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Sexual misconduct

Notions of misconduct were always heavily gendered  –  it was seen as 
a fundamentally female phenomenon.1 This ties in not only with the 
demographic of the occupied zone but also with the idea that compli-
city reflected weakness and submission. Similar ideas persisted after the 
Second World War.2 Philippe Nivet states that in 1914– 18 this gendering 
of what he calls collaboration was the cornerstone of the non- occupied 
French view of the occupied populations as ‘Boches of the Nord’.3 In 
the occupied Nord, many locals also engaged in such gendering:  the 
primary form of misconduct evident in the sources involved intimate 
relations between Frenchwomen and Germans. Nivet and Le Naour 
have studied this topic in depth, highlighting the view of such women 
as ‘bad Frenchwomen’ or ‘women for the Boches’ (femmes à Boches) by 
their compatriots on both sides of the trenches.4 Emmanuel Debruyne, 
in his extensive study of sexual relations with Germans across occu-
pied France and Belgium, draws on my terms to state that ‘The fact of a 
woman having sexual relations with the occupier constituted, as it were, 
“mauvaise conduite” par excellence.’5 Sexual relations with the Germans 
were viewed as a moral crime, a transgression of what Le Naour calls 
‘the patriotic taboo’,6 and of what Salson calls ‘patriotic conformity’.7 
Studying sexual behaviour is notoriously difficult, but critical use of 
sources allows for some conclusions to be drawn.

Sexual misconduct was perceived as occurring on a large scale in the 
Nord: the Commissaire de Police of Comines, interviewed at Évian on 20 
December 1917, estimated that eight out of ten women had frequented 
the Germans, bourgeois women as much as working- class women  –  
the latter having ‘at least the excuse of suffering and misery’.8 Rapatriés 
from Valenciennes estimated that 60 per cent of women engaged in 
‘debauchery’ with the Germans.9 In 1925, Gromaire estimated that tens 
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of thousands of women had engaged in sexual relations with Germans 
across occupied France, which Debruyne concludes ‘does not seem 
unrealistic’.10 Even if the reality was less dramatic, the belief that this was 
the case was ubiquitous, and the disdain in which such women were held 
was central to occupied culture. Nivet, pioneering the use of repatriation 
testimony, describes this as an obsession of the occupied populations,11 
and Le Naour notes that ‘the figure of the “femme à boches” is present in 
almost all testimony’.12 For Becker, ‘relations between Frenchwomen and 
German men were actually very limited’, and documents recording such 
relations should not be considered witness testimony, because ‘accusing 
thousands of women of relations with the occupier was a way of exon-
erating the men incapable of winning the war’.13 The truth behind each 
account is impossible to verify; the obsession itself is the only verifiable 
fact. Nevertheless, in this chapter I study the extent and nature of this 
obsession, the different forms such misconduct took, the criticism it 
engendered, and its centrality to occupied culture. I begin by considering 
the evidence for sexual misconduct.

Repatriation reports

Accusations of misconduct flooded French and British secret- service 
reports regarding ‘suspect’ individuals in the occupied zone, or interviews 
with rapatriés. Women appear here more than men, and the most common 
reason for being considered as a suspect –  by compatriots and intelligence 
officers alike  –  was perceived sexual relations with Germans. This was 
the case for between c. 70– 87 per cent of suspect female Nordistes in the 
sources I have consulted, as the following tables demonstrate.

The statistics in Table 1 are merely a sample of a larger corpus and 
represent an attempt to impose order on inconsistent documentation.14 
Nevertheless, they provide suggestive information, notably that young 
women were more likely to have been accused of sexual misconduct 
(the average age is twenty- seven), and that over half of women whose 
marital status was recorded were married. Such sources evidently pose 
problems. Rapatriés may have felt pressurised to respond to leading 
questions about suspicious compatriots,15 to demonstrate their pat-
riotism and goodwill,16 or may have been settling personal scores. 
There are cases where individuals suspected of misconduct denounced 
others for the same reason, perhaps as a means to protect themselves 
or disprove accusations against them, perhaps because they genu-
inely knew those in a similar situation. For example, one woman from 
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Table 1 Statistical breakdown of suspects from the Nord mentioned in 
January– April 1917 interviews with repatriated individuals.

Total number of suspects 1,054
Number of unknown sex 5
Number of men (excluding the estimated 

125– 50 male workers at Saint- Amand)
228 (c. 22% of total)

Number of women (excluding the estimates 
of sixty female workers at Saint- Amand, 
and 200 women accused of prostitution 
near Maubeuge)

821 (c. 78% of total)

Total number of female Nordistes accused of 
some form of sexual misconduct

626 (c. 76% of all Nordiste 
women)

Average age of Nordistes accused of sexual 
misconduct, based on 373 instances where 
an age is provided

c. 27 years old

Number of Nordistes accused of sexual 
misconduct who were married or 
presumed to be married (of whom the 
husbands were mobilised, prisoners of war, 
or in unoccupied France)

266
38

Widowed 13
Unmarried 172
Unknown marital status 175
Number of named Nordiste communes 

where women were suspected of sexual 
misconduct

64

Source: Archives Départementales de la Haute- Savoie, 4M513, reports of secret- service 
interviews with repatriated interviews, and ‘Notices individuelles’ on suspects.

 

Table 2 Statistical breakdown of suspects in occupied France compiled by the 
British I(b) Intelligence Service, July– October 1918.

Total number of suspect individuals identifiable by sex 797
Total number of women among all suspects 702 (88%)
Total number of women from the Nord 416
Total number of female Nordistes engaged in some  

form of sexual misconduct
362 (c. 87% of female 

Nordistes)

Source: USNA Record Group 120, entry 198, and Record Group 165.
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Haubourdin accused of intimate relations with Germans  –  including 
being photographed with them, which she admitted was true –  during 
her repatriation interrogation denounced twenty- six other women 
allegedly engaging in sexual relations with the Germans.17 Further, there 
are many instances where either an interviewee or the author of a report 
used the phrasing ‘it is said’ or ‘public rumour has it’. Nevertheless, the 
French secret service took repatriation denunciations very seriously, 
issuing an official note in March 1916 remarking that ‘Hundreds of 
suspects have been signalled with more or less certitude and sincerity’, 
and instructed interviewers to take detailed notes on suspects so that 
they could be punished after the war.18 French authorities put enough 
credence in repatriation testimony to draw up lists of ‘people of confi-
dence’ and ‘suspects’ based on this.19 There are also instances of women 
admitting the facts for which they had been denounced. For example, 
Jeanne Desdimancre from Lille, twenty- six, admitted that she had 
been the mistress of Captain Max Kaurisch from the 105th Infantry 
Regiment; in Avesnes- sur- Helpe, nineteen- year- old Louise Delhaye’s 
husband was at the front, but she admitted to having intimate relations 
with officers of the Kommandantur, including two named officers and 
the Kommandant himself (from December 1914 until August 1915); 
and twenty- six- year- old Mme Berthe Spriet from Lille admitted having 
intimate relations with German officer Franz Sobtisch, who ‘supported 
her financially’.20 Other women denied accusations of misconduct.21 
Yet, even if repatriation testimony is questionable, the very existence 
and widespread nature of such hearsay underlines a central tenet of 
occupied culture:  sexual relations with Germans occurred but were 
considered by many as unpatriotic and worthy of opprobrium.

Salson criticises over- reliance on repatriation interviews, arguing 
that interrogators put more credence in the testimony of members of 
the social elite, who often accused the working classes of anti- patriotic, 
undignified conduct. In this sense, repatriation documents share the 

Table 3 Statistical breakdown of suspects from the Nord compiled by the 
Deuxième Bureau, 1914– 18.

Total number of suspect individuals identifiable by sex 380
Total number of women among all suspects 288 (c.75%)
Total number of women accused of some form of sexual 

misconduct
202 (c.70%)

Source: Service Historique de la Défense, 19N1571, 17N433 and 19N549.
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same problem as other occupation sources or memoirs, almost exclu-
sively providing the perspective of the educated.22 While this is a problem 
for historians of the occupation, such a criticism is lessened by the fact 
that repatriation reports rarely record the profession or social status of 
suspects and especially those denouncing them. The voices of the accused 
are also frequently present. Nevertheless, working- class individuals do 
feature prominently among suspects, notably cabaret, café, estaminet, 
or bar owners and workers. Such women were more likely to come into 
close contact with German troops and therefore develop relationships 
with them, even engaging in prostitution –  which was common in Lille’s 
bars as early as January 1915, causing the Germans to complain to the 
Préfet.23 Over three years later, in July 1918, the occupiers were still com-
bating this issue and forbade ‘female employees’ from standing outside 
cafés and bars in Roubaix.24 The link between drinking holes and sexual 
misconduct is also present in a clandestine tract from Lille in December 
1915 entitled La Vérité (The Truth). It listed bars and cafés where 
Germans engaged in debauchery with Frenchwomen and contained a 
fake advertisement calling on the population to ‘boycott and desert the 
cafés and houses that fraternise with the enemy’.25

Sexual relations with Germans were, of course, not confined to working- 
class women, and repatriation testimony reflects this: for instance,  
the wife of a dentist in Lille, the daughter of the President of Lille’s 
Chamber of Commerce, and the wife of a municipal councillor in 
Tourcoing were all denounced by rapatriés in early 1917 for ‘intimate 
relations’ with Germans.26 Another repatriation report remarked that 
in Lille ‘relations between women from good families and Germans are 
numerous’.27 In one case, a well- to- do woman from Valenciennes was ‘sig-
nalled’ by her mother’s cleaner for night- time visits to German officers 
in a shop, which she admitted but denied intimate relations28 –  a far cry 
from members of the bourgeoisie criticising the wider population. Pierre 
Dumont, a salesman and interpreter at the Mairie of Lille, recorded in his 
diary in July 1917 that a woman ‘from the region’ had written to her hus-
band in unoccupied France via the Red Cross, stating that ‘I am in good 
health. Everything is fine, as for three years now another has replaced you.’ 
Dumont’s comment hints at both his own judgement and the classless 
nature of sexual misconduct: ‘Do I need to highlight on this subject, the 
debauchery that thrives here in all classes of society[?]’29 Thus, reports of 
sexual misconduct reflected both a complex reality and a wider culture of 
judgement rather than a simply middle- class one, although the centrality 
of respectability was more associated with bourgeois norms.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James E. Connolly - 9781526117816
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:03:01AM

via free access



The experience of occupation in the Nord, 1914–18

v 42 v

42

Liberation investigations

Documents remain of post- liberation investigations into ‘suspect’ 
women carried out in a small section of the Nord (effectively Lille’s 
metropolitan area) by French gendarmes primarily attached to the 
British army.30 These suspects had either previously been denounced by 
rapatriés or were now denounced by liberated populations. As such, the 
judgements visible in these reports primarily reflect the opinion not only 
of the wider occupied population but also of the investigating gendarmes 
who had not experienced the occupation. Such documents provide an 
insight into occupation sexual misconduct.

The investigation concentrated on almost 500 women, all accused of 
having engaged in sexual misconduct with Germans. Similar inquiries 
were also conducted in spring 1917 when the Germans retreated to the 
Siegfried– Hindenburg line and numerous villages were recaptured by 
the Allies. Investigating misconduct in the Aisne- Nord sector in April 
1917, Commissaire Spécial Busch distinguished three types of suspect 
women: those who had children born of German fathers, those who had 
intimate relations with the Germans (including prostitutes), and those 
who underwent medical visits and had venereal disease.31 These cat-
egories of suspect behaviour are present in all investigations into female 
conduct.

Post- liberation investigations into female behaviour were often less 
detailed and shorter than investigations into male misconduct (discussed 
in Chapter 3), but perhaps this is because this form of misconduct was 
scrutinised more frequently than others, possibly linked to soldiers’ 
wartime inhibitions and rumours regarding the infidelity of wives and 
girlfriends, even in unoccupied France.32 These reports into female mis-
conduct usually comprise a few lines, detailing the woman’s actions 
during the occupation, whether she had undergone ‘medical testing’ 
for venereal disease at the hands of German or French authorities, and 
finally whether the gendarme thought it prudent for her to undergo such 
tests at the time of writing and/ or be expelled from the liberated region. 
This was the only suggested punishment, even for those who were said to 
have been involved in illegal actions such as denouncing compatriots,33 
which attests to the temporary nature of these rapid investigations and 
their conclusions, although expulsion is hardly a mild punishment.

What is clear is that numerous witnesses, and indeed the investigating 
French authorities, did believe that misconduct had taken place during 
the occupation  –  and devoted considerable amounts of manpower 
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and time to uncover the ‘truth’. However, gendarmes also investigated 
tales of German atrocities, pillage and destruction during the German 
retreat, and occasionally of local resistance –  thus they were not ordered 
to investigate misconduct exclusively.34 Nevertheless, many reports are 
dominated by the sexual conduct of women, not necessarily legally 
defined ‘anti- patriotic’ conduct. Indeed, in some cases the sexual con-
duct of women is confirmed or described as questionable or deplorable, 
although they are not seen as a suspect from a ‘national point of view’,35 
or not perceived to have caused harm to or denounced compatriots.36 
Only legal treason could be punished and judged, demonstrating not 
only the non- occupied French authorities’ awareness of the complexity 
of occupied life but also their lack of comprehension of the occupied cul-
ture, which often conflated sexual and other misconduct, viewing them 
as inextricably linked and equally reprehensible. Rare exceptions exist, 
such as a repatriated woman from Valenciennes who denounced four 
married women (two of whom were sixty- two and seventy years old) for 
having German lovers but concluded ‘I do not know if they are capable 
of betraying us.’37 More commonly, sexual misconduct was perceived as 
just as treasonous as, and linked to, other forms –  as summarised by one 
repatriated woman’s assessment of a compatriot she accuses of having 
numerous German lovers: ‘I do not know of anything for which she can 
be reproached regarding her sentiments from a national point of view, 
but I believe she is capable of everything.’38

Prostitution and ‘contamination’

One form of sexual misconduct was prostitution. It is difficult to deter-
mine whether reports of prostitution are true; whether women accused 
of such actions carried them out, or, if they did, whether they conceived 
of it as prostitution in the same way that French and German author-
ities did. As Benoît Majerus notes regarding wartime prostitution in 
Brussels, prostitutes were a marginal section of societies that, being 
occupied, are largely occluded from First World War historiography and 
memory.39 Nevertheless, there is more concrete evidence about pros-
titution or alleged prostitution than non- commercial sexual relations. 
Nivet remarks that many women admitted being prostitutes during 
Évian interrogations and concludes that ‘It seems that there was a size-
able rise in prostitution in the occupied zone.’40 Debruyne makes a 
similar claim,41 and this holds true for the Nord. Of the 490 Nordiste 
women investigated in November 1918, 178 were explicitly mentioned 
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as being prostitutes or suspected as such (via the phrase ‘is considered 
to have [passe pour] prostituted herself ’)42  –  and most descriptions of 
the remaining women suggest prostitution, such as ‘gave herself mul-
tiple times to German soldiers’.43 The language of reports suggests that 
prostitution was perceived by investigating authorities as worse than a 
‘normal’, spontaneous relationship between Frenchwomen and Germans. 
As Majerus notes,

In wartime, prostitution is even more strongly stigmatised than in peace-
time. It is the opposite of the image that a country in war makes of itself 
[…] In an area cut off from its army, patriotic duty is judged to be particu-
larly important […] The prostitute appears in this context as a traitor.44

In post- liberation reports, evidence of women officially recognised as 
prostitutes or ‘women of ill repute’ (de mauvaise vie) by the Germans was 
seen as incriminating. Such evidence could comprise being a registered 
prostitute (cartée), having undergone medical examinations or time in 
hospital recovering from venereal disease or having been arrested by 
the Germans for unlicensed prostitution or propagation of venereal 
disease.45 This was not conceived of by post- liberation French author-
ities as proof of questionable behaviour on the Germans’ part: they were 
not alive to the possibility that Germans may have forced thousands 
of ‘innocent’ women to undergo medical examinations, treating them 
like prostitutes, which occupation memoirs and histories claim did 
happen.46 French interest in occupation prostitution is explained by 
national ‘syphilophobia’,47 fear of the ‘venereal peril’ and national degen-
eration heightened by the war,48 plus a fear of disease spreading among 
the population. The Germans shared these fears, and the German ‘total 
sanitary exam, veritable prophylactic dictatorship’49 rendered many 
women suspect in the eyes of the post- liberation French authorities and 
sometimes the occupied population as well. However, controlling pros-
titution and venereal disease was also a priority for French authorities, 
and medical visits of women suspected of prostitution or contamination 
were in theory supported by French law; this was the case in Tourcoing, 
where, in January 1915, the Mayor outlined such measures to be carried 
out by French police.50

There is much evidence for prostitution in the Nord. On British intel-
ligence suspect lists, sixty- four Nordistes are accused of prostitution,51 
and at least eighty appear in the Évian testimonies examined.52 In a 
March 1916 report, the Commissaire Central of Lille noted that ‘Since 
the occupation, clandestine prostitution has developed in a shameful 
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fashion in Lille and the number of women being contaminated is con-
siderable […] 2,000 women have been treated […].’53 Throughout the 
occupation, Lille’s police force recorded a number of infractions of the 
law surrounding public decency and prostitution: from mid- November 
1914 until mid- February 1915 alone, fifty- five prostitutes were recorded 
as having missed their sanitary visits; eighteen were illegally present 
in bars, eight ‘wearing indecent clothes’ and seventy- two for generally 
breaching ‘public decency’ (moeurs)  –  thirty- three of whom were put 
in police cells.54 Table  4 shows figures until October 1918, indicating 
continued prostitution –  although markedly fewer reported infractions 
in the last few months of occupation, perhaps due to increasing German 
jurisdiction over prostitution and a strained French police force (see 
Chapter 5).

Registered cases of venereal disease help to further illuminate the 
scale of prostitution and sexual relations. As early as January 1915, the 
Kommandant of Lille informed the municipality that there were three 
times as many syphilitic women as spaces in treatment facilities.55 On 
13 June 1916, the Sûreté de Lille recorded that it was monitoring 165 
registered prostitutes; twenty- three were in nineteen different brothels, 
and 142 were in isolation or undergoing medical treatment across 
four clinics.56 Later that year, the Director of Lille’s Bureau of Hygiene, 
responsible for overseeing the treatment of prostitutes who contracted 
venereal disease, claimed that clandestine prostitution no longer existed 
but that official prostitution and related diseases represented a ‘scourge’.57 
German documents concerning prostitutes having undergone medical 
treatment in various hospitals in Lille, and who were discharged in 
December 1916, list at least 1,221 women (some of whom came from 
Belgium).58 In Tourcoing, just one lazaret (military quarantine hos-
pital) had treated 410 women by 31 December 1916.59 Another lazaret in 
Maubeuge treated 1,474 women throughout the war.60 By the liberation, 
6,200 women ‘coming from all walks of life’ had been treated for ven-
ereal disease in the four clinics of Lille. Although not all were necessarily 
prostitutes, the Commissaire de Police of Lille nevertheless provided 
these statistics in a paragraph about prostitution, which had ‘taken con-
siderable proportions since the arrival of the Germans’.61 Prostitution 
and attendant controls therefore existed on a large scale, especially in 
urban centres.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many ‘contaminated’ women risked public 
shame, so the practice of subjecting women to medical visits some-
times elicited protests by French municipalities. At a September 
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Table 4 Commissariat central de Lille, recorded infractions relating to prostitution, November 1914– October 1918.

Offence November 
1914– 
March 
1915

April 
1915– 
March 
1916 (no 
records)

April– 
August 
1916

September– 
December 
1916

January– 
June 
1917

July– 
December 
1917

January– 
June 
1918

July– 
October 
1918

Breaching 
public 
decency 
(mœurs)

72 (33 of 
whom 
put in 
police 
cells)

N/ A 75 34 27 68 33 4

Public 
solicitation 
(in the street 
or a bar/ café)

0 N/ A 1 1 3 10 2 2

Illegal presence 
of prostitutes 
in bars

18 N/ A 0 2 17 8 0 0

Source: Archives Départementales du Nord, 9R581 and Archives Municipales de Lille, 4H266– 71.
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1916 meeting of the Municipal Council of Templeuve, secretaries to 
the Kommandant called for medical tests for prostitutes and women 
suspected of venereal disease to be overseen by the municipality. The 
Municipal Council protested that the Germans should carry out such 
surveillance themselves and argued that only prostitutes should be 
examined –  because:

On the subject of the misconduct [l’inconduite] of women, locals only know 
rumours, sometimes slanderous, whereas soldiers possess certainties […] 
Those who are submitted to humiliating medical visits gain an infamous 
character in public opinion. And if a mistake occurred involving an honest 
woman, the population would feel a sentiment of emotion & revolt that it 
is desirable and possible to avoid.62

The Municipal Council continued to oppose German medical visits, 
especially regarding ‘honest women’, in October 1916.63 One rapatriée 
from Lille clearly thought that prostitution and ‘contamination’ were 
worthy of criticism and denunciation: she gave the name of a woman 
who had been registered as a prostitute by the Germans, subjected to 
medical exams and interned in a hospital; ‘there is reason to believe 
that she is contaminated’.64 Public shame outlasted the war: a number 
of people wrote to the Mayor of Tourcoing in late 1918 and early 
1919 protesting the continued ‘imprisonment’ of women placed in 
quarantine hospitals, essentially prisons with armed guards, during 
the occupation.65 All the authors (including some of the imprisoned 
women) claimed that this was a mistake, although some police reports 
confirmed that the women had engaged in clandestine prostitution.66

Even though prostitution and venereal disease posed genuine 
problems, most women suspected of intimate relations were not expli-
citly accused of prostitution or of being ‘contaminated’. Instead, they 
were accused of intimate contact with the national enemy. Germans are 
mentioned in all of the aforementioned 490 post- liberation investigations 
in the Nord:  these women were denounced and investigated precisely 
because their lovers (whether clients or genuine) were German.67 Not 
all such relations were automatically understood as commercial:  in 
one extraordinary case, one Mlle Lenoy of the commune of Lannoy 
responded to accusations that she had had intimate relations with, and 
even married, a German infantry sergeant by stating:  ‘Love does not 
have a mother country.’ The report continued: ‘Despite this her conduct 
was not scandalous.’68 Yet for many occupied locals, such conduct was 
indeed scandalous.
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Love, marriage, family and children

Loving relationships existed between Frenchwomen and German men 
in the occupied Nord, even if the line between a financial or favour- 
based relationship and loving one was unclear given occupation power 
dynamics. For example, twenty- five- year- old Mlle Jeanne Govaerts from 
Wattrelos admitted during the liberation that she had relations with a 
German soldier but claimed she did so ‘to procure goods beyond those 
allocated to her by the provisioning committee’.69 Most accusations 
of sexual misconduct do not distinguish between different types of 
relationships; the very relationship itself was unpalatable, whatever the 
motives. The actual form of relations was, and is, hard to establish, with 
many blurred lines  –  as was acknowledged in September 1916, when 
German newspaper Liller Kriegszeitung published a cartoon depicting a 
woman sat on a bench in a park next to a German soldier, who had his 
arm around her. The caption read:  ‘Comrade Schulze learns French.’70 
Nivet provides evidence of consensual, loving relationships, born of 
proximity or simple desire, as well as relationships born of hardship –  
justified by women because of financial need, the need for food and/ or 
providing for children.71

Occasionally, repatriation testimony or denunciatory accusations 
included the phrase ‘German lover’ and/ or explicitly named indi-
vidual lovers72 –  which may simply be a turn of phrase but also hints 
at deeper, non- transactional relationships, of which there is some evi-
dence. The daughter of the Mayor of Bachy wrote a letter to her lover, 
‘My dear beloved Herman’, in June 1918; she had not heard from him 
and was concerned. She signed off ‘from your dear Blanche, with her 
best kisses’.73 In Valenciennes, Mlle Vandesquielle, twenty- eight, was 
allegedly ‘infatuated with’ a German non- commissioned officer (NCO) 
called Adam with whom she had a daughter, and in March 1918 ‘they 
live[d]  together as if they were married’.74 During a liberation investiga-
tion, eighteen- year- old Mlle Noteboon from Wattrelos admitted having 
intimate relations with a soldier called Otto who worked at Tourcoing’s 
train station.75 Sometimes the use of ‘mistress’ denoted a serious relation-
ship:  twenty- year- old Éveline Debaste of Tourcoing was said to be the 
mistress of a German aviator who fired his machine guns when taking 
off to say goodbye to her, to which she responded by ‘sending him kisses’. 
Debaste intended to follow the Germans wherever they went, especially 
when the French army approached.76 Letters from Lille censored by 
the French military after the liberation confirm that some women did 
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indeed join the Germans upon their departure: one stated that ‘all the 
chic women […] followed’ the Germans.77 Another hinted at the disdain 
locals felt for such women, explaining that an unnamed woman

was obliged to leave Lille to avoid being worried; she understood things 
very well. All accounts on her part were unfavourable as having partied [fait 
la noce, which has connotations of prostitution] with the Boches. What’s 
more, I  think that in the neighbourhood she would have been ripped to 
shreds; think about the scandal for us and the children.78

One letter from Lille, however, remarked that the Germans in fact 
forced ‘all the women of the estaminets and all the whores’ to come with 
them.79 Nevertheless, some women certainly joined the German retreat 
out of choice in late 1918, and a remarkable account corroborated by 
multiple witnesses suggested that in Roubaix on 19 October 1918 –  the 
day after the German withdrawal  –  a local woman accompanied her 
presumed lover, a German soldier now dressed in civilian clothes, who 
was arrested.80 These instances attest to the strength of certain occupa-
tion relationships that went beyond purely financial or survival motives.

Rarely, these relationships even evolved into marriages or plans to 
marry.81 Marriages had to be authorised by the German military author-
ities, as noted in a March 1918 poster in Lille.82 Perhaps the poster was 
a response to actual cases of marriage, for which there is anecdotal evi-
dence. A  summary of interviews of a convoy of 472 individuals from 
the Nord and Pas- de- Calais, including 269 women, remarked that many 
women from Gondecourt ‘claim they are engaged to Germans and are 
waiting for the end of the war to get married’.83 In Dechy, on the out-
skirts of Douai, twenty- year- old Blanche Long ‘is apparently engaged 
to a German officer whom she will marry after the war’ –  her mother 
‘said that her daughter did not have to hide the fact she frequented a 
German officer, because she would marry him after the war’.84 According 
to other repatriation reports, in Trélon, eighteen- year- old Adrienne 
Carlier was engaged to a German corporal and Alphonsine Bourgeois to 
an unnamed German; in Roubaix, thirty- eight- year- old Mlle Carpentier 
was engaged to an officer lodged near her home; in Lille, Valentine 
Dujardin was engaged to an NCO at Flers.85 Further evidence is visible 
beyond such reports. Roubaisien David Hirsch, an elderly shopkeeper, 
noted in his diary in July 1918:

Mentality that we observe with pain, but which it is necessary to rec-
ognise:  a very good woman goes to a shop to buy a wedding ring. She 
explains that she is going to marry a German, a mechanic who has been 
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lodged at her house for 6 months and who is very good, he’s a man like 
any other, she says … and they say there are many like this. It is necessary 
to have no sense of patriotic spirit to reason thusly, especially in these 
times.86

Hirsch’s disdain for this woman is evident, even after almost four years 
of occupation.

There was a familial element to accusations of sexual misconduct, 
especially prostitution. Women from the same family  –  mothers and 
their daughters, sisters, aunts and nieces  –  were sometimes accused 
together of sexual misconduct, or of leading/ forcing the others into 
prostitution. Fathers or husbands were also accused of prostituting 
family members. For instance, forty- year- old Mme Leporc from Trélon 
was suspected of having intimate relations with Germans and ‘inciting 
her daughter Yvonne’, aged eighteen, ‘into debauchery’.87 Mme Delpierre 
from Lille was said to have ‘debauched her thirteen- year- old daughter’.88 
Mme Philippe and Mme Regnier were sisters- in- law from Le Cateau, 
both suspected of intimate relations.89 M.  Collet from Lille allegedly 
engaged in gold trafficking with the Germans but also prostituted the 
‘women in his family’ to them.90 Many examples of sisters suspected of 
sexual and other misconduct are found in repatriation reports. Post- 
war investigations likewise concluded that certain women, often cabaret 
owners, pushed family members into sexual misconduct, mainly prosti-
tution: fifteen instances are reported, including Mme Gilain from Croix 
who, according to one report, engaged in prostitution and deliberately 
orchestrated her husband’s imprisonment (he died in detention) so 
that she could lead her daughters into debauchery.91 It seems, therefore, 
that an entire family could be tainted with accusations of misconduct 
(especially sexual), which was not always perceived as an individual act. 
Certain families did actually engage in such behaviour. Yet sexual mis-
conduct could affect the family unit in other ways.

Some women were accused of having children with Germans, albeit 
less commonly than general accusations of sexual misconduct. For 
instance, of the 490 women investigated after the liberation, only twenty- 
four were found to have had such children, although the word ‘child’ was 
usually underlined by the report’s author, suggesting it was perceived as 
particularly damning.92 Such an attitude echoes the perceived permanent 
contamination of women raped by Germans during the invasion.93 In 
the repatriation testimony examined, thirty- nine women were said to 
have had German children or to have been pregnant with the child of a 
German.94 The total number of such occupation births is impossible to 
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verify, but there are some indications: Sebastien Debarge demonstrated 
that in Fourmies the number of recorded births by an unknown father 
grew from a pre- war figure of 5 per cent to 28 per cent in 1916, 13 per cent 
in 1917, and 28 per cent in 1918, although he clarifies that this does not 
necessarily mean the fathers were German.95 Georges Gromaire’s 1925 
history estimated 10,000 births from German fathers across the whole 
occupied area, which Salson believes is exaggerated given statistics for 
the Aisne.96 In the Nord, children were certainly born of liaisons with 
Germans. Mlle Jeanne Planque from Seclin confirmed in a repatriation 
interview that the father of her child was Corporal Charles Mayek but 
stated that her aunt had ‘engaged her to give herself to this German’.97 
Georgina Lernoud from Cambrai, also during a repatriation interroga-
tion, claimed that the father of her child was a French prisoner of war; 
the investigating officer discovered the details she provided were false 
and that the father was in fact a German.98 Not all births came from 
consensual relations:  in February 1917, Mme Jeanne Scarceriant from 
Wingles claimed that her eight- month- old child was the result of rape.99

Other women were believed to have aborted ‘German’ children. At 
Gondecourt, it was reported that German soldiers lodged with locals and 
‘helped them’, sharing food: ‘the result has been a shared life, and a regret-
table promiscuousness. Numerous children have been the fruit of these 
relations, but how many children have also been disposed of […]’. The 
final few words hint at the sense of shame connected to children born of 
German fathers. The report also stated that the Germans actively sought 
to prevent abortions, and it was believed that they ‘ripped male children 
from the arms of the mothers and sent them to nuns in Germany’.100 
Other repatriation testimony stated that in Cambrai ‘Abortions are 
frequent’, and in Ferrière- la- Grande, ‘many women were ill following 
attempted abortions’.101 In Crespin, one woman was suspected of being 
involved in numerous ‘affairs of abortion’; and a woman from Hirson (in 
the Aisne) was nicknamed ‘the abortionist’.102 There may be some sub-
stance to such claims. Police in Lille discovered a dead foetus in July 1917 
and five further dead newborns, babies or foetuses in January– June 1918, 
including one case where the mother was clearly identified as having 
strangled her three- month- old.103 While the motives are unknown and it 
cannot be assumed that the fathers were German, this does suggest that 
the abortions alluded to in the Gondecourt could have occurred.

Post- liberation letters from Nord chastised women who had children 
with Germans. One sent from Saméon in November 1918 related that 
‘As for the conduct of Louise, she was not kind. She always frequented 
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the Boches and never cared about her husband. And even better, she 
had a baby by a Boche last September, but it died. There’s her news, we 
will never again look at her.’104 Another author, from Lille, complained 
that same month that her sister- in- law had lived ‘la grande vie’ during 
the occupation and was going to give birth in January  –  ‘to a Boche’. 
A letter sent from one such mother from La Rosière- Mérignies provides 
her explanation:

Me also, unfortunately I have a three- week old girl, the day when the English 
arrived. It’s the war that was the cause, it lasted too long, for 15 months 
I had the secretary to the Kommandantur at home very young and me too 
[sic], so that could not fail to happen [cela ne peut manquer] […] I am not 
alone unfortunately, there are about ten others in Mérignies, I am the last, 
there are children who are already three years old.105

Even here, the author seems to acknowledge a fault, to some extent buying 
into the wider population’s criticism of her behaviour –  which breached 
both pre- war social, notably religious, mores and occupation norms.

Living it up

Another form of misconduct particularly associated with women 
involved ostentatious displays of joy, enjoyment, or luxury, especially 
in the company of Germans. For the occupied population, there was a 
difference between ‘frequenting the Germans’ (always implying sexual 
intimacy) and general ‘debauchery’ (which may have been less likely to 
involve sexual acts but rather other unrespectable actions such as drunk-
enness or dancing). Often actions regarded as sexual did not involve sex 
but constituted a breach of the limits of acceptability, such as playing an 
accordion in the presence of Germans. Indeed, for some, a man being 
in a room with a woman on her own was unrespectable, even more so if 
the man was a German. Yet there was also a distinction between public 
and private intimacy, with public displays of closeness usually perceived 
as more reprehensible and private intimacy more based on assumptions.

Stock phrases reappear throughout the aforementioned liberation 
investigations that provide an insight into the nature and perception 
of sexual misconduct. Women who ‘lived it up’ or ‘partied’, who were 
seen or heard to be dancing, singing and listening to music with the 
Germans, and who ‘frequented’ or ‘were frequented’ by the Germans, or 
even those who showed a ‘sympathetic attitude’ towards the Germans, 
were considered to be morally suspect.106 Indeed, during the war, the 
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French 10th Army, drawing on repatriation testimony, compiled lists 
of ‘suspect persons’ and ‘questionable inhabitants’ (as well as ‘trust-
worthy persons’) in occupied territory likely to be reconquered in an 
Allied advance. Two women in Caudry and two in Denain were listed 
as suspects because they ‘party with the Germans’.107 Thus, the merest 
hint at a positive (or even the absence of a negative) attitude towards 
the Germans, and even friendly rather than overtly sexual actions, gave 
rise to suspicion among locals. Dancing, singing and generally having a 
good time with Germans were perceived as a particular brand of anti- 
patriotic misconduct.

In the commune of Wattrelos, a cabaret owner received Germans 
at her home, which was a place ‘for consuming and dancing’; she was 
also said to be the mistress of a German and had undergone a sani-
tary visit.108 Locals looked on such behaviour with disdain and suspi-
cion, as can be seen in the testimony of one Mme Thibaux regarding 
the conduct of Mme de Metz, a fellow inhabitant of Solre- le- Château. 
Other than the denunciations for which de Metz was allegedly respon-
sible, her behaviour was suspect because she had had relations with 
German soldiers throughout the occupation, especially gendarmes, 
many of whom were her lovers. Further, ‘There were constantly, night 
and day, parties at her house, people danced and played music there.’109 
In her Évian interrogation, rapatriée Mme Gondry of Hautmont stated 
that Daria Gregoire and her sister Marguerite –  daughters in a family 
of German sympathisers, with their father and their brother working 
voluntarily for the Germans –  ‘frequently went to the house of Madame 
RAMART, Louis, where a certain LACROIX … 22  years old, played 
the accordion and where people danced and sang’.110 The fact that 
such details are mentioned suggests that they were regarded as scan-
dalous:  combined with her other behaviour, they provided the final 
proof of moral corruption. In a post- war document regarding a woman 
who allegedly prostituted herself during the occupation, the following 
damning sentence was underlined: ‘She feasted with them [the Germans] 
and got drunk.’111 Police reports from the Commissariat Central of Lille 
written during the occupation frequently mention ‘offences’ (délits) of 
people (usually female cabaret owners) having ‘permitted dancing and 
playing music without authorisation’.112 Other sources suggest that such 
cabarets often had Germans as their clientele, with female inhabitants 
joining them.113 The unrespectable behaviour of such women breached 
acceptable norms: these women were perceived as morally and patriotic-
ally suspect, and therefore a mental leap from ‘positive attitude towards 
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the Germans’ to ‘sexual relations with the Germans’ was often made, or 
insinuated; and vice versa.

Flaunting luxury and wealth was also viewed negatively. There was 
sometimes a class element to this, and perhaps a link to Catholicism. In 
March 1917, French secret- service personnel interviewed 446 people –  
thirty- nine men, 260 women and 167 children –  repatriated from Lille. 
A  report summarising their testimony noted that the female workers 
of the textile mills (filatures) displayed no sense of economy: they ‘seek 
to satisfy above all their desire for delicacies rather than seeking a little 
well- being or dealing with the most urgent needs; thus we see women, 
mothers, buying sweets and chocolates from the patisseries, whilst the 
rich do without these’.114 Public displays of joy and extravagance were 
unfitting during wartime, when occupied civilians believed they were 
engaged in unified, dignified suffering for France –  a ‘Calvary’ according 
to many in the pious Nord.115 Even without accusations of sexual mis-
conduct, women’s behaviour was open to criticism.

Development over time: familiarity and fraternisation

There is some evidence that familiarity with the Germans, and especially 
sexual relations, became more commonplace as the occupation went on. 
Prolonged, forced cohabitation led some locals to distinguish between 
individual Germans and the wider national enemy,116 allowing them 
to move beyond sentiments of hatred or dehumanisation and engage 
in cordial and other relations. In particular, the occupying Landsturm 
soldiers (usually older reservists with wives and children back home) 
were said to be friendlier, kinder and even critical of the war. François 
Rouesel, a member of Roubaix’s Chamber of Commerce, noted this in 
his unpublished memoirs:

The population got used to their presence, forgetting that they were 
enemies and treating them with kindness and sometimes even with sym-
pathy. [Landsturm soldiers] put children on their knees and played with 
them and ended up being part of the family. Strange but very human men-
tality, towards which we let ourselves creep by daily contact.117

M. Blin, a teacher and fellow Roubaisien, reinforced this notion of 
increased familiarity over time, remarking in February 1917 that people 
had stopped calling the Germans ‘dirty Boches’, opting instead for just 
‘Boches’ because they realised that they were men like any other.118 The 
distinction between individuals and the wider German army was made 
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even by those who engaged in actions opposing the latter. Middle- class 
Lilloise Antoinette Tierce, later decorated for hiding British soldiers, 
wrote positively about certain Germans in her memoirs, remarking 
of one officer: ‘He was a German, it is true, but an honest, straightfor-
ward German, and his heart was in the right place.’119 She later cited her 
mother’s comments that ‘the Germans are just like all the rest; there’s 
good and bad amongst them’.120 Such attitudes help explain the develop-
ment of sexual and other misconduct.

In rare cases, increasing familiarity bred indifference to misconduct. 
The Commissaire de Police of Denain noted in December 1918 that ‘The 
number of women having relations with Germans did not cease to grow 
over time and, recently, they were not afraid to be open about this.’121 
According to the testimony of a butcher, in Courchelettes two widowed 
daughters of a rich castle- owner who died at the beginning of the war 
engaged in relations with Germans lodged in their castle:

Everybody knows that the two sisters walk daily either in the roads of 
Courchelettes, or in the park of the castle, arm- in- arm with German 
officers; they speak fluent German. At the beginning, the population […] 
was indignant to see this familiarity, but a few days before my evacuation 
on 19 April 1917 people no longer paid any attention to their conduct.122

However, the length of the war led others to double down on criti-
cism of the occupiers and those who were too close to them. Jeanne 
Lefebvre –  a Catholic, middle- class housewife and mother from Saint- 
André- lez- Lille –  lodged dozens of soldiers and officers throughout the 
war, for periods as short as a day to as long as four months. She found 
many of her lodgers polite or ‘agreeable’, and most kept to themselves, 
avoiding her and her teenage children as much as possible.123 Yet her 
feelings towards individual soldiers evolved alongside a growing hatred 
for the occupying force, as her April 1918 diary entry shows:

Saturday 20, we had a visit from two German soldiers whom we lodged 
three years ago, they came to say hello to us and tell us that they held a good 
memory of us, [and] even if now I hate them all, I must recognise that there 
are still some kind ones who hate the war as much as us, but are obliged to 
fulfil their duty.124

Lefebvre never engaged in friendly or other relations with the Germans, 
in fact displaying an increasingly distant attitude, such as when she 
learnt in August 1918 that a German who had lodged with them for 
seven weeks was hospitalised:  ‘good riddance! You would not believe 
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the worries we have lodging these damned people’.125 Her growing 
anger at local suffering fuelled sharper criticism of others who did not 
share her perspective. She mentioned sexual misconduct for the first 
time in April 1918, remarking that her new German lodger had come 
from Valenciennes, where he had stayed with a Frenchwoman and her 
mother. He possessed photographs of the women and left to visit them. 
Lefebvre’s response was: ‘Bon voyage, it seems that some people become 
familiar very quickly, I find that shady, without wanting to be impolite, 
it’s necessary in any case to stand your ground and do not forget that 
they invaded us.’ She called women who had relations with Germans ‘sad 
Frenchwomen’ who ‘disgust’ her.126 The continuation of the war had only 
made her more judgemental of women engaging in sexual misconduct.

Similarly, in a February 1918 diary entry, Blin complained that ‘The 
“meat for soldiers” attracted by an easy & joyous life in the large industrial 
towns, due in large part to the immigration of our Belgian neighbours[,]  
is not lacking in Roubx. It is spreading here, shamelessly, its immodesty 
and its immoral seduction’.127 The way in which this had developed over 
time was clear: three months later, Blin noted that

The permanent ‘rubbing together’ has brought enemies together: 
conversations in public, walks in the company of soldiers, people are 
no longer embarrassed [on ne se gêne plus]. Handshakes, exchanged 
greetings that could not be more polite. Couples walk together, hand- in- 
hand or offering up an arm … in broad daylight … ‘Quo vadis?’ ask the 
kind souls [bonnes âmes] who still get surprised. Why be surprised? The 
prolonged occupation has created relations that have become familiar, bit 
by bit. The courtesy [obligeance] of the occupiers has smoothened certain 
edges. Commercial relations have established a pretty close solidarity of 
interests. That explains this. But here still it is important to make a dis-
tinction: the exceptions justify the strict rule imposed on themselves by 
those whose eyes look beyond the infernal line & whose hearts only beat 
for our heroes.128

Even in this appraisal of the complicated nature of Franco- German 
relations over time, Blin nevertheless acknowledged the norms of occu-
pied culture (‘the strict rule’) and implicitly criticised sexual relations 
with Germans. Further, while the lengthy occupation led to increasingly 
frequent familiarity, for Blin these remained ‘exceptions’  –  others still 
adhered to or at least understood these norms. Women who engaged 
in sexual relations with Germans breached the occupied culture, dem-
onstrating that it was not shared by all. Yet it was a dominant discourse 
somewhat similar to Salson’s ‘patriotic conformity’  –  and although he 
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studies grey zones in more detail,129 he also acknowledges that expressing 
romantic sentiments towards Germans was difficult ‘in a context where 
it was agreed [il convient] to display a certain distance towards the 
enemy’.130 While grey zones –  survival, making do, getting used to and 
interacting with Germans when necessary –  certainly existed, the often 
simplistic occupied culture ignored these complexities and was quick to 
chastise those seen to be breaching its norms.

Criticism and contempt

Women perceived as engaging in sexual misconduct were held in con-
tempt by many locals during and after the occupation. This has already 
been seen via the phenomenon of denouncing such women, and in 
Lefebvre and Blin’s diary entries, but it is visible in many other sources. 
The language used is especially telling. Séraphine Descamps from 
Trélon was said to live a ‘scandalous’ life with German officers.131 In the 
commune of Lys- lez- Lannoy, according to the Mayor, one Mme Terrasse 
had always demonstrated ‘good’ behaviour before the war. However, 
during the occupation she demonstrated ‘deplorable conduct’: although 
she was not a prostitute, ‘her house was frequented by many German 
soldiers’, one of whom had been her lover, with whom she often walked 
in the street and ‘partied’. She was consequently expelled from her home 
by her father- in- law, moving in with her aunt in Leers, where her conduct 
was ‘very reprehensible’ –  ‘her house was the meeting place of enemy 
policemen, and a lot of goods and food seized by them was bought by her 
and resold for her profit’.132 The negative judgement of her behaviour is 
palpable –  again, sexual and other misconduct is linked –  and is closely 
tied to wider, especially bourgeois, social mores. For example, in July 
1915, a woman from Tourcoing who had left ‘the maternal domicile’ to 
live with a Frenchman was refused the allowance to which she had been 
entitled while living with her mother, because the municipality thought 
that this would encourage ‘the misconduct [l’inconduite] of this girl’ and 
would be ‘contrary to all moral principles’.133 In this instance, pre- war 
morality interacted with the experience of occupation to create a new 
morality.

Although the wider population often bought into behavioural norms, 
middle- class judgement and mores were central, just as in the Aisne 
where ‘displaying too openly one’s friendship for a German would mean 
a social death’.134 Many women who had relations with Germans were 
seen as betraying not only their country but also their husbands at the 
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front, and polite society. Often the extra detail ‘the husband is at the 
front/ mobilised/ prisoner’ was added without commentary by those 
interrogating rapatriés, or post- war investigators.135 This critical detail 
spoke for itself, its concise phrasing full of the restraint seen as lacking in 
these women. A wartime French intelligence report about occupied Lille 
suggests that such relationships may have represented attempts to ameli-
orate the situation of husbands, brothers and sons who were prisoners of 
war.136 Nevertheless, the view of refugees was simplistic: ‘The women of 
mobilised men prostitute themselves shamelessly.’137 Similarly, M. Blin 
remarked in February 1915: ‘The Gaumont Cinema is converted into a 
“lazarett” for contaminated women from Roubaix. There are at least 150. 
What shame! Greater shame still: women whose husbands are soldiers 
seem to find themselves in a less- than- interesting position […] and 
names are being cited.’138

Disgust at sexual misconduct even made it into verse. One song 
allegedly written during the occupation by Lillois champion of patois, 
Labbe,139 entitled ‘A l’ poubelle les paillaisses à Boches’ (‘Get in the bin, 
mattresses for the Boches’) expressed anger at women who danced and 
drank alcohol in the company of Germans. It also demonstrated their 
lack of social mores and morals in saying that these women replied to 
the vendors of the German- published Bulletin de Lille, who would cry 
out the name of that newspaper, by shouting ‘Putain de Lille!’ (Whore of 
Lille) at them.140 Such a nickname for the publication could comprise a 
form of resistance against the German- imposed order, but Labbe clearly 
did not see this as such. Instead, he hinted that these women came from 
the lower class, or had no manners –  and thus perhaps that it was no 
surprise that they would ‘frequent’ the Germans. Labbe wrote another 
two songs on the subject of female misconduct, one being ‘What one 
sees during the war (Occupation of Lille by the Germans).’ The first 
thing he thought worth mentioning in his list of what one sees in Lille 
during the war was female misconduct:  ‘But I  see so many revolting 
facts /  That despite myself, I get angry, /  Too many women are indeed 
with the Germans /  That’s what one sees during the war.’141 Labbe’s evi-
dent outrage continued in the second and third verses, noting that ‘In 
the evening, is shameful to see around town /  These women in the arms 
of the Alboches’, and explicitly mentioning the possibility of German- 
born children:  ‘I would not be at all surprised next year /  To see tiny 
Prussians come into the world /  In the cabbages of August, it’s certain 
/  That more than one woman will harvest some shame.’142 The French 
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equivalent of the anglophone ‘stork’ myth is that boys are born from 
cabbages and girls from roses, so for Labbe French femininity was 
doubly corrupted by Prussian masculinity.

Labbe’s other song dealing with sexual misconduct, entitled ‘Les 
Bochartes’ (female Boches) was ostensibly written on 5 August 1915. The 
second verse is striking:

Forgetting those who at the border
Are bravely getting their skin torn open,
These Bochartes, lower than earth,
Betray their blood, their flag,
Close to the Alboches, these rogues,
To please these villains,
Make themselves cowards and spies,
In badmouthing our poor soldiers,
These women without honour,
Monstrous and without shame,
Do not even have a heart worth two sous.143

The language used reflects the disdain in which the author, and often the 
occupied population at large, held women who were ‘with the Germans’. 
Intimacy with the enemy was an intolerable transgression and a form of 
treason.144 The Germans were aware of and mocked such sentiment: a 
cartoon in Liller Kreigszeitung from December 1916 depicts a scowling 
old man sat by his window, wearing a bowler hat and holding a cane. The 
caption states: ‘Monsieur Henri noticed with displeasure that citizens of 
Lille entertained German soldiers quite well.’145

Criticism of sexual and other misconduct came from more than just 
bourgeois individuals such as the fictional Monsieur Henri, and went 
beyond merely staring angrily –  it included violent language, popular 
reprisals and revenge, examined in the following chapter. Yet less violent, 
underlying contempt for sexual misconduct outlasted the occupation. 
Letters sent from the Nord in November– December 1918 complained 
about and condemned such behaviour.146 Similarly, François Rouesel’s 
unpublished post- war memoirs contained a lengthy section entitled 
‘Troops billeted in neighbourhoods’, in which he remarked:

Some gossips claimed that these familiarities sometimes became exces-
sive and unfortunately it seems likely that the gossips were not always 
wrong. Despite the sentiment of indignation that we feel in the presence 
of such facts, one must unfortunately note that nature never ceases to 
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assert itself and that the departure of almost all husbands for war greatly 
facilitated these rapprochements. Also, the day of the departure, when 
these [German] soldiers left the town, we witnessed the adieux with a sen-
timent of bitterness […] Long furtive looks followed the soldiers until the 
end of the road. We witnessed this spectacle and felt irrepressible, negative 
feelings at seeing how little place the sentiment of duty and of the Patrie 
held in the hearts of certain scatter- brained women [écervelées] […] And 
yet how many women of doubtful behaviour made eyes at German soldiers 
and officers[?]  One cannot think about it without feeling revolted.147

Rouesel acknowledged the familiarity that came with occupation but 
remained critical of and disgusted by this, especially regarding women. 
Again, his judgement had a classist element. He did briefly acknowledge 
that ‘Men themselves could not resist the sentiment of humanity that 
established itself ’ when soldiers billeted with the family left for the front, 
but for Rouesel this was still wrong: ‘They forgot [on oublie] that they are 
enemies.’148

As has been demonstrated, across the occupied Nord it was believed 
that many women engaged in sexual misconduct with the Germans; 
this was the primary form of misconduct, one that had some basis in 
reality. However, negatively perceived behaviours were not the sole 
reserve of women and went beyond the purely sexual. The following 
chapter considers other ways that Frenchmen and women ‘forgot’ that 
the Germans were ‘enemies’.
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