished: three
captured Senegalese firailleurs were shot after being taken prisoner for refusing to be
disarmed.®’ Hassen-Ladjimi recalled that on the march from the point of capture to a
temporary camp prisoners who ‘deviated to the left or the right were shot; during the
journey, anyone who fell from exhaustion was finished off, [ saw, myself, two men
with bullets in the head.”®" This instability continued when CPOWs were evacuated
from France. A secret informant revealed that on a muddy field in the rain in Austria
‘many of our countrymen were shot with machine guns. Pierre Diagne and Lamine

Sarr, well known Dakarois, died in these conditions. They lined all the tirailleurs

¥ SHD, 2P88, Sergeant Langenfeld, report 10" R.T.M., [n.d.].

5% Scheck, Hitler's African Victims, p. 118.

o SHD, 14P46, 28° RICMS, information briefing, 10 July 1940.

1 SHD, 14P16, Sergent d’activité Hassen-Ladjimi, escape report, 30 September 1940.
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single file by ten and shot the tenth person who was then buried by the other nine.’ %
For the CPOWs, those killed were not anonymous soldiers, but their friends or well-
known members of their communities.

The motivations for these killings were not apparent at the time but two main
reasons circulated: racism and revenge for an enthusiastic defence of France. A
political report described the situation as ‘very peculiar. The Germans, surprised and
overexcited by the unexpected resistance, acted cruelly and harshly after the combat,
but one should not conclude that they have adopted this behaviour generally towards
our blacks whom they have captured.”®® Corporal-Chief Leonanci was told that ‘the
Moroccans were killed, because they said we resisted too much.”®* A former
commander of the twenty-fifth Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais (RTS) Faguet, was
evacuated before the incident but he thought that the nature of this fighting, where
severely outnumbered colonial troops fought all day, provoked the massacre, which
killed forty-five of the seventy tirailleurs and wounded almost all the others.”® The
fighting happened on 20 June between France’s request for an Armistice and its
signature. S.P. Mackenzie explained that the difficulty in shifting from fighting an
enemy soldier to protecting him explained the danger for surrendering soldiers.®® The
instability of May-June 1940 left the CPOWSs vulnerable to mistreatment and worse.

Racism and a belief that the colonial troops engaged in illegal warfare played
a role in the massacres. German racial discourse going back to 1870 represented
colonial soldiers as savages. In Mein Kampf Hitler wrote, in direct opposition to
French pride in the contribution of the colonial troops, that ‘[the army] was the school
that still taught the individual German to seek the salvation of their nation, not in the
mendacious phrases of international fraternity between negroes, Germans, Chinese,
French, British, etc., but rather in the strength and unity of his own nationality.’67 A

Senegalese prisoner explained that his German guards near Berlin thought the black

62 ANS, 2DD23/28, intelligence forwarded to the Direction des affaires politiques et administratives and
surété générale, 22 August 1941.

& ANS, 2D23/28, Chief of the 12" Section of the Affaires Politiques et Administration to Boisson, 18
March 1941.

6 SHD 14P17, Caporal-chef Leonanci, escape report, [no date].

5 ANS, 2D23/28, Chief of the 12" Section of the Affaires Politiques et Administration to Boisson, 18
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(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 36.

%7 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf complete and unabridged (New Y ork: Reynal and Hitchcock, 1941), pp
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prisoners were cannibals.®® However, racism was not enough to justify the massacre
of prisoners, even remotely.

The German attitude did not reflect a new Nazi racism, but rather the old
hostility to colonial troops being used in a European theatre that was evident from
1870 and 1914-18. The Germans assumed that the colonial soldiers fought in a
barbarous and illegal manner. More fundamentally still, they considered the fact of
their deployment in Europe unacceptable. A German officer kicked a Moroccan lying
on the ground while yelling: ‘the great French nation declared war on Germany, but
Morocco did not declare war on Germany! Dog!’69 Some German soldiers doubtlessly
felt that the assumed status of indigenous soldiers as ‘savages’ who violated
international law through illegal warfare and desecration of corpses justified
massacres. France was blamed for using colonial troops and de-humanising
everyone’s war experience. This argument was not limited to colonial soldiers. Any
evidence, real or imaginary, that soldiers had fought ‘dirty’ inspired vengeance and
often death. Murdered British soldiers had been accused of using dum-dum bullets.”
The French were accused of the same despite the German Army Command’s denial of
these rumours.”' Given the theoretical explanations by Mackenzie and Scheck,
combined with German racial theory as evidenced by their reaction to Soviet
prisoners, it is unsurprising that some colonial soldiers suffered a similar fate.
However, the contrast with the future conflict in the east is striking. Germany’s war
against Soviet Russia was a war of extermination; Russian prisoners were fed the bare
minimum.’” Between 3.3 and 3.5 million or sixty per cent of Soviet prisoners died in
German captivity; whereas only five per cent of CPOWs died during captivity.”
Perhaps a question for further study is not, why were some colonial soldiers
massacred, but rather why were most of them spared?

The French reaction to the massacres revealed that France was prepared to
defend its use of colonial soldiers as legitimate. Jean Moulin, a man of exceptional

moral character, nevertheless set the stage for the French refusal to accept German

9% ANS, 2D23/28, information from an occasional native informant, 17 September 1941.

62 AN, 72/AJ/291, Joseph Julien Dache, witness statement [n.d.]; see also Paul Mansire, report on
captivity, June 1940 to January 1941.
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"' Scheck, Hitler's African Victims, p. 22.

7 Christian Streit, ‘Prisonniers de guerre allies aux mains des Allemands’ in Jean-Claude Catherine
(ed.) La Captivité des prisonniers de guerre: histoire, art et mémoire 1939-1945 (Rennes: Presses
universitaires de Rennes, 2008), pp 31-32.

7 See chapter five, p. 156.
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racist violence. The sheer number of reports, both civilian and military, of the
violence showed that the French did not consider this acceptable behaviour, even in
wartime. We can see the roots of Vichy’s reactions to both the Germans and the
CPOWs in the French attempts to explain the massacres. They do not label all
Germans as racist murderers, but nor do they allow that these massacres were in any
way justifiable. German reactions to the colonial soldiers, later their prisoners, were
also shaped by their experiences of fighting the French since 1870. The genesis of
what was to be the CPOWSs’ experience in 1940 had a long pre-history going back to
1870.

Colonial soldiers and the Third Republic, 1870-1920

Both the Third Republic and Vichy constructed an image of the Empire and
then attempted to convince the French of its merits. Supporters argued that the
colonies gave France greatness as well as labour and material goods. Critics of the
Third Republic’s imperialist policy believed that overseas territories could never
replace the lost French provinces, and that wasting money to pursue these follies
would leave France vulnerable to further German aggression. Ruth Ginio describes
the action of the Third Republic in French West Africa when it contradicted
Republican ideals as a ‘Vichy before Vichy’.”* The colonial soldiers had a major, if
only symbolic, role in defining French imperial identity.

The Senegalese had served as soldiers from the earliest French and British
incursions into Senegal. In 1857 Governor Faideherbe established the first permanent
black African troops, called tirailleurs sénégalais. They became a symbol of French
imperial power, loyalty and obedience. These tirailleurs were initially used for
maintaining stability in West Africa. The first use of colonial soldiers in Europe was
during the Franco-Prussian war. Bismarck and Moltke the Elder, the German
commander in chief, protested at the use of the North African soldiers. Eventually
colonial soldiers were sent abroad and used to pacify other colonies. Between 1908
and 1913 Senegalese tirailleurs represented between nine and fifteen per cent of the

French army of conquest in Morocco.”” Their numbers increased dramatically in the

early years of the twentieth century. It was Charles Mangin’s La Force Noire (1910)

R Ginio, French Colonialism Unmasked, p. 16.
7> Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, p. 27.
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that changed the debate on colonial recruitment. He wanted to raise a West African
army to serve as a counterweight to France’s low birth-rate in case of another
European war. While the tirailleurs were perhaps the best known of the colonial
soldiers with their striking red chechia, France recruited from all over the Empire.
The First World War brought half a million colonial troops and a quarter of a million
civilian workers from the Empire to metropolitan France.

Racial stereotypes firmly in place, the French sought to recruit the ethnic
groups considered warrior material. General Langlois believed the Africans would
make good soldiers because:

The [black] race presents in its entirety qualities that render it particularly apt

to soldiering. It derives its warlike qualities from its heredity [sic] because, as

far back as we can go in history, the state of war is normal in Africa, [and]

from his society that teaches him discipline; the harsh conditions of his

existence which give him endurance, from his insouciance which makes him

tough in drawn-out struggles which characterise modern battles, to his hot-

headed and bloodthirsty nature which make him terrible in the shock.”®
Unsuitable ethnic groups, like the nomadic Moors, Peuhls or Touaregs, were often
those who effectively resisted the colonial administration.”” While in Indochina
French authorities were keen to recruite the ‘warlike’ men from Tonkin, overall
political, cultural and administrative divisions determinded military recruitment more
than racial hierarchies.”® Some of the greatest opposition to the use of West African
soldiers came from French officers with extensive experience in North Africa, who
insisted the North Africans would make better soldiers.”’ They believed that,

for the Arabs, soldiering is the most noble career. For a North African, the

French army represents an ideal: to serve is not shameful: the act of serving

under arms is noble: it represents the force that protects, that attracts, the force

of the Muslim God. To participate in that force is a supreme honour.*

Mangin believed, on the contrary, that ‘the Arab is the least governable of all the

" BDIC, S Piéce 8551, General Langlois, Manuel élémentaire a ['usage des officiers et sous-officiers
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peoples.”®! Stereotypes applied across the Empire. The French believed that while the
Indochinese made terrible soldiers, they were excellent labourers. These stereotypes
persisted and affected how Vichy judged the CPOWSs’ loyalty and capacity to survive
the rigours of captivity. They also revealed two tendencies in French military thought:
that ‘natives’ enjoyed fighting and French officers had favourite ethnic groups. Since
the colonial troops were natural warriors, then military service was not a duty to be
performed in exchange for civic rights. Once the contradiction in Republican theory
was dealt with, the different status between the white and colonial troops could be
exploited.

The French army had three distinct branches each contributing differently to
the mystique of the imperial armies: the Armée Métropolitaine or the Metropolitan
army, the Armée d’Afrique, and the Troupes Coloniales (La Coloniale). The
Metropolitan army was formed to defend France and was composed of Frenchmen
from mainland France.*” The Armée d'Afrique was effectively a North African Army
recruited from the 19" military region in Algeria, and later the protectorates of
Tunisia and Morocco.® It had separate European and native regiments. The cavalry,
chasseurs d’Afrique, the Légion Etrangere (Foreign Legion) and the infantry zouaves
made up the European contingents.** The zouaves included French settlers in Algeria,
or pied-noirs, as well as the occasional French-born soldiers. ‘Natives’ were mixed
with a small number of convicts in the /nfanterie Légere d’Afrique. There were North
African cavalry units called spahis and the Compagnies Sahariennes on camelback.®
Most North Africans served as tirailleurs in the light infantry units.*® The Moroccan
goums were specialised units. The Armée d’Afrique had mixed European and native
units. After the Great War, these included some tank and infantry units.

The Coloniale was composed of units raised in both metropolitan France and
the Empire for the purposes of extending and protecting the colonies. It consisted of
both European and indigenous soldiers. The Coloniale Blanche regiments were
composed almost entirely of volunteers from the métropole and conscripts from the

older colonies in the Caribbean, who had full citizen status.?’” So there were black men
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in the Coloniale Blanche. By contrast the various regiments of tirailleurs were
composed of men from colonies not accorded citizenship rights and were generally
conscripts. Overall, the French army showed the complexity of French imperial and
racial ideas. The racial hierarchy was primarily, but not exclusively, dependent on
colour. Once a person had French citizenship he had, in theory, the same rights and
responsibilities as every French citizen.

Recruitment leading up to the First World War revealed the limitations of
military policy based on conjecture and stereotype. Mangin had wanted a professional
volunteer army. Despite his conviction that Africans, being innate warriors, would be
grateful for the chance to fight for France, volunteers were not forthcoming.®® The law
of 7 February 1912 allowed for the partial conscription of males between the ages of
twenty to twenty-eight in West Africa. The images of the loyal native ready to serve
France hid the reality of enforced mobilisation.* In West Africa, recruitment began in
earnest from September 1914, and each annual class was smaller than desired.”® At
the beginning of September the first black African troops arrived in Séte, while others
went to Marseilles and then on to the front. The decree of 1908 allowed conscription
in Vietnam but by 1912 there were only 1,350 conscripts.91 Eventually approximately
30,000 Indochinese fought in France and North Africa during the First World War.*
North African soldiers, mostly volunteers, were sent to the front as early as August
1914.% In the fall of 1915 general conscription was brought into Algeria, and a year
later in Tunisia. In Madagascar, claims that all soldiers were volunteers were false as
the local administration gave monetary gifts local recruiters for each volunteer
creating a system of corruption and coercion.”® Differing conscription laws
throughout the Empire led to unequal recruitment. Forty-five per cent of colonial

soldiers were from North Africa and thirty per cent from sub-Saharan Africa.””
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Mobilising the Empire for the First World War allowed France to showcase
imperial loyalty and solidarity. Reports from the colonies evoked feelings of
solidarity: ‘From the first day of the threat and on the first line of defence, the French
colonies rose with a common outburst to the Motherland, and without hesitation
offered their most precious possessions: the blood of her children and the wealth of

"% As France prepared for war, the Empire was a valuable symbol of

their labour.
what France was compared to Germany. France, home to 100 million, symbolised
civilisation and racial enlightenment. The ‘spontaneous’ support showed by the
colonies proved that French Republicanism would triumph over German barbarism.
This effusion masked the reality of the colonial soldiers’ departures: the women cried
and sang funeral songs.”’ As the First World War progressed and news of its
devastation reached the colonies, recruitment stagnated. There had been real
expressions of solidarity in 1914, but they transformed into rebellion by 1915 due to
the increased economic pressures and the return of the soldiers’ bodies.”® In Algeria a
revolt broke out in 1916. The famine of 1917-1918 forced many Algerian men to join
up and the class of 1917 was filled completely.”” Riots also broke out in early 1917 in

1% Eventually, the

Upper-Senegal Niger region, Dahomey, Ivory Coast, and Guinea.
Governor General of AOF, Joost Van Vollenhoven, stopped recruitment.

Using colonial soldiers to defend the métropole remained contentious, despite
their previous contributions. Critics remained unconvinced that African soldiers could
sufficiently reinforce the French forces. Some colonial administrators feared arming
the ‘natives’. Vigorous opposition came from civilian colonial authorities who
recognized that the increased recruitment would further strain the labour shortages.m1
Recruitment in the colonies pitted the mérropole’s needs against those of the colonial

economy. Administrators and businessmen did not want to lose their urban labour

16 that there were 150,000 troops from Algeria, 135,000 from sub-Saharan Africa, 43,000 from
Indochina, 39,000 from Tunisia, 34,000 from Morocco, 31,000 from Madagascar, 31,000 from the
French West Indies and Reunion, and 3,000 French Somaliland and the Pacific. Michael Crowder
states 180,000 black African troops fought in Europe during the First World War; Nancy Lawler argues
161,250 Senegalese tirailleurs were in World War One. According to French military training manuals
published in 1923, Algeria provided 170,000 Muslim troops, Madagascar sent 40,000, and Indochina
sent 535,000 soldiers and 240,000 civilian workers. Marc Michel cites a similar statistic for
Madagascar. Paul-Marie de la Gorce cites 900,000 men were recruited from the colonies for combat or
labour.

% BDIC, O Piéce 14168, note, Comité d’aide et d’assistance coloniale, 1914-1915.

" Michel, Appel a I'Afrique, p. 35.

% Ibid., p. 32.

% Histoire de la France coloniale, p. 77.

"% Crowder, Colonial West Africa, p. 111.

"9 Michel, Appel a I'Afrique, p. 29.
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force especially after the previous conscription of their European workers, resulting in
an uneven conscription of farmers.'”® France simultaneously needed men and food
from the colonies. Military requirements prevailed.'” In a bold move, Black deputy
Blaise Diagne was named Commissioner for the Republic for the Recruitment of
Troops in French West Africa on 11 January 1918. This gave him the same rank as
Governor General Van Vollenhoven, who resigned supposedly in protest at the
recruitment.'® Diagne raised 20,000 more volunteers than requested. Marc Michel
credits Diagne’s presence for the success of the 1918 recruitment after the violent
rejection of the previous year.'®
Evaluation of the performance of colonial troops in the First World War
varied, and was heavily permeated with stereotypes. They were nevertheless praised
for their fighting qualities. General Huré wrote in glowing terms about a regiment of
tirailleurs:
How could one forget that the 2° Régiment de marche de tirailleurs in August
1918 penetrated 22 km into the German lines near Roye and took more than
1,000 prisoners walking on Hirson in October? We read in one of its six
citations, “Assault regiment which has maintained the harsh and vibrant
traditions of the bladed weapon and the French bayonet during this war.”!%
Praise of coloured troops was not universal. Critics said they were more
susceptible to disease and cold, had bad aim, were undisciplined under fire and did
not manoeuvre well.'”” The cost of training and maintenance was also high. The fear
of disease led to the policy of hivernage where colonial troops, unused to the cold,
were moved from the front to warmer regions in the Midi during the winter months.
In 1914 the Senegalese troops arriving from Morocco fought well at Dixmude, in
Belgium, but were immediately removed from the front for winter. They remained in
the Midi, training until May 1916 ‘under the orders of colonial chiefs [white leaders
of the colonial troops] used to leading this somewhat special company’ when they

108

returned to the Front. ™~ Malagasy troops remained on the front throughout the winters

92 Ibid., p. 111.

' Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, p. 31.
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of 1917-1918, and 1918-1919.'"” Opponents claimed that despite bravery and
endurance in battle the firailleurs lost focus and panicked without their European
officers.'"’ In order to prevent disorder Senegalese troops were sent into attack

" As we have seen, similar criticism resurfaced

surrounded by European formations.
in 1940.

The presence of colonial soldiers in Europe sparked the popular imagination
both negatively and positively. The Germans were explicitly opposed to it. Already,
Bismarck and von Moltke the elder had condemned the French use of North African
soldiers in 1870. The German’s own experience of colonial warfare, especially with
the Herero in South-West Africa in 1904-1907, reinforced this hostility, which was
reapplied to Europe in 1914. In particular, they accused colonial soldiers of ‘enemy
barbarism’ that was then applied to European warfare.''” They insisted that the
colonial troops mutilated the bodies of wounded and dead German soldiers. Wartime
propaganda detailed these alleged atrocities in great detail.'’> The French later
capitalised on German prejudice and stereotypes of the colonial troops’ savagery by
using them as shock troops. Most colonial troops were used in this manner since their
supposedly warlike characteristics, and their simplistic minds allegedly made them
better suited for simple, frontward attacks without complicated strategy.'"*

The French glorified the African troops who managed to hold back the
German onslaught through their ruthless barbarism. Echenberg argues that some
French elements emphasised the image of Africans decapitating their victims. This, in
turn, allowed the Germans to complain about French ruthlessness in employing
cannibals against their enemies.''” The 1917 publication of the German author Leo
Frobenius, entitled Le Cirque ethnique de nos ennemis, criticised French
‘domestication” of Africans and Asians while arguing racial segregation protected

cultural differences.''® When captured, CPOWs were interned with other French

' BDIC, S 11562, Manuel I'usage des troupes employées outre-mer, deuxiéme partie [Henceforth
Manuel troupes 2] (Paris: Ministre de la Guerre, 1923), p. 342.

" Lunn, ‘Races guerrieres’, p. 529.

i Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, pp 530-1.

12 Jones, Violence against Prisoners, p. 74.

"5 Ibid., p. 74.

"' Fogarty, Race & War, p. 85.
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"1 Odon Abbal, Soldats oubliés: Les prisonniers de guerre fran¢ais (Bez-et-Esparon: E&C Editions,
2001), p. 57.
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prisoners in Germany, although their experience there awaits detailed study.'"” Gilbert
Meynier noted that German efforts to turn Algerian prisoners against France were
badly organised and had the opposite effect.''®

The French not only understood the extent of German racism, they capitalised
on it so as to humiliate the German prisoners and to emphasize Africa as the adopted
child of France.'"” Collective humiliation was commonly used as leverage over the
enemy.'** This set off a spiral of retaliation against the prisoners. Upon learning that
France had sent German prisoners to Morocco and Dahomey, Germany moved
French prisoners to extremely harsh camps in Latvia.'*' In France, photographs and
drawings circulated showing the German soldiers in positions inferior to their colonial

'22 Germany retaliated by sending 30,000 French prisoners to Russia in May

guards.
and June 1916 with reduced food packages, brutal work, and insufficient
accommodation. Other French prisoners were sent to the French front to dig German

123 - .
Neutral negotiations were required to

trenches in violation of international law.
resolve the issue. Germany encouraged French prisoners to write home about these
terrible conditions, hoping that their families would complain which in turn would
force France to improve conditions for the Germans interned in the colonies.'**

After the war, the Germans felt particularly humiliated by the use of colonial
troops in the Rhineland in 1919. The German reaction to these soldiers was visceral,
vitriolic and totally ungrounded in reality. The number of colonial troops varied from
200,000 during the winter of 1919 to 45,000 in 1921.'%° The international press took

up the ‘Black shame’ and bemoaned the fate of innocent German girls raped by the

hundreds. Pamphlets were published in the United States, Sweden, and Great Britain.

i Michel, Lawler, Echenberg, and Jones provide no information on CPOWs in the First World War.
Gilbert Meynier devotes a few pages in his massive tome on Algeria during the First World War to
prisoners: Gilbert Meynier, L 'Algérie Révélee: La guerre de 1914-1918 et le premier quart du XXe
siecle (Paris and Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1981), pp 434-435.
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Behind the German complaints lay a deep-seated fear of African’ sexuality.'*® Keith
Nelson argued that French administrators understood and exploited German

e Many French believed, as the Germans did,

discomfort regarding colonial soldiers.
that the colonial soldiers’ were ‘over-sexed’. Brothels, some segregated by race, were
installed in the Saar.'*® In May 1919 an anonymous group of French soldiers wrote to
General Brissaud-Desmaillet to complain that the tirailleurs were taking too long,
leaving little time for other soldiers. The administration responded that they were
working with the local authorities to ‘significantly increase the number of filles de
Jjoie, but in the meantime the tirailleurs must expedite their antics: they will be given
instructions on this subject.”’?’ This example shows the contradictions inherent in
French views towards their colonial soldiers. While integrated into the army, and even
its brothels, colonial soldiers remained °‘others’, dependent on the French for
instructions on even the most basic subjects. Additionally, supplying prostitutes kept
the colonial soldiers away from ‘good women’ be they French or German. Eventually
the French quietly removed the colonial soldiers from Germany. That French soldiers
had non-segregated brothels while the American army remained segregated until well
after the Second World War reveals as much about French and American racial
thought as the ‘black shame’ did of the Germans.

The greatest consequence of the First World War was its impact on
international law, especially regarding POWs. The 1907 Hague Convention and the
1906 Geneva Convention for the wounded and sick had established basic rules for
warfare but did not forbid reprisals. Both sides constantly pushed the limits of
acceptable treatment, especially concerning prisoner labour. The first ICRC
delegation visited POW camps in 1915 amidst mutual French and German suspicion.
Heather Jones has determined that what tempered abuses towards prisoners was not
international law but rather each side’s fear of reprisals by the other against its own
prisoners.’ 30

The repercussions of the dramatic change in attitude towards prisoner labour

126 Julia Roos, ‘Women’s Rights, Nationalist Anxiety, and the “Moral” Agenda in the Early Weimar
Republic: Revisiting the “Black Horror” Campaign against France’s African Occupation Troops’ in
Central European History, xlii (2009), p. 477.
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lasted long after the Great War and can be seen in the attitude towards international
law and the expansion of prisoner labour. Under the Hague Law of Land Warfare of
1907, which was in force and recognised by all parties, it was perfecty legal to require
regular prisoners to work as long as that work was not directly connected to the war
effort. The Geneva Convention for the protection of prisoners of 1929 codified the
previous practices and agreements. The nature of the First World War brought
multiple breaches of international law. The demands of the total war economy
expanded and ultimately changed the definition of acceptable work for POWs. The
integration of forced prisoner labour into the captors’ armies in 1916-1917 was in
complete violation of the POWSs’ pre-war legal status.'”' Reciprocity combined with

this desperate need for labour changed the definition of permissible prisoner labour.

The inter-war period

The Third Republic used the euphoria of victory and the colonies’ contribution
to the Great War to strengthen military and popular ties to the Empire. Both required
changing the average French person’s reaction to the colonies and its subjects. Post-
war officer training manuals drew lessons from the Great War. They tried, through
detailed ethnographic research, to move beyond the previous stereotypes of colonial
soldiers. The manuals warned that the Malagasy and Indochinese tirailleurs had been
incorrectly limited to manual labour or kept far from the front line. To obtain the best
from these soldiers, officers were instructed to provide regular breaks and assume
they would never be able to march in formation correctly.'** After the Malagasy’s
success in battle ‘the long retained doubt on their bravery has fallen. We can say
today that not only the Malagasy become good soldiers but they are brave under
fire.”"** Vietnamese troops at the front, ‘confirmed the opinion we had of them: well
supervised, under leaders they know and who know them well, the tirailleurs give a

good show in combat.’"** Unsurprisingly and not linked to race, the quality of training

"' Ibid., p. 127. For a full discussion on the expansion of POW labour and its ramification on

international law see Jones above.

2BDIC, S Piece 8551, Manuel Elémentaire a l'usage des officiers et sous-officiers appelés a
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influenced the soldiers’ performance especially under heavy artillery fire. As seen,
this concern resurfaced during the battles of 1940. Ultimately these manuals replaced
one set of out-dated stereotypes with another.

The role of a French officer reflected French imperial values. French racism
was paternalistic in nature. Colonial soldiers were considered only as good as their
French officers, and the ideal relationship between them was a paternal one.'”’
Richard Fogarty clarifies the contradiction of French republican values, colonial
troops and ideas of France during the Great War. He argues that this contradiction
arose from a republican ideal of a nation of select individuals, organised not along
racial lines but on their acceptance of the nation’s culture.'*® Furthermore, he argues,
that paternalism fit nicely into republican colonisation by presenting France as a
benevolent parent able to raise its children to civilisation through education.'’
However, this was not so simple in practice because it contradicted the hierarchical
stereotypes on which colonial rule was founded.

Ultimately, colonial soldiers were viewed as several different homogeneous
groups with specific characteristics and flaws. Thesee views were influenced by the
First World War and aimed to fix the problems the colonial soldiers had during that
war. The Hovas, from Madagascar, were seen as docile and disciplined with above
average intelligence, for ‘natives’. They showed courage along the Front in the First
World War but were heavily influenced by their European officers, who should be
chosen carefully.'** Post-war training manuals give a good insight into the French
army’s views on the value of colonial soldiers in the interwar period:

Generally, the native has a lot of self-esteem; he is even proud, conceited and

braggart. As such it is essential to avoid using hurtful words in front of his

friends; bullying is not acceptable and it is worth remembering that violence is
totally prohibited.'*’
France, and particularly the French Army, took their civilising mission, to help the
‘natives’ rise towards French civilisation, seriously.
French officers were taught to love their soldiers, but not necessarily to respect

them: ‘those who are destined to instruct, educate and lead the black Africans must

S BDIC, S 11562, Manuel l'usage des troupes employées outre-mer [Henceforth Manuel troupes 1]
(Paris: Ministre de la Guerre, 1923), p. 36; Fogarty, Race & War, p. 98, 100.
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love them for all their qualities and despite their defects, that they be instilled with the
idea that the white man’s role, especially that of a French man, is a paternal role vis-a-
vis the black man.’'*’ Three hundred pages later the training manual returns to the
same theme: ‘The Senegalese’ love for their leaders during their service is legendary,
as is, furthermore, their affection for those who know how to conquer their simple

141 1t seems odd to talk of love in a military

hearts, for those who love them really.
context. This demonstrates how colonial soldiers were seen and treated as children
who needed the benevolent discipline of a ‘father-figure’ to cultivate their potential.
The racist undertones are clear, but they differed drastically from those of the German
army or even the segregated American one. The French army believed that with the
right support and encouragement colonial subjects could become valuable soldiers.
Mastering the French language was an important step towards ‘civilisation’.
Most colonial soldiers were only taught the French needed for the army. The use of
Pidgin French or petit-negre for the West African soldiers reflected the common
impression that the Africans were unable to learn proper French. Soldiers from
Madagascar were considered more intelligent and better able to speak and understand
French than other colonial subjects.'** The Indochinese, despite their own allegedly
primitive language, were seen as slightly more intelligent than other colonial subjects
so should be forced to speak French.'*® Some Senegalese tirailleurs were encouraged
to learn French: ‘We can ask those of them who are bound to the service for several
years to learn to read and write French. Through their desire to get closer to us in this

"4 In theory, after the First World War the use

way we can expect very good results.
of petit-negre was to be phased out. The officer training manuals from 1923 explain
that
native units are increasingly mixed with the French troops and the language
differences should not be a barrier to the physical or moral solidarity among
the diverse elements of the army. Teaching French, therefore, provides some
of this desirable result. But it is not enough to teach, as in the past, the basics

of our language: natives recruited in the colonies will now occupy the same

jobs as Europeans. They will provide liaison officers in the Metropolitan army

"0 A. Charles Roux, L "Appel de I’Afrique noire a la France (Lyons: Editions France-Colonies-Travail,
1939), p. 71.
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145
corps, operators, observers, gunners, etc.

While most officers were European, opportunities for advancement for
colonial soldiers did exist. Some indigenous North Africans became lieutenants,
second lieutenants and more exceptionally captains.'*® Within the Troupes
Coloniales, however, only Senegalese and Malagasy units had colonial non-

17 New officers were warned when choosing NCOs,

commissioned officers (NCOs).
that ‘it is important not to choose them from among former slaves or else their
position will be universally challenged.’148 Colonial officers could be recruited in one
of two ways: those who had followed the same professional training as French
officers and had the rank of officer, and those who were recruited and trained to be
native NCOs.'* Officers were warned to choose young ‘natives’ from influential
families and integrate them into a ‘French setting so they can familiarise themselves
with our mentality.”"®® The inclusion of small groups of elite ‘natives’ helped
reconcile the racial contradictions that Fogarty highlighted. Without forcing major
changes, the army could point to a few success stories as examples of Republican
victories. Meanwhile, the majority of colonial soldiers were paid less, had lower
pensions and longer contracts. This system had the implicit consent of important
native families who had access to better opportunities for their children.

Publications on the Empire were careful to explain to the French that not all
‘natives’ were savages, but rather just on a slower path of development. Central
Africa was seen as particularly slow, whereas the Vietnamese had created their own,

' The military believed that educating the ‘natives’

modern civilisation."
demonstrated French concern for their well-being by improving them, which was, of
course, in exchange for certain obligations.””> This vision of colonial soldiers
influenced their interactions with the French populations. Here again they were
infantilised: ‘The villagers themselves adapt quickly to these large black warriors, for

the most part naive and good lads who we see very quickly play with an awkward
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sweetness with the small children.”'>® The French officer should serve as a guide for
the colonial soldiers on their path to civilisation while recognizing that the vast
majority of them would remain child-like. Officers were responsible for their soldiers,
and the French military was responsible for them all.

The Great War also changed popular attitudes towards the Empire and
colonial soldiers, both now being seen as a positive asset. It marked a turning point in
imperial relations.'”* The shock of the First World War, combined with the fear of
vulnerability against a populous Germany, created a sense that France’s survival
depended on having, and being, an Empire."*”> Not everyone was convinced by these
developments. Some politicians opposed capitalist imperialism; others thought it too
expensive; still others simply did not understand the point. Between the wars, the
Socialists accepted a left-leaning civilizing mission while the Communist Party
declared itself implacably opposed. Dissenting opinion believed that the only real
power and security was in Europe and that colonial expansion only benefited
Germany."*® Despite links forged by the First World War, many Frenchmen lacked a
personal connection to the Empire.

To promote identification with the Empire, on 6 May 1931 the Third Republic
launched the ambitious Colonial exhibition in the Bois de Vincennes. Thirty-four
million visitors came."”” An outpouring of pro-colonial literature accompanied the
exhibition, including a publication on colonial regiments in the First World War."*®
Native veterans were paid to attend in ceremonial roles. The exhibition had
reconstructions of the temple at Angkor-Wat, Tunisian marketplaces, Mosques from
the Sudan, and colonial villages, complete with indigenous peoples. It showcased the
great technological advances supposedly brought to these ‘virgin’ territories. Marshal
Lyautey, known as the ‘maker of Morocco’, chaired the 1931 exhibition. He declared
that:

It will be the most vivid lesson. It will show a picturesque and striking

summary of our overseas Empire’s prodigious activity. Its unique

'3 Martial Doze, Le Général Mazillier (1862-1937): Les Troupes coloniales sous la Ille république:
reconstruction de l’empire — victoire de 1918 (Paris: L. Fournier et Cie, 1939), p. 141.
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development, its wealth, and the perspectives it opens for our activities and

our hopes - such lessons for those who come to see, to think and to ponder.'>’
Its goal was to reinforce the idea, born of the First World War, that France was strong
because of the Empire. French politician, Jean Odin, who later voted against giving
Pétain full-powers, claimed in 1931 that the First World War ‘achieved, through the
ordeal of blood, pain and tears, despite the variety of races, to a dizzying extent, the
unalterable fusion of the greater French Fatherland.”'®® The period surrounding the
1931 exhibition was one in which the ‘Greater France’ of 100 million was seen as the
counterweight to any revival of German strength.

The colonial exhibition hoped to reinforce the bond between the French and
their Empire from a position of strength. In 1931, France had not yet felt the full
effects of the Great Depression. This was because the franc had been devalued in June
1928, undervaluing its currency and giving France a temporary advantage in
international trade. Additionally, France had ceased lending abroad in 1929 and had
repatriated large amounts of its funds. France was confident in its world status, large
Empire and stable economy. However, this temporary reprieve would end in 1931
with the end of the export-led boom and later when sterling was devaluated.'®’ The
Third Republic increased the size of the French Empire to over 4,767,000 square
miles. Most resistance movements had been quashed by 1929 and there was no
question of asking the colonial subjects for the right to rule them. Minister of
Colonies, and later the centre-right French Premier, Paul Reynaud explained that
France’s imperial experience gave France a leadership role in a world where Europe
was merely a province.'®

Just as the French officers were taught their responsibilities towards their
soldiers, the French nation was shown that an Empire came with responsibilities and
obligations. Blaise Diagne, himself a symbol of French colonial success as the first
black deputy and leader of the successful recruiting mission in West Africa, reminded

the French of their civilising mission.'® He praised the French Government’s

1% Hubert Lyautey in L Effort colonial, p. 693.
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attention to their colonial obligations:

Give our subjects and protégés the knowledge that the ends towards which we

strive are the same for them as for us, that this structure we want to develop

will be theirs as much as ours, this is, in part, what our dream of a being

colonising people represents.'**
France saw its imperial duty as diametrically opposed to German views on race. The
French viewpoint placed all men on the same path to civilisation. Races moved at
different paces on their journey. French civilisation was the epitome of civilisation
and as such the goal of all men. The colonial exhibition, by mixing a fantastical vision
with a utilitarian one, was to give France a new definition of what it was to be
French.'® Nazi Germany, in contrast, believed in a racial hierarchy that could only be
protected through pure bloodlines. In Mein Kampf, Hitler argued ‘not only that
[France] complements her army to an ever-increasing degree from her enormous
Empire’s reservoir of coloured humanity, but racially as well, she is making such
great process in negrification that we can actually speak of an African state arising on
European soil.”'®

The Colonial Exhibition gave ordinary French citizens a taste of the Empire to

. . o 167
increase their faith in French greatness.”

The exhibition presented colonial
expansion as an organized and inherent part of Frenchness.'*® However, the pride and
fervour of the exhibition hid many doubts and disagreements.'®® French victory in the
Great War had given way to general unease. The Third Republic needed to actively
cultivate popular opinion and strengthen the image of French influence across the
globe. Reynaud explained both the creation-myth of French imperialism and rebuked
its detractors:

France is the crossroads between the Mediterranean world and the Nordic

world because the French are not a race but a nation. Therefore, they do not

speak on behalf of a race, proud and cruel criterion, unbridgeable gap, but in

the name of a humane and gentle civilization whose character is to be
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universal. Many thought that extending French power throughout the world

would dilute it, weaken it, making it less able to ward off the ever-threatening

danger. But experience has spoken. The Republic, after giving France far-off

territories, returned its lost provinces. During those tragic days, the colonies

came to the Motherland’s sides, and the unity of our Empire was forged in

suffering and blood.'”°

The Third Republic attempted to reinforce French prominence in Europe and
in the world by its imperial policies. However, the political and economic crisis of the
1930s had a devastating effect on French self-confidence. The prices of tropical
foodstuffs dropped between sixty and seventy per cent during the crisis. By reducing
the cost of importing colonial goods France hoped to assist the affected colonies, but
this required French interest in colonial products.'”’ As time passed France began to
feel the depression. Political instability at home felled many governments until the
Popular Front in 1936 brought about new optimism to the left. However, that too
faded as the economic recovery stalled.

Germany, of course, had been deprived of its colonies in 1919. But under the
Nazis, some interest groups expressed renewed interest in an empire outside Europe.
This became even more apparent once Germany was at war with the two major
empires, Britain and France, in 1939. A colonial exhibition was held in Dresden from
June to September 1940 highlighting the natural resources that colonies could
potentially provide.'”? Publications examined the economic, political and social
questions surrounding a German return to their former colonies.'”” The Deutsche
Bergwerkszeitung criticized the French and British colonial administrations ‘as
plutocratic exploitations of the ‘natives’” while the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung ran a
‘tendentious survey of French Morocco and Spanish Morocco aimed at exacerbating
French and Spanish rivalry in the country.'’

Later Germany would reassure Vichy that they had no plans for French

imperial territory while promising Spain and Italy parts of the French Empire.

7" Reynaud, ‘L’Empire francais’, p. 687.
! Krooth, Arms and Empire, p. 95.
172 See http://dresden-postkolonial.de/kolonialausstellungen. This exhibition was incorrectly identified
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However, German prisoners held in France in 1940 explained, amongst complaints of
undercooked steak and too much wine, Germany’s motivation for war: ‘England and
France have all the colonies. They have taken our “vital space”. We are fighting for
our Lebensraum.’'” Lebensraum, or the sacred space Germany needed to fulfil its
destiny, was generally argued to be in the East. However, the prisoners were echoing
Hitler’s 1939 speech when Hitler stated that, ‘I want peace with everybody, but I
demand the allocation of a colonial empire in proportion to and worthy of the Reich’s
strength. First of all, I demand the restitution of all the German colonies that were
stolen from us. This demand is not to be considered an ultimatum but corresponds
both with reason and common law.’'’® The German government protested at the
French and British violations of the mandate system by stationing troops in Syria, and

.. . . . 7
recruiting colonial soldiers in Cameroon.'’

This helped legitimise Nazi claims that
Germany was anti-imperialist and pro-Islam. At the same time Germany
demonstrated a continued dislike of racial minorities by complaining on German radio
that ‘forty-two German prisoners coming from Morocco reported how badly they
were treated. A black soldier hit one of them in the legs with a rod. They are currently

behaving in Morocco as they did before 1914."'"®

After six weeks of fighting, to everyone’s surprise, the war was over. What
was still thought of as the strongest European army had been thoroughly defeated.
The war ended before it really began. The Germans had reached the coast, and the
French government fled Paris. The British and French retreat at Dunkirk was a
spectacular military effort. Over 300,000 men were evacuated. But the French felt
abandoned. Eight million French and Belgian civilians clogged the roads fleeing
before the advancing German armies. It would take decades before France recovered
fully from the emotional and physical shock of such a complete and rapid defeat. This
shock prompted Philippe Pétain, hero of Verdun, to request the terms of an Armistice.
Under the Armistice agreement, two million French soldiers, among them some

85,000 colonial soldiers became prisoners of war. They became, along with the

i SHD, 27N36, Michael Wilson, ‘Camp for German Military Prisoners’, 4 March 1940.
"7 SHD, 27N68, Adolf Hitler, speech, 6 October 1939.
177 s
Ibid.
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French Empire, major concerns of the new regime established under Pétain at Vichy
on 10 July.

Any remaining confidence dissolved with the defeat, forcing Vichy to search
for other means to preserve French ‘greatness’ (grandeur). With significant and
symbolic territorial losses in France, only the Empire remained. The theme of the
Empire returned — or rather continued — with the Vichy regime as one element of
‘collaboration” with the occupying Germans.” Despite repudiating the ideals and
politics of the Third Republic, Vichy echoed much of its imperial rhetoric. This was
as much by necessity as conviction. Pétain reminded France that the Armistice saved
the Empire, allowing France an honourable defeat. Indeed, an intact Empire allowed
Vichy to imagine that it had a real measure of power in the face of Germany and a
post-war role as the lynchpin between Europe and Africa. In its rhetoric, at least,
Vichy attempted to establish connections with the Empire from a supposed position of

strength and not as the last resort of a nation defeated and impotent in Europe.
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Chapter two

Becoming a CPOW: the chaos of early captivity

Despite the Armistice, becoming a prisoner had not been a simple business,
and least of all for colonial soldiers. After capture a soldier could have one of three
experiences. First, he might be shot or killed during surrender or shortly after. Second,
he could become a prisoner of war, go to a temporary location in France and later be
sent by foot and train to camps in Germany. Or lastly, he could be sent to a camp in
Occupied France instead of Germany. Most white French prisoners fell into the
second category and most colonial prisoners the third. This initial period of captivity
was particularly difficult and chaotic. The Germans did not have the infrastructure to
cope with such high numbers of prisoners. The French roads and railways had been
damaged by the fighting and were engorged with displaced civilians. Food, water and
basic sanitation were in short supply. Tens of thousands of prisoners were left in
fields surrounded by barbed wire. Most French believed that Germany would defeat
Great Britain in a matter of months ending the war and redistributing power in
Europe. As a result many French prisoners believed they would be released shortly, so
did not bother to escape. Out of the chaos of the summer of 1940 came two distinct
and complementary approaches to bring order to the chaos: building the diplomatic
structures to deal with the prisoners and building the physical structures to house
them. It took from the summer of 1940 to the spring of 1941 for these structures to
work properly. Collaboration dominated the French diplomatic approach.

This chapter explores the dual strands of the thesis, the actual experience of
the CPOWs and Franco-German negotiations over their fate during this critical phase
as the political discussions attempted to improve the CPOWSs’ experiences. During the
summer of 1940, both France and Germany worked to stabilise the situation for the
prisoners. Vichy attempted to negotiate with the Germans who in turn were sorting
prisoners and determining how to respond to Vichy. Even the prisoners tried to
improve their disorganised, over-crowded temporary housing. The first step was to

implement the Armistice agreement.
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The Franco-German Armistice

On 16 June 1940, French premier Paul Reynaud resigned, ceding his place to
Philippe Pétain. Pétain explained that ‘the question posed at this moment is not
whether the French government should or should not ask for an Armistice, but
whether the French government asks for an Armistice or accepts leaving metropolitan
France... in my view, an Armistice is the necessary condition for the survival of our
eternal France.”' Signing the Armistice was not a neutral action. Opponents reminded
France that the French navy was undefeated and the Empire unoccupied. However, an
unsigned report on the situation of the French army at the time of the Armistice
claimed that French shipping could only move 15,000 to 20,000 men and North
Africa lacked the industry to equip them.” In February 1939, fifty-three per cent of
Frenchmen felt that losing part of the Empire would be as painful as losing
metropolitan territory.” However, when that question became a real possibility,
Pétain’s ‘eternal France’ was only the mérropole. In June 1940, the discrepancy
between the Empire as symbol of imperial grandeur and its practical value was
revealed. It became essential to simultaneously convince the French that the Empire
was worth saving, through the Armistice, but not useful enough to support a
government in exile as Reynaud had half-heartedly suggested.

The question of the Empire was confused even for the French government. On
21 June members of the French government including Camile Chautemps, Jean Zay,
and Pierre Mendes France sailed on the Massilia believing they were moving the
government to North Africa. When they arrived in Casablanca three days later they
were accused of desertion and arrested by the Vichy government. For many
Frenchmen moving the government to North Africa would mean guerrilla warfare and
reprisals on those left behind.* The continual political and economic crises of the
1930s had weakened faith in the Republic. Pre-war France was divided and hesitant
about a war that risked another generation of French lives. At the time the defeat felt

almost unsurprising. Looking for someone to blame, Vichy targeted the Popular

! Jean-Pierre Azéma, From Munich to the Liberation 1938-1944 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1979),
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Front, Republicans, Communists, Freemasons and Jews. When Pétain gave the
French nation the ‘gift of himself’, he was an immensely popular, albeit aged, hero of
the Great War. He presented the Armistice as the brave choice that would save the
unity of the French Empire. Ironically, the beginning of the Vichy regime marked
both the failure and the triumph of the Third Republic’s attempt to cultivate an
imperial identity. Its failure was clear when only a small minority of politicians and
de Gaulle in London believed that the war could continue from the Empire and that
the Empire could save the métropole. However, under the Vichy regime, the
government followed the Third Republic’s policy of creating popular attachment to
the colonies. Despite blocking the real test of the Empire’s full potential, continuing
the war from North Africa, Vichy needed both the French and the Germans to believe
in the strength of the Empire.

Containing political and military clauses, the Armistice imposed significant
burdens on the French. The demarcation line divided France into Occupied and
Unoccupied Zones. Germany annexed Alsace-Lorraine and administered the Northern
departments directly from Brussels. A forbidden zone surrounded the Atlantic coasts.
The Armistice army was limited to 100,000 men and Germany imposed huge
occupation costs on France.” To ensure the Armistice army was essentially composed
of white French soldiers, Vichy repatriated those colonial soldiers who had not been
captured to the colonies to be demobilised. Article twenty, which stated French
prisoners would remain in captivity until the conclusion of peace, was devastating for
the French and their economy.® Hitler had recognized that the Armistice needed to
allow the French some room for hope. Marshal Keitel praised France as a brave
adversary.” Under the terms of the Armistice the French fleet remained French and
undefeated, and as mentioned, Germany made no claims to the Empire.

When on 10 July 1940, Pétain was voted head of the French state with full
powers, he explained succinctly: ‘too few babies, too few weapons, too few allies,
those were the reasons for our defeat.”® Prisoners and the Empire became key issues

for the new regime. Vichy explained that, ‘prisoners and youth, whether we like it or
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not, are the keystones to a restored France.” Vichy hoped that the threat or promise of
allowing use of the Empire’s strategic bases, or alternatively keeping the Empire
neutral, would entice the Germans into negotiations. Pétain viewed ‘collaboration’ as
the leverage required to influence the wartime situation, prior to total German victory,
to France’s advantage. Vichy was a post-war regime that was desperately waiting for
a peace that would take five years to arrive.

The first symbols of collaboration came from Hitler and Pétain’s meeting at
Montoire 24 October 1940. Montoire was a town in the Loir-et-Cher department
about 200 kilometres to the south-west of Paris, conveniently located near the Paris-
Hendaye train line. Hitler was returning from an unsatisfactory encounter with
Franco. Pétain hoped the meeting would solidify France’s position. Both the defence
of Dakar against the first military venture of the Free French and this meeting
reassured Hitler that Pétain was not in contact with de Gaulle.'® Hitler decided it was
best to have France defend her own colonies. Vichy hoped that after proving how
useful a sovereign France could be, the occupation costs would be reduced and the
French prisoners returned. Germany preferred to remain vague on its contributions to
collaboration. The fatal flaw of the Vichy governments, from Pétain in 1940 to Pierre
Laval in 1942, was the miscalculation that collaboration necessarily meant their
internal sovereignty would diminish over time. Collaboration built the scaffolding on
which the CPOWs were placed. Without the importance of the Empire to
collaboration, then the CPOWSs’ political significance in discussions would not exist.
That, in turn, would have fundamentally changed their experiences.

Despite Vichy’s enthusiasm for the Empire, the nation was more easily
convinced of the importance of its prisoners in German captivity. Germany used the
1.5 million French prisoners as hostages to exact the maximum French concessions.
The return of French prisoners was paramount for symbolic and practical purposes. If
collaboration could ensure their rapid return, Vichy could be sure of popular support
for their politics and the National Revolution. The missing men had a disastrous effect
on the French economy. Without them France would struggle to pay the massive

occupation costs. Vichy courted both the prisoners and their families.'' Most French

° SHD, 2P82, report regarding the prisoners’ return, 15 September 1941.
10 paxton, Vichy France, p. 69.
" Jackson, The Dark Years, p. 509.

54



families were suffering the loss of their fathers and brothers. This put Vichy under
pressure to get results. An internal memo warned that:

If, through mistakes by the responsible organisation or inadequate funding, the

government must count on the hostility of 1,500,000 prisoners, a grave

internal danger weighs on its destiny, the solidarity through suffering being
the only [solidarity] that can bring forth this formidable power in the service
of order or disorder."
Prisoners were a potent symbol because unlike the dead they could be brought home.
They epitomized the healing power of quiet suffering so praised by Vichy.

The French press played an important role shaping public opinion on the
issues of both prisoners and the Empire. Naturally, it was strictly controlled. Articles
on politics or Franco-German relations required prior German approval."> The right-
wing newspaper, Je suis partout, claimed that hundreds of thousands of prisoners
were released due to the Montoire meeting and ‘all those who are against this political
belief are the enemies of the prisoners, our enemies.’'* It was vital that the prisoners
and their families should understand their centrality to Vichy’s ‘collaboration’. To
counteract the prisoners’ general ignorance of Vichy’s efforts the government
launched a poster campaign in the POW camps to educate prisoners about their rights
and responsibilities.'” Prisoners also received brochures:

Remember all that the Marshal has done to improve your lot... and understand!

Think of material aid you received in the camps, limited as it was. You owe it

to the Marshal. Think of the emotional support, of the letters you waited for,

the news from home. You owe it to the Marshal. Think and understand that
this joy that you have been given in rejoining your family, you owe that to the

Marshal and his government.'®
These publications reinforced the idea that collaboration directly benefited France.
Prisoners of war were omnipresent in the press, films, posters and political

discourse.'” Town halls displayed reports of Vichy’s efforts including the amount of
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tobacco, blankets, clothing and food sent to prisoners.'® Pétain reminded the nation in
October 1940 that, ‘the fate of our prisoners is my first thought. I think of them,
because they suffer, because they fought to the very limit of their strength and by
clinging to the soil of France they have fallen into the hands of the enemy.’"”

The French Empire proved a more difficult symbol to exploit. In December
1941, the government explained how collaboration connected the fate of the Empire
with the prisoners:

1. The policy of collaboration with Germany that the French Government has

decided to follow, must, in order to be successful, have the country’s support.

For this support to be obtained, the French people must be able to think that

this German victory will not be definitive. The return of prisoners is an

essential element to this confidence in the future and, in consequence, the

restoration of moral balance of the country.

2. The Government has pledged to defend its Empire. This defence cannot be

held securely if more than one million young men are trapped in Germany.20
The Empire was the last remaining icon of French grandeur and Vichy needed its
young men to defend it against foreign and domestic aggressors. More importantly,
the Armistice grounded Vichy’s political legitimacy in French imperial history by
saving the French Empire from Germany. Using language reminiscent of the Third
Republic publications, Vichy’s publications recalled that: ‘France, invaded and
conquered in the most distressing and painful circumstances ever known in its history,
turns to itself with dignity. In this tragic situation, she turns her eyes towards her
Empire to try to find, not just a consolation and comfort, but a reason for national

2! With the Empire intact, the Armistice gave Vichy a hope on which

pride and hope.
to construct its new identity.

By shifting focus to ‘greater France’ Vichy sought to distract the French from
the problems at home. However, for many French men and women the Empire
remained a distant matter of negligible importance. Vichy sought to correct this by
emphasizing the loyalty, vastness and potential resources of the Empire.”* Large

projects of infrastructure such as the trans-Saharan railroad or the development of the
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Niger delta were advertised to inspire popular imagination and ‘reanimate the
mystique of the Empire builders.”” As noted Vichy saw France’s role after the war
was as the lynchpin between German dominated Europe and the African colonies.
This meant that Vichy’s sovereignty depended on German interest the French
controlling their Empire and the prisoners’ labour. Vichy had limited room for
diplomatic manoeuvres, but that certainly did not imply that the Germans dictated
every French decision.

The Empire remained an abstract symbol until the British attacked it. Now, the
real advantages, for Germany, of a neutral French Empire became clear. On 3 July
1940 the British Navy bombarded the French fleet anchored off the coast of Algeria
killing 1,300 men.** In September Free French ships shelled Dakar but were defeated
by Governor-General of French West Africa Pierre Boisson’s forces who remained
loyal to Pétain’s Vichy regime. While the promise of resources and new infrastructure
remained too abstract to enthuse the average Frenchmen, these attacks were generally
condemned. The Vichy Air Force bombed Gibraltar and after two days the allies
retreated. British attacks on the Empire supplied a rallying call for Vichy. The French
press declared that ‘it is through the defence of the Empire that the mass of
Frenchmen will become fully conscious of the solidarity that binds them to the
[African] continent.’® Under these circumstances collaboration with Germany
seemed a plausible alternative to British domination. As Frangois Darlan, Admiral of
the French Navy, warned: ‘in spite of [Britain] treating us like a continental Ireland or
even as a colony, I intend to act so that France will retake its place of power in Europe
and in the world.”*® These events changed Vichy’s way of viewing their colonial
subjects and thus the CPOWSs. The colonies were suddenly presented with two
‘Frances’ claiming to be the legitimate government. For the first time, France felt
obligated to bargain for its subjects’ loyalty.”” Protecting the Empire, and thus the
CPOWs, became on