Lesson 3: June-December 1940 -- Vichy 

and the Occupation

In July, following the armistice with Germany (22 June 1940) and Italy (24 June 1940), the official government of France – now with an army of 100,000 - 120,000 demobilized and unarmed men, a fleet assigned to its naval bases, plus a contingent of close to 2 million prisoners held in Germany (they would be released only with the end of the conflict, in May 1945), and reparation payments to Germany of 400 million francs/day (ten times the cost of daily occupation + sizable profit!) – is now an authoritarian regime headed by Marshal Pétain, with Pierre Laval in charge of running the daily affairs of the un-occupied or “free” zone, south of the Demarcation Line.

Arrived in Vichy from Bordeaux on July 2, the government settled at the Hotel du Parc and started working on the transformation of French institutions. 
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Pétain, Darlan, Laval

Per the terms of the armistice, France retained control of its colonial empire. 

Britain, which in late June recognized de Gaulle as the leader of the French government in exile, now initiates operation Catapult, the aim of which is to neutralize the French Navy.   On July 3, the British Navy destroyed the French fleet anchored at Mers-el-Kebir (Algeria) – assurances by the French that French vessels would not be involved on Germany’s side were dismissed by the British and allied representatives in London. The incident results in the death of more than 1,200 French sailors and heightens anti-British sentiment. 

On July 11, responding to a call for a meeting broadcast by the radio and the press, both Chambers of parliament in session at the Vichy casino, vote their own dissolution (569 in favor, 80 against, 19 abstentions), and the end of the Third Republic. Pétain is given full powers and becomes the head of the newly created French State. The first task is to produce a new constitution that reflects the ideology and goals of the new regime. Regime change, here, means the move from a parliamentary system – bicameral, with a Chamber of Deputies and a Senate – to an authoritarian and non-elected form of government dominated by a strong patriarchal figure – Marshal Pétain, 85, hero of WWI Verdun – and policies best summarized in the motto that from now on will appear on all official acts, in all statements: “Travail, Famille, Patrie” (Work, Family, Homeland). The lofty ideals of the French Revolution, expressed through the ubiquitous “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity,” all but disappear with the dissolution of Parliament and the repudiation of the Republic. 

This momentous event, a veritable coup d'etat, occurs in an environment ill-designed for affairs of state. Vichy is an old spa town, with limited accommodations for the hundreds of now-dismissed deputies and senators, the government itself, and civil services. The crass realities of re-locating, space scarcity, as well as the emergence of new influence groups (in addition to the harsh terms of occupation) within the regime all contributed to a political climate of suspicion and fear.

On July 12, Pétain designates Pierre Laval, minister of foreign affairs, as both vice-president of the government and as his successor. 

July 30: Creation of the “Chantiers de la Jeunesse Française” – work camps for French youth. This organization is to enforce an eight-month national service conscription. It is tasked with providing French youth, both in continental France and North Africa, with the training they were not given fully in the army due to the defeat. All former conscripts 18 years of age are to receive physical, professional, civic and moral education that would allow – so the French authorities hoped – for the building of a new military force. The “chantiers” – where 400,000 youth would eventually be trained – become fertile ground for the recruitment of resistors to both the occupier and the collaborationist government in Vichy, their barracks and arsenals a source of ammunitions for the underground.  
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Emblem of the “chantiers,” the first organization

 created by Pétain’s government

 to implement the agenda of the new regime.

[Its founder -- General de la Porte du Theil -- was arrested and deported by the Germans in January '44, prompting the implosion of the organization. In 1945, a government ordinance acknowledged the participation of the Chantiers leaders and the youth they trained in the liberation of France and resisting the Germans. The government also validated time served in the Chantiers as active military service.]
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Members of CJF marching through an unidentified city.

Source: ASSOCIATIONS DES ANCIENS COMBATTANTS DES CHANTIERS DE JEUNESSE

In the first two years of its existence, Vichy – as it quickly became known – launches policies aimed at forging a new French character through a “national revolution.” In its forced relations with Germany, Vichy, led by Marshal Pétain, attempts to negotiate a less punitive implementation of armistice clauses than the text dictates.

The “Révolution Nationale”
On August 13, the first measures of this “national revolution” are announced:

· A “work charter” creates the basis for a “corporatist” economic system, where management and workers are “invited to reconcile.” The right to strike is abolished. Trade unions are dissolved. Class struggle and any attempt at bargaining for better work conditions are forbidden.

· Encouragement is given to a return to land and agricultural and religious values v. the decadence and perversion of urban-based culture.
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 Policies are supported by the media, as in this poster, produced in Avignon, sometime between 1940 and 1942, by the local office of propaganda for the National Revolution.

· Vichy launches an exhaustive cult of personality around Marshal Pétain, savior of the Nation, with posters (see below), busts, stamps, etc., celebrating his fatherly image, and even an hymn, in 1941 – “Maréchal, nous voilà!” – that is played over the radio and all over France, replacing the Marseillaise in the occupied zone (where the latter is forbidden), and sung with the true anthem of the Republic in the south.
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And a new flag, which appears more and more often next to the French tricolor.



About this new flag: the meaning of the seven stars that seemingly link the traditional colors of the French Republic, superimposed on the white that always symbolized the monarchy Above them is  the “Francisque,” the ax commonly found in fascist iconography. The stars are those of Pétain’s ranking: Marshal of France. The axe is a combination of the stick carried by officers of high rank and of the Italian fascist ax. 

Negotiating better terms with the occupier

The Wehrmacht enters Paris on June 14, and promptly releases – on June 20 – a “Charter for the Occupation,” a series of rules that state (translation is mine. HGP):

“The German army pledges to guarantee citizens their full personal safety as well as that of their property. Those who behave peacefully and quietly have nothing to fear.

Any act of violence or sabotage, any damage or theft of harvested goods, of war provisions and any kind of installation, as well as any damage made to placards posted by the occupying power will be punished. Gas, electricity, and water utilities, railroads, locks and art are placed under the special protection of the occupying army.

Anyone suspected of having committed any of the following acts will face military court:
1. Any assistance provided to non-German military in the occupied zone;

2. Any assistance provided to civilians attempting to flee to the unoccupied zone;

3. Any transmission of information to the detriment of the German army and the Reich to individuals or authorities located outside the occupied zone;

4. Any contact with prisoners; 

5. Any offense to the German army and its officers;

6. Gatherings on the street. Distribution of pamphlets, organizing of political meetings or demonstrations without prior approval of German authorities;

7. All incitement to voluntary unemployment, any malicious refusal to work, all strikes or lock-outs;

8. Public services, the police and schools must continue with their activities. Managers and directors will be accountable to the occupying authorities for the loyal functioning of services;

9. All businesses, commercial establishments, and banks will carry on with their work. Any unjustified closing will be punished; 

10. Any hoarding of goods for daily use is forbidden and will be considered an act of sabotage.

11. Price and salary increases beyond the level registered on the first day of occupation are forbidden. The exchange rate is fixed as: 1 FF = 0.05 Reichsmark. German currency must be accepted.”
June-December 1940: first waves of repression and first anti-Jewish measures

Starting in June 1940, death sentences are issued by military courts -- more than 160 by the summer of 1941, 25% of those carried out. Close to 100 of those tried are deported to Germany, where they are to serve their sentence in prison. Most targeted at that time by the Germans are Gaullist movements and people attempting to escape to England. 

In September, 1940 the German military command takes “measures to legitimize taking and executing hostages in the occupied zone.” (S. Klarsfeld, 1979) This is an extremely important decision, as hostage taking by the Germans will occur with ever greater frequency, often involving the assistance of Vichy in hostage list creation.

The French police concentrate on arresting Communists.

In October, 1940, Laval organizes a meeting between Pétain and Hitler. The event is largely covered by the press, in an effort to popularize the decision made by the Vichy government to collaborate “sincerely” with Germany. However, Pétain does not walk away from Montoire with any “softening” of the harsh terms of the armistice.
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Marshal Pétain shaking hands with

 Hitler at Montoire

October 24, 1940

Pétain broadcasts the decision to align France with the perceived victors and founders of a new order in Europe on October 30.  In his message, Pétain commits himself and France to collaboration with Germany.

Despite having designated Laval, as both vice-president of the cabinet and his successor, Pétain fires him on December 13, 1940. Causes for the surprise dismissal: Laval’s increasing independence from Pétain in his dealings with Germany (offering all forms of collaboration, including military) and his contempt for other government members. Laval is placed under house arrest. 

Replacing Laval is Pierre-Etienne Flandin, former parliamentarian and government minister, supporter of Munich, opposes Laval’s policy of full collaboration with Germany, and during his 5-week tenure, allows secret negotiations to start with authorities in London, which result in the free zone being supplied in food through France’s Mediterranean harbors, and the assurance that France would not go beyond application of the clauses of the armistice. In addition, Spain is encouraged to refuse passage of German troops through its territory. Similarly, General Weygand is encouraged in his clandestine attempts at rebuilding French forces in North Africa. 

In the "free zone," 1940 closes on Vichy settling into the National Revolution while attempting to retain some autonomy in its government, and, specifically in December 1940 and early January, standing by its dismissal of pro-Reich Laval. In occupied France, students demonstrate against the occupier in Paris, on November 11.

