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Moral borderlands: Criminality  
during the occupation

Examining misconduct has already required a blurring of the lines 
between illegal and legal definitions of behaviours in occupied France. 
This chapter leans towards the legal by considering general crimin-
ality, another neglected area in works on the occupation. Studying 
criminality poses well- known challenges. Police reports and statistics 
evidently only demonstrate reported crimes, simply offering a glimpse 
into actual criminality  –  albeit a useful, suggestive one. Thus, the 
reality of criminality is as occluded as that of misconduct. Further, 
foreign occupation raises the question of what constituted crime, 
and whose laws were being broken:  the Germans criminalised many 
forms of previously legal activities, such as opening or closing house 
doors outside of specifically allotted times.1 In some cases, actions 
viewed by the occupier as illegal could be said to represent resist-
ance, such as refusing to work for the Germans. This was particularly 
the case because, just as Sophie De Schaepdrijver states for Belgium, 
‘The German authority was felt [by the occupied] to be completely 
illegitimate.’2 Breaking the occupiers’ laws and rules was therefore a 
perfectly legitimate course of action for occupied civilians. Whether 
this constituted ‘real’ criminality is questionable, but here this issue 
is engaged with only occasionally, as resistance is examined in Part 
II of the book. Similarly, many actions examined here comprise délits 
(offences or petty crime) according to the French judicial system, thus 
it could be more pertinent to speak of délinquance (delinquency). 
However, this distinction is artificial in English, and I  use ‘delin-
quency’ in its anglicised sense later on, so ‘criminality’ is the best term 
to describe the wider range of actions studied. Finally, it is difficult to 
know whether the type and extent of criminality was directly caused 
by the occupation, or whether a particular subset of the population 
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would be engaged in similarly criminal activities during peacetime. 
This is not the purpose of this section, however.

Here I examine criminality on a local scale, focusing predominantly 
on Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing, for which sources are comprehensive. I aim 
to assess the possibilities and peculiarities of occupied life, to demon-
strate the multitude of actions and decisions open to occupied civilians 
willing to infringe upon social and legal conventions. By doing so, I will 
shed light on further ‘dark spots’ in the history of the occupation.

This chapter considers the situation of the French police force before 
examining the most common occupation crimes:  theft, fraud and 
smuggling. Such actions were tools for survival for certain occupés, 
yet they clearly infringed upon respectable social relations. Just as 
the trenches shifted the physical front, so the occupation altered the 
internalised socio- cultural- moral front of the local population. The role 
of young people in crime in particular greatly concerned contempor-
aries; these concerns and the daily reality of crime became part of the 
culture of the occupied.

Moral economy

Since the 1990s, historians of the First World War have noted the ‘need to 
look more closely at the way that societies negotiated a new wartime moral 
economy, adapting pre- war moral, legal and religious norms to create 
acceptable wartime values which had their own internal logic’.3 The altered 
occupation moral economy is especially visible when studying crimin-
ality. The term ‘moral economy’ is most associated with E. P. Thompson, 
describing the ‘traditional view of social norms and obligations, of 
the proper economic functions of several parties of the community’.4 
Thompson perceived the moral economy ‘as a popular consensus about 
what distinguishes legitimate from illegitimate practices, a consensus 
rooted in the past and capable of inspiring action’.5 The prevailing concept 
of the moral economy in the social sciences has emphasised conflict and 
resistance, particularly regarding Third World insurrections.6

In occupied France, the moral economy shifted among a certain part of 
the population, making previously illegitimate actions (such as theft and 
fraud) more acceptable. It was seen as legitimate for an individual to have 
access to the basic social goods needed for survival,7 such as firewood 
or food, whatever form that access may take. This view is mirrored in 
Invasion ’14, in which van der Meersch writes of the revolution in moral 
values that took place, with one sixty- year- old woman who had never 
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committed a crime being forced to steal by circumstances.8 For some, 
survival replaced conventional morals, yet on the collective level such 
actions were still illegitimate, subverting respectability. This was partly 
because of pre- war socio- cultural understanding of social goods and the 
means of access to these, enforced by the French administration and law. 
For the police or municipal government, the moral economy remained 
encoded in juridical documents; engaging in criminal acts undermined 
the collective good, removing social goods from their legitimate owners 
and thus fracturing the social relations underpinning the moral economy 
itself. For them, criminal misconduct threatened the stability and survival 
of local areas, not just during the occupation but also after the liberation. 
The role of the French police in 1914– 18 thus provides an important 
insight into both occupation criminality and the culture of the occupied.

Policing

In November 1918, the Commissaire de Police of Condé, Vieux- Condé, 
Fresnes, Escautpont and Crespin summarised his force’s occupation 
experience:

Bad instincts surfaced, some civilians participated in pillage with the 
soldiers who burgled houses; work had ceased […] The police was 
overwhelmed by all kinds of tasks. Nevertheless, it assured the mainten-
ance of order, recorded crimes and offences and took the perpetrators to 
civil courts, which was not easy because circulation was hindered, some-
times impossible. The surveillance of fraudsters was carried out.9

Thus, the French police force was able to operate during the occupa-
tion but struggled to cope with the scale of criminality. This was because 
it had too few men, and because the occupation provided a particular 
breeding ground for crime. The Commissaire explained that the German 
civil police force was set apart from its French counterpart by its main 
aim of searching for those who harboured Allied soldiers and helped 
them to escape. It also aided the creation of German espionage networks 
by paying ravitailleurs for denunciations. Such ‘unscrupulous people’ 
were occasionally even employed as fully paid German policemen.10 
The dichotomy between the French and German police forces involved 
a split of power whereby the French police worked for, and the German 
police against, the population –  the Germans using undesirable individ-
uals for this. This is a precursor in some ways to the ‘rival police forces’ 
of Second World War France, albeit with fewer complexities.11 The latter 
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part of the report highlights that the Germans were suspicious of the 
French police, occasionally arresting French policemen.12

Power struggles between the two forces occurred regularly. 
Unsurprisingly, given the Germans’ heavy- handed governance and 
strong military presence, this was more of a problem for the French 
police than for the Germans. The former frequently attempted to carry 
out German demands, at least regarding the maintenance of order, 
a policy with which it agreed and which may be seen as a rare area of 
common ground between the French and German authorities.13 Yet this 
was no guarantee of German non- interference or non- punishment. In 
Maubeuge, as early as January 1915, French policemen were arrested 
for breaching German curfew orders.14 Likewise, on 25 August 1916, 
the Commissaire Central of Lille posted a policeman next to the Palais 
Rameau, who could intervene if gatherings banned by the Germans 
occurred. However, that evening, the Germans arrested the policeman in 
question, stating that only the German military police was involved with 
maintaining order in this respect. The following day, the Commissaire 
asked the Mayor to intervene on the policeman’s behalf, only to discover 
that he had been released earlier that day.15

Similarly evocative of these clashes and pre- existing tensions was an 
incident of 6 April 1916:  Commissaire de Police Boinet of the eighth 
arrondissement of Lille was walking outside at 8.25  p.m. when two 
German soldiers shouted at him. A heated conversation took place. The 
Germans informed him that he was breaking curfew without a valid 
pass. Boinet stated that he did not need one: policemen were permitted 
to move around without permission, and he was their boss. Finally, one 
soldier confiscated his identity card and told him to report to the local 
police office the next morning. Boinet annoyed the soldier by stating, 
‘If you like […] But yes, if you like. I am not saying anything indecent 
to you, so there is no need to take offence.’16 The language and tone 
used by Boinet in his following interactions demonstrate considerable 
frustration. The importance of respectability is evident, with Boinet 
maintaining a respectful (if occasionally sarcastic) tone towards the 
Germans but himself being treated with disrespect.

The next morning, before Boinet was due at the relevant police station, 
the same German soldier called at his house, eventually kicking his 
door off the hinges. Boinet complained about this to the Commissaire 
Central, asking that his letter be forwarded to the German authorities in 
order to punish the soldier.17 The Germans responded that Boinet was in 
the wrong and that his report was in fact ‘discourteous’ in its tone and 
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content.18 The precariousness and instability of the French police’s situ-
ation is evident, as is the importance Boinet placed on respectable social 
relations.

Yet the power struggle did not exclusively involve the French and 
German police forces. Aware of the discordance and the changing power 
structures, certain locals used the situation to their advantage, in a fur-
ther example of misconduct and social inversion. This occurred as early 
as November 1914, when Mme Lefebvre complained to the Germans 
about the sentencing of her eighteen- year- old sister by the Tribunal 
Correctionnel de Lille to two years’ imprisonment for theft. Lefebvre 
asserted that this was an act of vengeance on the part of the French police, 
because her sister had had intimate relations with German soldiers and 
her (Lefebvre’s) husband worked ‘on automobiles’ for the German mili-
tary authority. Lefebvre claimed that she was ‘molested by the French 
police, who searched her house and the house of her sister and withdrew 
the [financial] assistance she had’. Her complaint was passed on to the 
head of the German military police and then to the Kommandant. The 
latter asked that the policemen in question be punished, but the Mayor 
of Lille stated that before taking any decisions, he wanted an inquiry 
establishing the truth of the complaint. The affair seemed to be a way for 
‘a woman of ill repute to gain pity from the German authority regarding 
her fate by shamelessly distorting the acts of theft for which her sister 
had been condemned by [French] law’.19 Such incidents offer a suggestive 
example of the abuse of occupation power structures, with those at the 
bottom of the social hierarchy –  the unrespectable ‘women of ill repute’ –  
playing off the Germans against the French police.

This was a commonplace occurrence. In July 1915, the Commissaire 
Central of Lille wrote to the Mayor, noting that French policemen were 
threatened with denunciation every time they intervened in an incident, 
such as incarcerating drunken individuals. He continued:

every time policemen approach a delinquent it is an additional enemy 
that they create, [therefore] a moment will come when the desire to avoid 
any trouble will incite policemen to neglect their duty […] rather than 
intervene, so that our police force, greatly reduced in number, completely 
disarmed and constantly threatened with arrest, will only constitute an 
apparent rather than real force and will be incapable of maintaining order 
more than ever necessary.20

The Commissaire gave an example of this worrying state of affairs. On 
11 July 1915, three French policemen from the sixth arrondissement 
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arrested ex- convict Constant Hugo for drunkenness and physical vio-
lence towards his wife. During the journey from Hugo’s house to the 
police station, Hugo ‘did not cease to say to officer Mullier, who led him 
[to the station], that he would denounce him to the Kommandantur’. 
This is exactly what happened: Hugo denounced not only Mullier but 
all the policemen present at the station, claiming that he was physically 
assaulted and insulted on the pretext that he worked for the German 
authority. The Commissaire stated that this was false, because he had 
personally instructed all police personnel to abstain from all acts of 
violence and ‘to carry out neither acts nor reflections that could be 
interpreted as hostile to the German Authority. Nothing as of yet has 
demonstrated that these instructions were not followed scrupulously.’ 
Hugo’s complaint did indeed lead to the arrest, by the Germans, of 
those officers who could have mistreated him  –  although an internal 
police investigation demonstrated that they had not done so. Hugo was 
bruised, but this was in fact a result of his wife having thrown household 
objects at him in order to defend herself, a fact she freely admitted. The 
Commissaire Central therefore ended his letter by asking the Mayor to 
persuade the Germans to release the arrested policemen.21 It is unclear 
if this occurred.

A case where the conclusion is visible is that of M.  Willerval, a 
policeman from Tourcoing. He was brought before a German war tri-
bunal on 13 March 1916, accused of aiding, feeding and clothing 
hidden French soldiers from September to October 1915. Strikingly, the 
accusers were the soldiers themselves. The defence, led by M.  Spéder, 
the interpreter at the Mairie, rubbished these claims. Spéder argued that 
the ‘soldiers’ were in fact vagabonds who had been convicted before and 
during the occupation. Labelling them as ‘deserters’ from the French 
army, Spéder explained how their previous criminal record exempted 
them from being in the army. He purported that their motivation for 
denouncing Willerval was survival:  they presented themselves to the 
Germans as French soldiers and denounced Willerval to reduce their 
sentences, in the hope that they would still be in a German prison at the 
end of hostilities, to avoid the French justice system. The tribunal was 
swayed by Spéder’s case, and Willerval was acquitted.22

Spéder defended more French policemen from accusations made by 
compatriots. In July 1915, two policemen (Scrittes and Rousseau) from 
Tourcoing were accused by two women of having insulted the Germans 
while accompanying soldiers in finding lodgings. Spéder’s defence noted 
that a certain part of the population ‘understands poorly its obligation 
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to lodge [German soldiers]’ and subsequently complained about the 
French police’s role. This was especially the case in houses and cabarets 
which in peacetime were ‘already at war with the police or its surveil-
lance’ and which ‘rapidly find themselves ready to use reprisals against 
[the police] out of vengeance. This must certainly be the reason in the 
current case.’23 Again, a reversal of the social hierarchy is visible: those 
normally ‘at war’ with the police could assert their dominance during 
the occupation. It is not clear what happened to Scrittes, but Rousseau 
was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment in Germany for his alleged 
insults towards the Germans,24 demonstrating the serious consequences 
of such denunciations. Other denunciations of the French police took 
place in Tourcoing in August 1916.25

Misuse of power structures existed beyond denunciations, including 
in the final year of the war. During the night of 17– 18 February 1918, 
the owner of an estaminet in Lille discovered an intruder behind 
the bar. A  small fight ensued, after which the thief, later identified as 
Julien Devolder, managed to escape with various goods. According to 
the owner, ‘To operate, Devolder wore a greatcoat and a German cap.’ 
After Devolder had left, the owner found documents in German on the 
floor, containing the inscription ‘2 Batt. Res. Feldart, Rgt. 44. 17.11.18, 
labelled with the name of a certain Kar. Hofsommer’.26 Perhaps Devolder 
had stolen the clothes and papers from a German soldier. The Germans 
arrested Devolder and still had him in custody at the time of the writing 
of the police report.27

This bizarre incident was not as isolated as might first be imagined: a 
month earlier, three Frenchmen and a Frenchwoman had been arrested 
for ‘merchandise fraud and complicity in fraud’. One of the men had 
‘usurped the status of the German military police to seize a certain quan-
tity of soap’.28 This and the above examples represent just some cases of 
criminal misconduct that blur the boundaries between infractions of  
a legal nature and those of a patriotic nature  –  engaging in a form  
of deception against compatriots by abusing occupation power structures 
and assuming the identity of the national enemy.

There are other examples hinting at the wider population’s acknow-
ledgement that the Germans were the dominant force, such as when 
a cabaret owner from Lille had a large sum of money stolen from her 
house on 2 July 1918; she first notified the German military police of 
this, only informing the French police two days later.29 This shift in 
power played a role in increased criminality, because the French police 
was restricted in its actions and because occupés perceived the French 
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police as lacking authority in any meaningful sense. Further, the nature 
of German occupation created previously non- existent avenues of 
action, offered new choices and ‘forced’ some to pursue criminal actions 
out of sheer necessity.

What, then, was the legal and practical reality of the dual authority 
concerning the French police force and justice system? For local French 
authorities, this was unclear:  indeed, in October 1916, the Procureur 
de la République of Lille wrote to Governor von Graevenitz stating his 
understanding of legal procedure for criminal cases and asking for veri-
fication of this. He spoke of the ‘difficulties […] that can lead to certain 
divergences of view between the jurisdictions functioning in parallel 
for almost two years, and can even produce, sometimes, an involun-
tary confusion of powers’.30 Von Graevenitz explained that a French 
person suspected of having committed a crime only fell under German 
jurisdiction if the act was committed against Germans or the German 
authority –  in all other cases, ‘the solution of the penal affair comes under 
the competence of French courts’.31 The Germans desired to maintain 
authority over those whose actions affected them directly but distanced 
themselves from general peace- keeping, which may partially explain 
the seemingly high level of criminality. However, committing a crime 
against another French person often involved a breach of both German 
regulations (such as the curfew) and French solidarity. The French jurid-
ical machinery nevertheless sputtered along with reduced powers during 
the occupation, with tribunaux correctionels (criminal courts) still taking 
place and arrest warrants still issued on behalf of local juges d’instruction 
(magistrates).32

The French police force faced not only a confusing legal situation, 
the threat of denunciations to the Germans, and German interfer-
ence, but also dwindling numbers of personnel. Table  5 demonstrates 
the decline in police numbers for the Lille area. There was a significant 
drop in personnel across many communes, the most extreme example 
occurring in Lille Ouest from seventy- six policemen before the occupa-
tion to just two in 1916. Thus, in March 1916, the Commissaire Central 
of Lille documented the current state of affairs and suggested actions to 
be taken come the liberation to maintain (or restore) public order, such 
as recruiting hundreds of extra policemen, restoring the telephone net-
work and placing prostitutes in a secure medical facility. This report also 
expressed fears of popular reprisals, even summary executions, during 
the liberation, given that the understaffed police could barely fulfil its 
current duties. A plan was drawn up regarding rapid responses to and 
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dispersal of crowds.33 By October 1918, the police force of Lille had 
diminished so greatly that the Mayor had to appeal to retired policemen 
who had not already been called up during the occupation, and others, 
to plug the personnel gap.34

The reduced force had trouble combating criminality. For instance, 
in May 1917, inhabitants complained that surveillance of the Jardin 
Lardener in the Fives- Lille area was suspended for an hour each day, 
and ‘[people] use this to engage in plunder here’.35 The policeman 
guarding the jardin had to leave the premises for lunch, whereas before 
the occupation there was enough food for the guard to eat his lunch on 
duty. Now, the gardener acted as a replacement during the lunch break, 
because no other policemen were available, already being engaged in 
surveillance elsewhere.36 This hints at the scale of crime and crimin-
ality: nearly all locations from where goods could be stolen needed to 
be under constant police observation; even a gap in the surveillance 

Table 5 Police personnel in Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing, pre- war and 1916.

Commune Number of police before the 
occupation –  gardes champêtres 
(rural officers) and gardes civils  
(civil guards) respectively

Number 
in 1916

Cysoing 4, 25 4, 14
Haubourdin 6, 51 6, 0
Lannoy 14, 60 8, 29
Lille (Nord) i.e. La 

Madeleine
4, 60 4, 60

Lille (Ouest) 6, 70 2, 0
Lille (Sud- Est) 14, 0 3, 0
Pont- à- Marcq At least one garde- champêtre 2, 0
Quesnoy- sur- Deule 1, 8 1, 0
Roubaix (Ouest) 5, 24 5, 8
Seclin 1, 48, and 1 garde- chasse 8, 0, 0
Tourcoing (Nord- Est) 12, 24 10, 0
Tourcoing (Sud) 19, 15 19, 11

Source: Archives Départementales du Nord, 9R245.

Note: Different statistics are provided elsewhere: Archives Départementales du Nord, 
9R580, Commissaire Central intérimaire (de Lille), ‘mésures à prendre’, 24 March 
1916, states that there were 122 professional agents and 130 auxiliary agents; Archives 
Municipales de Lille, 4H274, n.a., typewritten document, 5 May 1916, states that there 
were 444 police personnel, including administrators.
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of an hour or so could lead to theft or other crimes. On the same date, 
twenty- six locations and buildings were watched constantly by the 
French police, requiring a total of fifty- five policemen.37 Sometimes 
agents de l’octroi (tax inspectors) also engaged in surveillance, particu-
larly of locaux d’alimentation (supply depots) and boulangeries, although 
there was confusion over jurisdiction, and occasionally professional 
rivalries.38

The Germans sometimes ordered the French police to increase sur-
veillance, such as in the main railway station of Tourcoing in May 1917, 
where wooden planks from the fences were being stolen every day.39 
These thefts had been a problem since at least March 1917, when people 
were using the holes in the fence to steal more wood from inside the 
station.40 Desperate occupés therefore turned to theft, discovering novel 
methods to acquire much- needed goods. In both cases, the blame fell on 
the occupied population, and the responsibility for preventing further 
occurrences lay with the French municipality. The French police could 
engender punishments and criticism from the Germans by overstep-
ping its alleged duties, but also by not going far enough in its actions; in 
this respect its position mirrored that of the wider occupied population, 
negotiating survival between a rock and a hard place.

The police were also prevented from other work by having to accom-
pany the Germans during requisitions –  an act that French policemen 
viewed a means of maintaining public order rather than complicity.41 
If verbal or physical disputes broke out between French civilians and 
the Germans during requisitions, this could result in punishments for 
the entire population of a town or commune; by accompanying the 
Germans, French policeman reduced the likelihood of this. Such aid 
provided to the Germans by the French police gave rise to a feeling of 
betrayal among certain locals, visible in the resistance tract La Liberté, 
a self- confessed ‘Bulletin of patriotic propaganda’ distributed in the 
Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing area. The 15 November 1915 issue contained a 
lengthy article entitled ‘POLICE’, beginning with emotional, literary lan-
guage explaining how the population had seen the ‘Vigilant guardians’ 
as ‘the symbolic personification of Patriotism and of fairness’ –  but they 
were wrong, and ‘since the day of the capture of our town of Roubaix[,]  
these puppets have put themselves in the service of the German 
matadors, acted as cicerones, informed them, served them with an affa-
bility that would make Redskins blush!’42 Condemning recent ‘brutal 
behaviours [mœurs]’ of the Roubaix police, the article noted that the 
only distinguishing feature between the French police and the Germans 
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was the absence of a belt buckle engraved with Gott mitt Uns. The police 
chief was blamed for allowing French agents to become ‘valets’ for the 
Germans.43 The author’s (and perhaps the wider population’s) anger 
towards, disdain for and disappointment in the French police is clear.

During the occupation, the local French police force found itself 
under great pressure and criticism from both the French and Germans. 
This had a knock- on effect on criminality:  despite close German sur-
veillance, the occupés were able to engage in a surprising number of 
criminal actions. The occupied zone became an environment in which 
crime could be legitimised as the best or only means of survival, and 
thus the moral economy was reconfigured. Such a response to the occu-
pation was adopted by certain occupés, pitting survival instincts against 
respectability.

Theft

The most widespread crime carried out during the occupation was 
theft. The link between penury, hunger and theft is clear,44 although this 
phenomenon (and crime in general) is largely absent from post- 1918 
memoirs or histories, even in post- 1990 historiography.45 Conversely, 
police reports for Lille and Tourcoing, the Bulletin de Lille and German 
posters for the Nord contain virtually daily accounts of theft.46 There 
were two forms, matching the conflicting jurisdictions: thefts carried out 
to the detriment of fellow occupés, and those committed to the detriment 
of the Germans. The latter could be perceived as a form of resistance, but 
stealing German property was not always carried out simply because the 
owner was German. Theft to the detriment of fellow occupés, on the other 
hand, was a betrayal of the expectations of the Union Sacrée, and of the 
population’s claim to be suffering together in dignity, for France. In this 
sense, it constituted a particular brand of misconduct  –  anti- patriotic 
and criminal behaviour, rather than what was perceived as criminally 
unpatriotic behaviour. However, the criminal aspect of the occupied 
population did not always make as clear- cut a distinction between the 
nationality of the victims of crime as I make here.

Thefts from Germans

Thefts committed to the detriment of individual German soldiers or ‘the 
German authority’ occurred frequently. The occupiers also considered 
‘theft’ as the possession or use of goods which they believed should 
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be handed to them during requisitions, although this distinction is 
clear in the sentences. ‘Anti- German’ thefts were highlighted via lists 
of punishments, notably in the ‘German Military Justice’ section of 
the Bulletin de Lille. On 26 May 1916, for instance, the Bulletin noted 
an increase in the number of thefts of large and small goods, taken by 
children from carriages transporting parcels. A list of punishments was 
printed:  thirteen males sentenced to between seven and twenty- eight 
days ‘of regular privation of liberty [privation moyenne de la liberté]’ 
and one male sentenced to fourteen days’ detention. The next set of 
punishments would be harsher, it was stated.47 Perhaps the relatively 
short length of these prison sentences resulted from a lack of incarcer-
ation space caused by a large criminal population, rather than the leni-
ence alluded to in the announcement itself. A week later, the problem 
had not been solved, and another almost identical notice was published. 
While only three people were punished this time, theft from German 
vehicles was still a growing problem.48

Similar announcements and posters appeared throughout the occu-
pation. Although supposed to underline the consequences of infractions 
of German regulations, they offer an insight into the fact that such laws 
were being breached on a regular basis –  and that the German regime 
was not as omnipotent as it or later occupation accounts claimed. This 
mirrors Taylor’s findings regarding Nord- Pas- de- Calais in the Second 
World War.49 The difference in this earlier occupation was that it was both 
the French and German authorities who found themselves constrained, 
partly due to a less clear- cut cooperation between the two police forces.

On 26 May 1916, the Bulletin informed readers that thirty- six individ-
uals (twenty- five men and eleven women) had been punished for theft 
since January 1916, ranging from fourteen days to seven weeks in prison.50 
This was one of the longest lists of punished individuals appearing in the 
Bulletin, indicating the predominance of theft of ‘German- owned’ goods 
among occupation crimes. Such announcements also highlight that 
many of the perpetrators were young children, echoing studies regarding 
the later Occupation.51 Schooling was important in this regard. While 
some classes continued to run throughout the occupation, many did so 
sporadically.52 Schools often closed because of lack of heating in winter, 
outbreaks of illness or because the building or teaching material had been 
requisitioned by the Germans. These were more likely from 1917 when 
the Germans exploited the occupied area more energetically.53 Manon 
Pignot’s study of occupied children’s diaries underlined their ‘profound 
sense of boredom’.54 Children often had little to do when not forced to 
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carry out agricultural tasks for the Germans,55 and school closures and 
boredom pushed some children towards ‘vagabondage’. The moral well- 
being of the population, particularly the young, became a key occupa-
tion concern, discussed below.

French police reports hint that this concern may have been justified, 
registering many ‘anti- German’ thefts committed by youths, particularly 
from German vehicles. For example, on 5– 6 October 1916, a woman 
aged fifty- two and four boys (aged twelve to fourteen) were investigated 
for stealing clothes from a German transport vehicle.56 As this was a few 
days before von Graevenitz outlined the jurisdictional separation, the 
investigation was carried out by French policemen, demonstrating the  
confusing situation in which the French police found themselves in  
the first half of the occupation.57

Thefts committed to the detriment of the Germans also highlight the 
blurring of moral boundaries. For example, on 19– 20 June 1916, three 
men aged seventeen, nineteen and twenty were arrested ‘for the theft of 
around 50 skeins of cotton to the detriment of the German Army, for 
whom they have been working for some time’.58 It is not clear if they 
worked for the Germans voluntarily. Even if they had been forced, this 
would still have elicited disdain from some locals; yet they also stole 
from the Germans. Was this a form of resistance, a simple exploitation 
of the situation to increase their chances of survival, or something else?

Thefts from fellow occupés

Thefts carried out by occupés to the detriment of compatriots are also 
recorded in French police reports, which shed light on another form of 
misconduct and further call into question the hagiographic accounts 
of the occupation. Becker mentions only briefly that there were thefts 
committed between occupés but attempts no further examination.59 Yet 
François Rouesel, member of the Chamber of Commerce of Roubaix, 
hints at the extent of theft in his unpublished memoirs, written like a 
diary. Regarding December 1916, he noted that despite the rigours of 
the German military police, numerous imprisonments and deportations 
to Germany, ‘security has not existed in our town since the war from 
the point of view of thefts and burglaries’.60 Examining the extent of 
this phenomenon allows for a deeper understanding of the complex-
ities of French behaviours under occupation, and perhaps represents the 
beginnings of a rectification of a historiographical oversight.
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Returning to the Bulletin, beyond the German proclamations there is 
evidence of inter- French theft in the ‘Local gossip’ section. For example, 
the 18 May 1916 issue notes that ‘On 8 May, Louis Gruson, 44  years 
old […] was arrested for theft of vegetables, in different gardens […] 
He appeared before the criminal court on 10 May, and was condemned 
to 6 months’ imprisonment[;]  he was a recidivist.’ This is representative 
because the most commonplace subcategory of theft was stealing food; 
it also potentially indicates the role pre- war criminals played in occupa-
tion crime, unless the author meant that Gruson had committed other 
crimes during the occupation.

The contents of the Bulletin suggest that crime increased during 
the occupation. In March 1916, it published a warning to its readers 
to be wary of pickpockets who had been operating at the Marché de 
Wazemmes and the supply stores.61 The existence of pickpockets at a 
market is hardly shocking. What is striking, though, is the need to pub-
lish such a warning, presumably to inform readers of the (growing?) 
scale of the problem. A few months later, a pickpocket was caught red- 
handed:  a thirty- seven- year- old woman was found in possession of 
purses, wallets and identity cards, and was sent to the remand centre.62 
The theft of identity cards could have led to serious punishment for the 
owners,63 and therefore undermined inter- French solidarity.

There is some evidence of organised crime during the occupation and 
the extremes to which it led people. In Lille on 21 December 1915, the 
body of a police sergeant was found in a pond. Investigations concluded 
that he had been murdered and quickly led to the arrest of four men 
between twenty- seven and thirty- two years old recently suspected of 
stealing poultry in the neighbourhood. One of the suspects admitted 
that they had murdered the sergeant because he had been keeping the 
men under surveillance.64 The surprisingly rapid arrests demonstrate 
that the French police was not entirely powerless. Perhaps it was only the 
murder that spurred the police into action, with thieving so widespread 
and commonplace that until a more serious crime was committed the 
police would or could not intervene, merely watch. This was not the only 
case of serious crime: a ‘band of miscreants’ operated in Roubaix, and 
one of its leaders was executed in 1917 for possessing a revolver.65 He 
had twice been arrested for theft during the occupation, and before the 
war ‘engaged in plunder and robbery’.66 Therefore, strict German curbs 
on everyday activity did not manage to stop criminal actions, even those 
of organised gangs of pre- war criminals.

 

 

 

 

 

 

James E. Connolly - 9781526117816
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:03:04AM

via free access



The experience of occupation in the Nord, 1914–18

v 148 v

148

The Bulletin also highlights frequent ‘small- scale’ thefts, presumably 
carried out by desperate individuals. For instance, the 6 June 1916 issue 
contained ten mentions of theft, whether thefts committed since the last 
issue four days before, or those charged with theft during this period.67 
These reports were so frequent that, presumably to counterbalance the 
damaging effect on the population’s morale, a section entitled ‘Act of 
Probity’ was sometimes published. One instance recounts a man who 
found 100 bread tickets and returned them to their owner, earning the 
Bulletin’s congratulations.68 Thus, according to the Bulletin, not every 
item that disappeared was necessarily stolen, although it seems that this 
was often probably the case for most ‘disappearances’.

On 11 January 1916, tragedy struck in Lille: a munitions depot called the 
Dix- Huit Ponts exploded, killing 134 people (including thirty Germans) 
and injuring up to 400.69 Directly afterwards, the Bulletin informed its 
readers that some unscrupulous individuals were taking advantage of 
the situation by entering the ruins and stealing goods. One such person 
was caught and condemned to two months’ imprisonment. The article 
ends with a plea: ‘So respect the tragedy! Respect the ruins!’70 The ruins 
of the explosion of the Dix- Huit Ponts were not being respected, just as 
the ruins of the invaded territories themselves were not, despite calls for 
dignity and fraternity in suffering. Indeed, other examples mentioned in 
the Bulletin are equally striking, such as thefts from churches or tombs.71 
The Bulletin’s constant reports of thefts of foodstuffs, clothes and shoes, 
as well as money and various objects, presents an image of widespread 
inter- French theft.72 This image is backed up by the Mairie of Lille’s daily 
notes to municipal councillors, which record many instances of thefts 
from mid- 1917; these became increasingly common as the occupation 
continued and the liberation drew nearer.73

The French police and theft

Police reports offer further insight into criminality, allowing an 
assessment of the constituency of the criminal population. Examples 
of youths committing crime abound, suggesting that they were more 
likely to be reported. This is particularly the case for another type of 
theft:  those involving new organisations which had a particular set of 
consequences unique to the occupation, i.e. the theft of goods belonging 
to the CRB or the CANF, ultimately to the detriment of the population 
as a whole. Such thefts were overwhelmingly carried out by children or 
adolescents. In Lille, between 23 and 30 November 1917 alone, six boys 
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aged between ten and fifteen were the subject of investigations for having 
stolen foodstuffs and other goods from CANF transportation vehicles.74 
The young age of criminals may be due to the demographic changes of 
the war and the occupation. Perhaps some parents encouraged their 
children to commit such acts, hoping that their infantile status would 
protect them from the harshest of punishments. Post- war questionnaires 
completed by teachers attest to the largely positive attitudes of German 
soldiers towards French children, as well as the latter’s rebelliousness –  it 
was common, for example, for children to insult or mock Germans pre-
sent on school grounds without serious consequences.75 Nevertheless, in 
Roubaix and Tourcoing in September 1916, increased youth crime was 
targeted in a German poster stating that parents would be punished for 
the misbehaviour of their children.76

Yet youths were not alone in committing thefts to the detriment of the 
CRB/ CANF, which occurred from the CANF’s inception and grew in 
scale throughout the war. In May 1917, thefts from supply wagons were 
affecting the relief effort.77 At the end of February 1918, two women and 
a man were arrested for having stolen regularly from the CANF over 
a period of eighteen to twenty weeks,78 and in July, one young man of 
seventeen stole 17,852 francs ‘to the detriment of the Town’.79 On one 
night in August 1918, 480 boxes of condensed milk were stolen from the 
CANF depot at the Descamps factory in Lille,80 where dozens more had 
been stolen the preceding March.81 Overall, CANF dock workers repeat-
edly stole goods in 1918.82

The French were willing to work with the Germans to prevent 
these crimes. At the end of May 1917, the Mayor of Lille informed the 
Kommandantur that thefts of eggs from wagons were becoming more 
frequent. The preceding day, almost 1,000 eggs had been stolen.83 This 
foreshadowed the situation in the Second World War, whereby French 
authorities were most willing to work with the Germans regarding food 
provisioning.84 Sometimes the authors of these thefts were discovered, 
providing a warning against oversimplified conclusions concerning 
criminality. In January 1918, for example, it was revealed that the 
authors of the theft of briquettes from the local coal depot were in 
fact German soldiers,85 and from February to April 1918 further thefts 
were attributed to Germans, notably from CANF wagons and depots.86 
However, most thieves were French, as the testimony of key CANF per-
sonnel attests: every time sugar was unloaded, a certain quantity went 
missing, putting suspicion on the workers; thus, from December 1917 
onwards, CANF workers were subjected to searches.87
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Police reports suggest there was a correlation between the number of 
thefts committed and the length of the occupation –  unsurprising given 
the increased suffering and hunger as the war continued. However, 
reports for Lille regarding 1914 and 1915 are incomplete, because of 
the fire at the hôtel de ville in April 1916.88 This may give a distorted 
view of events. Yet it seems that until mid- 1915 the French police were 
concerned mostly with maintaining good relations between the locals 
and the Germans, performing tasks such as investigating thefts carried 
out to the detriment of the Germans,89 and sometimes crimes committed 
by Germans.90 From 1916 onwards, the police focused mainly on theft, 
both to the detriment of the aid organisations or the town, and targeting 
individuals. In August 1916, there were no fewer than twenty- seven 
recorded thefts (or people arrested or investigated for theft) in Lille.91 
There was at least a theft a day for all but three days of the month.92 Many 
involved youths (particularly boys) stealing potatoes or coal93  –  again 
highlighting the predominance of youth crime.

Misconduct and pure criminality did not always go hand in hand. 
On 12– 13 August 1916, 22,000 francs were stolen from Mme Rosse, 
‘owner of a brothel’.94 This was a large sum (a loaf of bread cost 6 francs 
that year),95 suggesting that Rosse’s clients were Germans and her trade 
booming. Perhaps stealing from such a woman would have been regarded 
as preferable to stealing from the CANF/ CRB, although, as this chapter 
demonstrates, the moral economy of some occupés was as broken as the 
financial economy. Penury naturally provided ample motives for crime. 
Such reasoning is apparent in the words of the occupés themselves. Four 
people were arrested and interrogated by French police for stealing from 
Lille’s wood depot in April 1918.96 All gave similar statements to forty- 
eight- year- old Arthur Dumont, who admitted to the theft but justified 
his actions because his family had been without coal for six days. It was 
the first time he had stolen goods;97 indeed, the attached reports on the 
individuals charged stated that all had ‘good habitual conduct’ and mor-
ality. They and their families were ‘well noted’ in the commune, they 
were not ‘drunkards’, ‘debauched’, ‘libertines’, and did not live in ‘con-
cubinage’.98 In short, they were upstanding, respectable members of the 
community, who seem to have turned to theft as a last resort, out of a 
survival instinct brought on by the hardships of the occupation.

Yet criminality breached both respectable social norms and high-
lighted the lack of solidarity. In May 1917, the Commissaire Central of 
Roubaix wrote to the Mayor, explaining crime rates. He spoke of thefts 
caused by hunger and injustice, and of the idea that many were profiting 
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from the war. The springboard for this message was ‘a case of theft that 
seems conceived by the influence of sentiments deserving to be related 
and to which it is necessary to pay genuine attention’. That afternoon, 
three mothers had entered an épicérie and picked up 5 kilograms of 
beans, leaving 5 francs in payment. They had been informed that, rather 
than the 1 franc a kilogram they had paid, the beans cost 6.5 francs a kilo. 
Consequently, the owner gave chase. A  passing policeman intervened 
and took all involved persons to the Commissariat. The Commissaire 
stated that ‘equality in suffering is a terrible fiction [une fiction navrante]’. 
He explained that every day ‘the scandal increases, speculation no longer 
has any limits’ and the poor were dying of hunger –  which he feared could 
lead to pillage: ‘People [on] whisper very loudly, people cope badly with 
the worsening and increasing provocations and the physical weakening 
produces its effect on morals which collapse and on consciences which, 
soon, will no longer react …’. The Commissaire wanted to signal

the situation[:] on one hand the people who howl in hunger but which a 
small remainder of conscience still maintains on the correct path [la bonne 
voie] and on the other hand the exploiters –  they are legion –  who living well, 
celebrating without hiding themselves, allow themselves all possible fanta-
sies, increasing at their will [the price of] those essential products without 
worrying or caring about the teeth- gnashing of the starving population.99

Occupied Roubaix was not an exemplar of patriotic unity; criminal and 
other misconduct was widespread, worrying the Commissaire.

It is impossible to know whether survival was the motive for crime, 
but desperation rather than targeted malice probably guided the actions 
of many occupation thieves –  even if there were thefts from the very aid 
organisations that were helping to ameliorate the situations engendering 
crime. Complex motives are also evident in discussions of non- criminal 
misconduct –  and, for some, like diarist Suzanne Beck from the occu-
pied Aisne, the connections between both forms of misconduct were 
evident. She linked personal and sexual morality, and for her:

female thieves, female denunciators, prostitutes, were all part of the same 
group, or were even the same people; she blamed this on poverty, exclu-
sion, solitude, and was therefore not shocked that female refugees, quasi- 
strangers, were the first among the ‘women for soldiers’ [femmes à soldats], 
certain among them finding themselves ‘in an interesting situation’.100

A link was often drawn in the later investigations into sexual misconduct, 
with details of thefts seen to reinforce the case for misconduct101 –  moral, 
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sexual and patriotic perversity were inextricably linked. Becker suggests 
that German requisitions constituted legalised theft,102 which altered the 
moral situation in which the occupés found themselves. The impact of 
German pillage and the hunger and poverty caused by the occupation 
may indeed have altered the moral compass of the population, just as 
front- line soldiers of both sides often turned to theft for survival.103 The 
Germans had legitimised theft as a means of access to social goods, and 
occupied civilians internalised and acted upon this reasoning: the moral 
economy was thus reconfigured. The line between criminal instinct and 
survival is equally blurred when examining other types of crime.

Fraud

Fraud encompasses numerous criminal activities, but its meaning here 
includes escroquerie (fraud), détournement (embezzlement/ misappropri-
ation) of goods and money, the fabrication of false money, and the illegal 
selling of goods. Another form is a crime particular to the occupation, that 
of being a ravitailleur, i.e. someone who transported goods (particularly 
foodstuffs) across communal and national borders in order to sell them to 
the occupied population. For the occupiers, fraud consisted of possessing 
or selling contraband, including selling goods without declaring the sale. 
Punishment ranged from four weeks’ ‘arrest’ up to five years in prison and 
a 10,000- mark fine.104 Depending on who the victims were, and on the 
specific nature of the crime, fraud can thus be perceived as a form of crim-
inal misconduct. The occupied and non- occupied French were united in 
their contempt for those considered ‘war profiteers’, people exploiting the 
wartime situation to enrich themselves.105 However, fraud may in some 
cases be perceived as a form of resistance, undermining the occupiers 
and providing goods to locals. Black markets, fraud and speculation are 
common phenomena during military occupations and at home fronts 
during total war.106 In this respect, the situation in northern France was 
similar to that in Belgium,107 and had parallels with Second World War 
France.108 However, these themes have received little attention regarding 
northern France in the First World War, hindering our understanding of 
a key part of occupation life.

Fraud concerning aid organisations

On 3 April 1916, the CANF warned locals that its goods could not be 
sold to anyone else. It also reiterated the extraordinary nature of the CRB 
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and CANF’s efforts  –  goods had been transported across the Atlantic, 
then to Holland, through Belgium, and to northern France, without a 
single centime of personal profit. As such, ‘In the face of this universal 
selflessness, no French person, we are certain, will wish to compromise 
the good reputation of our region of the Nord, in speculating on the price 
of goods of which each parcel is due to efforts uniquely inspired by devo-
tion and generosity’.109 However, another poster warned that ‘scandalous 
operations’ (reselling of CANF goods) continued, which could lead to a 
cessation of all aid, endangering the lives of the entire occupied popula-
tion.110 This was not mere rhetoric, as it was only with considerable effort 
that the ‘soul of the CRB’, Herbert Hoover, and others, had convinced the 
Allies to allow CRB/ CANF goods to bypass the blockade.111 The British 
in particular feared that the Germans would seize the goods themselves, 
leading to tight restrictions on the functioning of the aid operations, 
including an agreement with the Germans not to requisition CRB 
goods.112 French civilians selling CRB/ CANF goods broke these legally 
binding regulations, particularly if they sold their goods to Germans. 
The Mayor of Lille noted that each inhabitant was only entitled to an 
amount of goods matching personal or family needs and that the obser-
vation of this condition was itself crucial to the continuation of such aid 
in the commune.113 Any infraction of this constituted criminal fraud. Yet 
CANF- related fraud was a persistent thorn in the French authorities’ side, 
despite the willingness of the juge d’instruction to issue arrest warrants for 
suspects.114 Thus, French police and agents de l’octroi monitored supply 
depots.115 Further posters invoking the Code pénal appeared regularly 
to remind the population of the illegality and repercussions of CANF 
fraud.116 This did not solve the problem: for instance, from September to 
mid- December 1916, thirty- five abuses occurred across Lille, including 
attempting to procure goods without a valid card, theft, taking more than 
the permitted ration and attempting to bribe a guard.117

The population itself believed in widespread CANF- related fraud 
and price hikes carried out not only by bakers and food sellers but also 
the local administration and CANF employees. Abuses of power were 
perceived to occur in mairies across the Nord. The mood and logic was 
very similar to that visible in Belgium, where ‘The obsessive fear of the 
profitariat was well established.’ With so many people receiving aid, 
‘there must therefore –  it was said –  inevitably be abuses’. It was clear 
that some profited from the situation, leading to the opinion: ‘To endure 
penury patriotically, that was all well and good, but why was it always up 
to the same people to set an example?’118
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Such was the strength of this belief and the accompanying disgust 
that in April 1917 the Mayor of Lille fought back in a poster. He warned 
compatriots against ‘slanderous rumours that ill- informed individuals or 
people of bad faith are circulating among the population’, which spread 
‘thanks to the conditions in which we live, with a deplorable intensity’. 
These ‘attacks as odious as they are unjustified’ targeted men who had 
devoted soul and body to ravitaillement for more than two years, who 
were above all suspicion and who deserved the admiration and gratitude 
of everyone. The Mayor admitted that such a complex operation may 
have led to some minor abuses but proclaimed forcefully that the ‘cam-
paign of perfidious insinuations’ must end –  by taking rumour- mongers 
to court. He concluded:  ‘You have demonstrated, in the terrible years 
we are living through, a spirit of patience, of concord and solidarity of 
which I am profoundly grateful, and I do not doubt that you will see this 
through to the end.’119 Key themes of the occupation are visible here: the 
idea of inter- French solidarity, the importance of respectability and thus 
the painfulness of accusations of wrongdoing, and the heavy burden laid 
upon French municipalities and administrators. Such a poster seems to 
reflect the post- war view of misconduct, i.e. that a small minority acted 
badly and unpatriotically, and to insinuate that this was any more than a 
fringe occurrence was simply mistaken. Yet the poster also demonstrates 
the fracturing of the Union Sacrée (or rather attendant inter- French soli-
darity) and the strength of rumours and internecine squabbles among 
the occupied population –  caused by widespread perception of miscon-
duct, whatever the realities.

Suspicion of CANF fraud was also common in Roubaix and 
Tourcoing, where the Mayors followed the same pattern, highlighting 
the selflessness and importance of the CANF’s mission, and not allowing 
a few mistakes to undermine the entire project.120 In November 1916, 
anonymous handwritten posters appeared across Tourcoing in local 
CANF depots and markets, accusing its employees of fraud and favour-
itism. Friends of the Mayor were said to benefit from better rations 
than the wider population, while the CANF employees themselves were 
accused of passing goods ‘between friends’.121 In response, the Mayor 
published a poster underlining the integrity of the provisioning process 
and its personnel, and explaining that fraud could not happen because 
of the various checks and measures in place. Those few cases of wrong-
doing that had existed were dealt with rapidly, and, indeed, could not 
function for an extended period due to surveillance.122 Despite this, the 
Commissaire Central was concerned that this campaign of ‘systematic 
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denigration’ might outlast the occupation, as it appeared to have a polit-
ical bent. The Socialist Party in particular seemed ‘very well informed of 
what is happening regarding food supply’.123 This also suggests there was 
some truth to accusations. Similar ‘defamations’ were made against the 
CANF committee and municipality of Roubaix.124

Suspicion of CANF members was sometimes justified. In Lille, a sixty- 
five- year- old CANF inspector was found guilty of fraud involving paid 
subscriptions in return for coal that never materialised. He was charged 
and sent to the parquet (magistrate’s court).125 In Hellemmes, the Adjunct 
to the Mayor and member of the local CANF branch was relieved of his 
functions on 3 October 1917. He had breached numerous regulations, 
although actually to the population’s benefit, such as giving people flour 
as well as their bread rations.126 The CANF operation, therefore, seems 
to have provided a breeding ground for fraud, in the midst of humani-
tarian relief.

Other fraud

Other forms of fraud occurred. In an interwar book of occupation poetry, 
a poem dated July 1916 and entitled ‘Fraudeuse’ (female fraudster) 
attacks a woman who stole grain in order to make bread,127 depriving 
fellow occupés of their grain ration. The poem reflected reality:  most 
recorded cases of fraud concern bakers or their assistants procuring 
excess grain or bread for themselves, using CANF grain in their products, 
or members of the wider population purchasing contraband bread.128 
This blurs the line between theft and fraud. Such was the scale of fraud 
by 1916 that the municipality of Lille upped its surveillance of goods 
and food depots, actively punishing culprits.129 Likewise, in Tourcoing in 
December 1916, the police launched a series of raids to seize fraudulently 
acquired foodstuffs, especially rice, from shopkeepers.130 Henceforth, 
French authorities were obsessed with curbing fraud. Usually, once 
someone was caught red- handed, the municipality demanded that they 
pay a fine.131 Only a refusal to do so led to judicial action or removal from 
their job.132

This obsession was justified, as the scale of fraud was enormous, 
and suspects were sometimes involved in other misconduct. In Lille in 
June 1918, nine men were arrested by the French police on suspicion of 
trafficking goods, from sugar to gold. Their houses or establishments were 
searched. Many of these men had links to the Germans, having engaged 
in commerce with them or having frequented German establishments 
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and personnel. Most had previous criminal records and were considered 
as being of dubious morality.133 These arrests were part of a police oper-
ation to discover who had been illegally hoarding sugar  –  in the pre-
ceding days, all sugar supplies in Lille had dried up, before hundreds 
of kilograms reappeared at considerably inflated prices.134 The Germans 
slowed proceedings, especially because numerous suspects worked in 
banks controlled by the occupier. Soldiers explained that goods seized 
by the French police that had been bought from Germans could not be 
confiscated.135 The suspects also attempted to play the Germans against 
the French police, sometimes successfully,136 but some policemen never-
theless prevailed: in one shop, they discovered seventy- seven 100- kilo-
gram sacks of granulated sugar, a crate containing a dozen kilograms of 
sugar cubes and two cellars brimming with around 400 cases of sugar 
(containing about 25 kilograms each).137

Fraudsters were inventive. In Lille, a man was sentenced by the 
Tribunal Correctionnel to eight days’ imprisonment and a fine of 200 
francs for the creation and sale of a ‘soap powder’ which contained no 
soap. His punishment was to serve as an example to the numerous other 
speculators and falsifiers who ‘have a coin […] in the location of their 
heart’, and whose god was their wallet.138 Making and selling alcohol –  
banned by French and German authorities in the occupied area in 
1914139 –  also occurred.140 It was dangerous in other ways: in Tourcoing 
in 1916, a man was blinded and another two died after drinking home- 
made gin.141 Overall, alcohol fraud was relatively limited. Another type, 
however, was more widespread: smuggling.

Fonceurs and ravitailleurs

Smugglers were described as both fonceurs and ravitailleurs. For Redier, 
fonceur meant different things in war and peace. In peacetime, fonceurs 
were ‘audacious fraudsters who sneak by customs officials and cross the 
border via incredible routes known to them alone’. In wartime, how-
ever, foncer became a lucrative occupation for people with little or no 
honesty willing to buy goods in one area and resell them for scandalous 
prices elsewhere. Yet he admits that foncer was sometimes an honour-
able action involving celebrated resisters such as Louise de Bettignies 
and Louise Thuliez (accomplices of Redier’s wife, Léonie Vanhoutte).142 
However, many occupés focused on the negative side of smuggling. On 
7 April 1916, Blin wrote of ‘The lucrative commerce of fonceurs’ which 
was ‘momentarily stopped’.143 For local newspaper Le Progrès du Nord, 
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such actions were unquestionably negative. Reappearing after the liber-
ation, on 22 November 1918, a list of five grievances were published on 
the front page. Two of these related to ravitailleurs or fraudsters:  ‘The 
swindlers of the occupation are still the masters of the pavement’ and 
‘Some of the ravitailleurs who exploited us are still there.’144 In occupied 
Roubaix, François Rouesel remarked that the only way to procure food:

was to go and search for some at the Belgian border or to buy some from 
the fraudsters. But the border was carefully guarded by troops […] Every 
day, the prisons of Roubaix were full of unfortunate individuals who had 
been arrested for having collected a few kilos of potatoes from the border.145

Rouesel was sympathetic towards such people, but his attitude evolved 
over time. So frequent were such actions that, by the end of 1916, ‘The 
name of fraudsters disappeared to make way for that of “fonceurs” to des-
ignate those who crossed the border to supply prohibited merchandise.’ 
Further, ‘The calm and serious part of the population even welcomed 
these fonceurs sympathetically, since they provided it, at inflated prices 
without doubt, with food supplies which it would not have been able to 
procure without them.’146 This illustrates the moral minefield regarding 
smuggling and the existence of a black market. Rouesel was concerned 
that the dishonour associated with being a fraudster had disappeared, 
which could be dangerous for the future:

We forget that the war will not last forever and that once peace is 
established, it will be necessary to re- establish at the same time public mor-
ality, to react severely against fraud if we do not wish to make out of the 
young working population[,]  which has unlearnt [the notion of] work and 
which has become used to this irregular existence, a breeding ground of 
fraudsters capable of then becoming thieves, then burglars and all the way 
to murderers.147

His class- based judgement is evident. A  similarly negative view of 
ravitailleurs can be found in an undated poem concerning Lille, which 
called ravitailleurs unscrupulous ‘utter [fieffés] thieves’ who had ‘a plateful 
of butter /  For them and their family members, /  They skimp on our 
rations /  To fill up their bellies.’ The final stanza is perplexing, hinting at a 
perceived crossover between sexual misconduct and criminal misconduct:

MORALITY
Always look for the woman [Cherchez toujours la femme]
The male is in the woman [Le mâle est dans la femme –  a pun on 

‘evil is in the woman’].148
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Others had a sharper understanding of the grey area of smuggling 
and black- market provision of goods. Rapatriés noted that there were 
many ravitailleurs at Valenciennes, some of whom were ostensibly given 
permission to cross the border by the Germans in return for a cut of 
their profits. These ‘individuals exempt of all scruples’ may have been 
‘accomplices or agents of the Germans and charged with missions 
during their trips in Belgium’. However, at the same time, the report 
acknowledged the confusing, interconnected relationship between the 
population and those selling goods:

The rapatriés from Valenciennes freely admit that the population maintains 
and even provokes the existence of ravitailleurs, for if they did not buy 
goods that the latter sell, their commerce would collapse. But if the popula-
tion who suffer privations have an excuse, their weakness does not exclude 
the severe judgement which must fall upon these mercantis [a derogatory 
term for profiteers], hated by all the inhabitants.149

Thus, the perception of ravitailleurs/ fonceurs held by the occupied popu-
lation at large and both occupied and non- occupied French authorities 
remained overwhelmingly one of suspicion. Many interviews of rapatriés 
focus on this point. It was often suggested that ravitailleurs/ fonceurs were 
in the pocket of the Germans, procuring gold for the latter, denouncing 
compatriots, or working for the German counter- espionage service,150 
even if their actions occasionally did ‘help the population out’.151

The occupiers themselves drew no distinctions between ‘good’ and 
‘bad’ smuggling, as would be the case in the 1940– 44 Occupation.152 In 
his memoirs, Ferdinand Heusghem from Fourmies stated that when 
contrebandiers were caught by the Germans, they were tortured.153 Little 
evidence corroborates this, but the Germans clearly took the matter ser-
iously: in a single day in 1915, more than 100 ravitailleurs were arrested 
in Fourmies, although there was no fixed organisation dedicated to this, 
and the quantities of goods involved were quite meagre.154 Barbed- wire 
fences were built at the Belgian border, guarded by constant patrols. 
Initially implemented to prevent the emigration of young men from the 
occupied area,155 these measures also targeted fraud and smuggling. The 
Germans were concerned by any border crossing, for military and intel-
ligence reasons. For occupés, crossing the Belgian frontier was the best 
means of procuring rare items, as Belgium’s relatively more comfortable 
occupation made various goods easier to find here.156 The importance of 
the border for both the French and Germans is evident in the few existing 
statistics for the border town of Wattrelos, where penury and hardship 
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pushed locals to risk their lives, with tragic consequences. From January 
to September 1916 a total of thirty- two people were injured attempting 
to cross, buy or sell goods at the border, thirty of whom were shot by 
German sentries; eleven of these thirty were killed. Most (nineteen) were 
adolescents or children; the youngest was a nine- year- old girl shot by a 
sentry.157 Often the role of smuggling was explicit, such as the case of 
a forty- eight- year- old woman from Roubaix killed when attempting to 
cross the border with a sack of potatoes on 23 August 1916.158

Other preventative measures existed. In summer 1916, in Roubaix, 
it was forbidden to remain by the border or outside houses located on 
the border, even for the inhabitants –  people were punished for this.159 
Yet smuggling continued. In Tourcoing in April 1918, the Germans 
attempted to turn the population against smugglers in a poster regarding 
the recent increase of pâtisseries made with goods acquired by cross- 
border smuggling.160 The food in question was confiscated, and hence-
forth a fine of 1,000 marks and three months’ imprisonment became 
the punishment for making foodstuffs using fraudulently acquired 
ingredients.161

The French police also did not differentiate between ‘positive’ 
smuggling and the black market, unlike in the Second World War.162 
Instead, pre- war attitudes towards fraud and smuggling continued, 
although French policemen were less heavy- handed. Those suspected 
of smuggling or possessing contraband were arrested and questioned,163 
sometimes revealing that they purchased goods from German soldiers.164 
It is unclear whether further action was taken against such individuals.

Yet movement between the frontiers should not necessarily be viewed 
as an explicitly criminal act. The borderland between Belgium and 
France had been fluid for generations; thus, Nordistes crossing the fron-
tier may have been attempting to return home, or may not have regarded 
such a movement as implicitly criminal. However, once again it is hard 
to distinguish between survival and criminality –  borders, whether geo-
graphic, patriotic, or moral, remained blurred in the occupied Nord.

Making money

False money attracted much attention. The occupation had restructured 
the local economy significantly, and the gold franc –  either appropriated 
by or hidden from the Germans –  was replaced by communal, municipal 
or regional paper money (bons). This local currency existed in tandem 
with German marks. Despite restrictions on movement, financial 
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transactions were possible across communal boundaries, especially via 
soldiers transferring money from one commune to another. This led to a 
complex situation in which numerous local currencies circulated in any 
given area. Such confusion opened the door to abuse, particularly falsi-
fying bons from another locality from the one in which it was being used. 
Bons required the signature of the mayor of the commune from which 
the money was issued, a mayoral stamp and a serial number. Thus, to 
falsify money, a basic printing press and an ability to forge the Mayor’s 
signature was needed. Verification of these bons was made difficult by 
travel and communication restrictions.

The falsification of bons was widespread, as evidenced by lists of valid 
and invalid bons presented by Germans to French municipalities to 
combat fraud.165 These documents also demonstrate the number of local 
currencies:  one poster contained no fewer than sixty- seven separate, 
legitimate bons for the Nord, Somme and Pas- de- Calais.166 Such lists 
were issued at the request of mayors, such as the Mayor of Lille.167 From 
1916, cases of occupés arrested for the manufacture and distribution of 
false money increased.168 By early 1917, the Mayor of Lille informed the 
Kommandant that ‘Every day, our clerks receive false banknotes and 
the only way of avoiding all these losses is to order small communes to 
immediately remove the banknotes they have issued from circulation.’169 
So widespread was the problem that it affected the French administra-
tion, such as in November 1917 when the recette municipale (tax office) 
of Lille made a payment to the Germans accidentally containing three 
false notes.170

In many cases, the counterfeiters could not be discovered. The police 
of Tourcoing encountered this impasse frequently between 1917 and the 
end of the occupation, when falsification was particularly acute. One 
hundred and sixteen falsified billets were seized between April 1917 and 
February 1918,171 and at least thirty- eight investigations into falsified 
money occurred from December 1917 to February 1918. Unsurprisingly, 
nearly everyone found in possession of false money denied having 
created it or implicitly did so by giving a detailed explanation of how 
they came to be in possession of it.172 The investigating police officers 
usually believed such stories –  reports contain key phrases concerning 
the respectability of interviewees, such as being ‘well considered’,173 ‘hon-
ourably known’ or possessing ‘good faith’.174 The notion of respectability 
once again comes to the fore:  these were respectable people who were 
not betraying the national and local community in the same way as those 
engaging in other forms of misconduct. Most discoveries of false money 
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in Tourcoing were made at CANF depots and centres,175 again raising 
the possibility of some occupés undermining the relief effort. However, 
it could simply be the case that CANF buildings were under increased 
scrutiny and surveillance, meaning that false documents were more 
likely to be discovered here.

Both the German and French authorities put considerable effort 
into combating this perennial thorn in their side. Sometimes Germans 
were suspected of trading in falsified money,176 but locals were the main 
perpetrators. Falsifiers of money were listed in the Bulletin or posters,177 
in French police reports,178 and in letters between German and French 
authorities.179 Just like other types of fraud, falsification of money was 
perceived by Germans and French alike as an unrespectful act leading to 
negative consequences for all those in the occupied area.

Fears for the present and the future

Concerns about increased criminality plagued locals. The Bulletin of 16 
June 1916 noted that:  ‘The long inaction to which we are submitted is 
disastrous [funeste] to children (and also to property owners).’180 Others 
agreed that the period of mass unemployment combined with the gen-
eral effects of the occupation to erode the work ethic and morals of the 
population. The occupation was an affront to respectability, involving a 
‘disclocation of the social order’181 –  and crime, especially juvenile delin-
quency, was the most visible form of this.

In December 1916, Rouesel wrote extensively on the perceived threat 
of crime, in the present and the future. He noted that numerous thefts 
and pillages took place in Roubaix and its environs, mainly at night. 
Animals were stolen from fields, material from factories, and some 
people even broke into inhabited houses, armed with revolvers. Arrests 
were rare, but when they did occur the arrested included many ‘young 
people, even coming from honourable families, who would never have 
become burglars if they had not started by smuggling [foncer] at the 
border’.182 He concluded:

This is what it is good to say and repeat, for if a severe reaction is not 
produced soon after the war we will be exposed to a generation composed 
in part of gangsters [apaches] who will succeed the brave and honest 
workers from Roubaix that we have known until now.183

This criminal behaviour, he argued, was exemplary of a wider disrespect 
for the Government. For Rousel, this should be corrected in schools, 
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where children should learn that they owe not just a blood debt to the 
Patrie but a civic debt to the Government.184

Such concerns did not dissipate with time, although for some they 
were expressed in a more nuanced manner. In February 1918, fellow 
diarist Blin pondered the negative treatment of occupés by non- occupied 
French and admitted that ‘Without doubt, we are not without reproach.’ 
In particular, he proclaimed, ‘A thoughtless and loud youth, happy to 
live in flabby [molle] idleness is too often remarkable for their lack of 
heart and absence of moral sense.’ However, Blin maintained that ‘the 
population remains, in its large majority, worthy of France, worthy of the 
children that she has sent in front of the enemy to save the honour and 
integrity of the Patrie!’185 Two months later, Blin was less positive:

Murder rue de l’Epeule; an adolescent slits the throat of a woman and her 
young daughter. The war prepares […] a sad generation. The distinction 
between ‘mine & yours’ is no longer made: conscience is smothered by the 
struggle for life […] idleness gives birth to all vices: a very true and tangibly 
real maxim at the moment.186

While fears and cases of youth criminality therefore appear to have 
exacerbated as the occupation continued, this problem attracted par-
ticular attention from early 1917. In April 1917, socialist Député du Nord 
Henri Ghesquière wrote to the Mayor of Lille, informing him of ‘acts 
of vandalism’ taking place across the city, including children destroying 
urinals and trees. Ghesquière concluded:  ‘What will become of these 
children when we wish them to leave the environment of idleness and 
vice in which they will have contracted the habits of theft, begging, 
pillage, vandalism […]? We dare not think about it!’187 He asked if police, 
educational or labour measures could be taken to fix this problem, ‘if 
only to give the impression that the French authority has not entirely 
abandoned its rights’.188

Later that month, the Commissaire Central of Lille agreed with 
Ghesquière but argued that it was not his responsibility ‘to research the 
ways and the methods to employ to ward off the evil that will constitute, 
it must be recognised, a veritable social danger, even greater because 
the bad habits resulting from idleness will have contaminated other 
elements of this young generation’.189 The responsibility, it seemed, lay 
with the educational system. In May, the Commissaire informed the 
Acting Préfet of what he labelled ‘a definite social danger, a threat to 
the good reputation and the prosperity of secular school’. Since the 
occupation,
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The number of adolescents sent to the public prosecutor for thefts of all 
types has become worrying. At the beginning, the majority of delinquents 
comprised young people older than school age and finding themselves, 
because of the circumstances, in forced idleness.

Now, school pupils often meeting in gangs frequently commit skilful 
thefts with a dexterity not always acquired by genuine professional.190

The Commissaire provided examples of recent arrests of such youths, 
emphasising that these were numerous and hinting at more gangs 
unknown to the police. He concluded:  ‘There therefore exists a real 
danger of propagation that teaching staff could try to curb within 
their means.’191 Just like Rouesel, therefore, the Commissaire perceived 
Republican education as a means to instil good morals; without this 
formative organ of the French state, local youths fell into immorality. 
Indeed, the state had increasingly concerned itself with combating youth 
immorality and delinquency since the late 1800s.192 Thus, the situation 
of a German occupation undermined not only the authority of the 
Republic and the reputation of France but also the prospects for future 
generations.

The Germans themselves expressed concern about youth delin-
quency. Von Graevenitz wrote to the Mayor of Lille in May 1917, stating 
that recently children had caused ‘significant damage’ to railway lines, 
by pulling apart fences and walls. Only some perpetrators had been 
arrested, but, as they were minors, their parents were punished with 
‘detention’ for ‘lacking surveillance’.

Everywhere […] we note an unusual number of idle children who skulk 
around and take advantage of any occasion for wrongdoing. These gangs of 
impudent children systematically steal everything found in the vehicles of 
the military[,]  the post office, [or transporting] ravitaillement and fodder; 
annoy the soldiers and guards, throwing stones at them, etc.193

The damage to railway lines was understood by the Germans as sabo-
tage, rendering such actions dangerous for the perpetrators, the town 
and the population as a whole. Von Graevenitz held the town respon-
sible and ordered the Mayor ‘to react energetically against the growing 
licentiousness of this Youth, with appropriate measures (imposing jobs 
in schools, organising gymnastic exercises, under the surveillance of 
teachers; forced work [occupation forcée] in public services, etc.)’.194

Yet again the Commissaire Central believed that this represented 
more of a danger for French society than for the Germans, even speaking 
of the ‘inconduite’ of certain youths.195 He reminded the Mayor that, for 
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more than a year, he had ordered his men to intervene upon seeing way-
ward youths whenever possible. They were then to take them home, 
getting the parents to promise to send them to school or at least maintain 
surveillance over them. However, he argued,

This method has succeeded sometimes, but most of the time it is a drop 
in the ocean. Familial authority no longer exists in many homes due to 
the departure of the father, the weakness of the mother and[,]  the most 
bitter point to note, often by the misconduct [inconduite] of the latter. In 
this last case, the regular presence of the child at the home constitutes a 
nuisance for the mother and indeed she does not reproach the child for 
prolonged and repeated absences; the child benefits from an even greater 
liberty because he feels encouraged. He soon makes converts and a gang is 
formed.196

In many ways, this reflected conservative Catholic thought, widespread 
in the Nord during and after the occupation, according to which the 
family was ‘the locus wherein social discipline is inculcated’, and the 
father embodied the natural authority of the family.197 Conversely, while 
the Republic had in some ways reinforced the importance of parental 
authority, it had also set itself above it when that authority was judged 
inadequate.198 The war and occupation allegedly engendered the dis-
solution or impotence of the family unit, explaining the emphasis on 
schooling as a means to instil morals, but, by the Commissaire’s logic, 
weak parents were responsible for their children’s absenteeism from 
school. The Commissaire therefore drew on both conservative Catholic 
and secular Republican reasoning in his quest to elicit support for 
counter- delinquency operations. At the same time, he highlighted recent 
police attempts to combat this ill  –  including procuring the names of 
ninety ‘vagabonds’, among other ideas.199

However, the Inspecteur Général de l’Enseignement Technique 
(General Inspector of Technical Education), perhaps unsurprisingly, 
provided a solely Republican and pragmatic explanation for the ‘idleness’ 
of numerous children. It was simply because the majority of young 
people were not able to attend their courses as they could not travel to 
and from class without a pass, which the Germans would not provide.200 
Either way, the specific conditions of occupied life meant that, as the 
Inspecteur stated, ‘the number of vagabonds of both sexes is growing’.201 
Thus, young girls and women also engaged in criminal, unrespectable 
acts  –  although for these girls there were links to sexual misconduct. 
They were assumed to be adult in terms of their sexual choices but, like 
boys, required further control in the wider moral sphere.
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Youth ‘vagabondage’ and delinquency sometimes led to general 
destructiveness, such as in Tourcoing, where children used makeshift 
slingshots to damage street lights.202 The police, ordered to combat 
this, increased surveillance near schools.203 These actions constituted 
not only a moral and social danger for the occupied region but also, 
potentially, a patriotic danger:  youth criminality could cross the ill- 
defined bridge to full- blown anti- patriotic misconduct. For instance, 
in Lille in April 1918, ‘youths’ knocked on inhabitants’ doors and 
threw stones at their windows. When the inhabitants reprimanded 
them, the latter were ‘rudely insulted’. The same delinquents ‘engaged 
in lodging with the occupying army’, indicating to the Germans that a 
house was empty when the inhabitant was merely momentarily absent. 
The youths told the Germans to break the door, which they saw as a 
‘farce’. The investigating policeman noted: ‘The parents of these young 
people are well considered but not energetic enough, for I  have sig-
nalled their children’s misconduct [mauvaises conduites] on numerous 
occasions.’204 There was, thus, a blurring of criminality and miscon-
duct among youths, as elsewhere –  another example of the powerless-
ness of locals (in this instance, parents) faced with the occupation. An 
anonymous denunciation of ‘a gathering in a group’ sent to the Mayor 
of Lille in June 1918 reinforced this blurring of criminal and other 
misconduct: it was noted that the fifteen- year- old son of a neighbour 
engaged in trade with the Germans rather than work and encouraged 
other boys to do the same.205

Thus, youth criminality and idleness posed a major problem for the 
local French authorities, who believed the two to be linked and a threat 
to the values and future of the Republic. There are a few indicators of 
the reality, such as the lists drawn up by the police of children found 
‘vagabonding’ during school hours and subsequently taken to police 
stations. Only incomplete lists for 1917 remain, focusing on just a few 
arrondissements of Lille. Nevertheless, they indicate 427 children of 
both sexes ‘arrested’ at least once from January to May 1917 alone.206 
By February 1918, a massive surveillance operation was under way. It 
split the entire population of Lille’s 3,616 adolescents aged fourteen to 
seventeen into groups of thirty, and charged members of a newly created 
‘central commission for the repression of vagabondage’ with monitoring 
their activities  –  one member per group.207 Members, drawn from 
notables and other respectable individuals, had to indicate when inter-
vention was required.208 Yet again, respectability was central to the occu-
pation experience.
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On 6 June 1918, Georges Lyon, the Recteur of the Université de Lille209 
congratulated the Mayor for the commission’s work and the implementa-
tion of what he perceived to be liberal polices from which French society 
could benefit, even after the war. He ended by noting that ‘French youth 
of which the heroism and self- denial make it the admiration of the entire 
world, must be preserved at all cost from the double scourge which 
could rapidly annihilate the seeds [en leurs germes] of the most beau-
tiful virtues: laziness and inconduite.’210 These charitable works represent 
a form of unity within the wider disunity of criminality, delinquency, 
and misconduct. Indeed, the Mayor himself underlined this unity in his 
opening address to the first meeting of the commission on 18 April 1918:

Men came from all political leanings, all social classes, realising once more 
the sacred union [l’union sainte]. A shared thought will motivate all of us, 
that of maintaining a minimum level of morality among the population 
which will permit it to repair, as much as possible, the ruins, to dress these 
wounds.211

This was met with rapturous applause from the members of the 
commission. As late as September 1918, when the liberation seemed 
near, the Mairie championed surveillance of wayward youths and 
worried about their future. By this point, a ‘feminine section’ of women 
engaging in surveillance of young girls was also in operation.212 As such, 
despite the evidence of political struggles and disunity studied in pre-
vious chapters, the daily reality of criminality and the notables’ response 
to it demonstrates one area in which unity, including on a political level, 
was attempted and sometimes achieved. Occupied life bred criminality, 
which increased as the occupation went on, but this in turn fostered 
concerns that sharpened some locals’ sense of identity and Frenchness, 
spurring them on to plan for a post- war future.

Criminality in context

The problem of criminality during the occupation highlights yet further 
avenues of action open to the population. Criminality was in many ways 
a subset of misconduct, arguably the most frequent form; it was a struggle 
for survival, but one which often came at the expense of compatriots. 
Such was the scale of criminality that local notables feared for the future 
of local youth. However, the potentially selfish, unrespectable and unpat-
riotic actions studied so far were not the only responses to the occupa-
tion. Just as in the Second World War, the occupied Nord of 1914– 18 
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saw choices made on both sides of the moral- patriotic spectrum. Many 
memoirs, histories, and other works on this occupation have highlighted 
the unity and resistance of the French civilians faced with the occupiers. 
Part I has demonstrated that complete unity was never more than a myth. 
Part II will now demonstrate, on the other hand, that certain occupés did 
respond to the occupiers with resistance –  and this resistance was itself 
firmly rooted in the culture of the occupied.
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