
Preface:  
 The following pages do not intend to tell the author’s story, but above all aim to 
bear witness to the experiences of the concentration camp. To achieve this, it seemed 
necessary to show the path that led to this infernal world. To paint a portrait to 
accompany the voice—that is the purpose of these first lines. 
 
 During my years in the Catholic secondary school in Paris, I naturally was drawn 
to comrades who belonged to the Scout movement. Youth is generous by nature and 
rebellious also. I was passionately drawn to the spirit of “Scoutism” and the willingness 
to serve. Meanwhile, my good teachers worried to see me “research” God instead of 
accepting him, and this independence prevented me from wearing the Scout uniform, 
even though my heart was utterly “ever ready.” 
 
 To be 17 ½ years old and have to live through the spring of 1940!!!  Misery on 
the streets, death falling from the sky, we privileged are protected on the border of the 
forest of Ecouves, suddenly are exposed to the first chapter of the war. 
 I still remember the seriousness with which our French teacher, it must have been 
around the 10 May, gave us the subject of the essay, which, as it happened, was the last 
homework of our school life, for we were soon called to enter adult existence. “At night it 
is good to believe in light.” (Chanteclerc) 
 
 The defeat shatters us; the occupation undermines all those from whom we had 
learned basic values, lies are all around us, lies hem us in. 
 In this Paris of the years 1941-1942 collusion and cohabitation reign, our youth is 
shattered, the voices that are heard are undermining, for the enemy tolerates them. The 
voices that are whispered are everywhere suspect, for they can only be understood as 
provocation. 
  

After graduating, I am faced with the problem of having to enter active life.  
Various requests were being put out to help overcome the absence of workers to bring in 
the harvest. Since my earliest youth during my school holidays I was used to such work. 
As chance would have it, a small group of Scouts suggested to me to join them in 
forming a small unit of about 50 young persons, who, for 2 months would make 
themselves available to a small “commune” in Berry. 

 
While organizing our departure at designated places, I found out that one could 

start in the administrative office of education which would facilitate the entrance into the 
District Government, which is concerned with for the well-being of youth.  After our 
return in November 1942, I joined this. Meanwhile, an unforeseen event occurred. Under 
pressure from the occupation authorities, the Vichy regime in Feb. 1943 introduced a law 
for “Service du Travail Obligatoire” (STO)—forced labor for youths born between 1 Jan. 
1920 and 31 Dec. 1922.  This law was thought to regulate the recruiting of workers from 
Germany who lived in our country and above all to give the government means to recruit 
labor (similar transports of the citizens in working age occurred in these dark times in 
other Nazi-occupied countries). 
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In the first weeks of 1943: the resistance is not prepared to take over, to look after, 
to feed, and to outfit the 600,000 recruits of the forced labor age groups. 

In the “South zone,” in the part of the country where the enemy had not prevailed 
immediately, youth camps were created to enlist bewildered youths. 

In the “North zone,” which was occupied immediately, there was nothing of this 
sort and the French youths were left to themselves. 

From all sides there were questionable and ambiguous “commands” from 
uncertain sources. As the result of the measure of 17 Feb. 1943 within a few months 
nearly 500,000 young men ended up on the other side of our border. In exile, they met 
millions of our war prisoners and also had contact with those who were being exploited 
by the German industrial machinery. 

 
Born in 1922 I was naturally affected by the forced labor service. On the basis of 

the course I had begun in Nov. 1942 under the National education, I was, as a student, 
given exemption till the end of my studies (July 1943). We were also of the opinion that a 
delay of my departure of a few weeks would suffice to allow the allies to land. We were 
mistaken by a year… 

 
July 43: Instead of sending me to a local government administrative position, the 

ministry informed me to accompany the youths destined for forced labor in Germany. 
For this purpose, I was sent to an organization of “JOFTA” (Jeuness Ouvreire 

Francais Travaillant en Allemagne) to take a 15 day course (from 1-15 Aug. 1943) in 
Centre Kellermann in Paris that was to equip me to take the responsibility for one of the 
groups of boys. 

The resistance found a good source of support in these organizations of Vichy and 
infiltrated them.  JOFTA dispatched also priests and seminarians who were supposed to 
support militant actions of relatives of those who were recruited to forced labor (other 
priests and war prisoners in Germany had the courage to forsake their status of protection 
of the Geneva convention and to stand up to service of the uprooted youth.  

In the so-called “free” zone, the youth camp was supported in their resettlement 
tragedy. In the end it will be an organization _____ are enemy country which will defend, 
represent, and give common support as well as moral straightness to 70,000 youth in 
camps of JOFTA and STO which were recruited to forced labor. 

With a group of only 500, that had the mission to serve their country, the youth 
camps in Germany were able to “structure” their members. 

Approximately 60 of these men were taken into custody, imprisoned, taken to 
concentration camps or executed. In any case, they paid for their service with their 
freedom and all too often, unfortunately, with their lives. 

In August 1943 was my first realistic encounter with death. The allies bombed the 
suburbs of Paris. We were sent to Dugny, one of the areas that was hit, to pull out the 
injured that were buried; to recover the dead; and to clear the ruins of the houses whose 
windows had even on the day before had opened on the glory of flowering trees. 

On the scattered stones, the broken branches with promising buds of life are 
crying. The corpses were placed next to each other in a building whose ceiling served as 
roof. Solidified to wax, they are put into rows, one next to another. We continue with our 
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miserable transports—women and men alone or laid next to each other like a weak plant 
leaning against a pole with fear in their paralyzed faces, seeking hope and not finding it. 

I always see before me the little girl in a red dress, a lifeless doll with putty skin, a 
father carries here pressed against his chest, holding her close as an animal carrying off 
his prey; sobs, racking his bent back. 

Dugny, your black walls, like pleading arms reaching upward. Dugny, rubble! 
 
A mass for the dead. 
In the depth of the mass grave, under fierce sun, we take the heavy coffins, our of 

which a brown sticky substance is oozing; yes, they are heavy, these coffins of the day 
before yesterday, yesterday, and tonight we must gather up bodies, limbs, everything that 
seems like human remains. 

Above our heads, between the smooth sides of the pit that forms the mass grave, 
the sky looks blue and endlessly clear, but our hands are damp and sticky, but a smell of 
corpses surrounds and penetrates us. 

I close my eyes; the pureness of the sky should fill me and banish the foulness 
that engulfs me. 

 
My heart filled with you: what shall I think, 20 years old, while burying the pieces 

of death. __________: if tomorrow the bombs would rain down over Paris; if your 
house… my God, if it was her that lay in this poorly hammered box with its nails sticking 
out…if it was you… 

 
Approaching the misery, tired and silent and still removing the dead, thus young 

men, lost in a brutal world, prepare for an uncertain destiny. 
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