
247

v

v

v 247 v

8

Active resistance (coups de poker,  
coups d’éclat)

Certain members of the occupied population engaged in actions that 
were often organised, purposeful infringements of German rules, or 
attempts to undermine the German war effort and were therefore more 
‘classical’ resistance than the forms previously examined. Such acts were 
riskier, punishable by the harshest penalties. They represent resistance 
as conceived by Debruyne and other scholars.1 This ‘active’ resistance 
rarely involved armed or violent resistance, although there were isolated 
examples of this.2 Instead, it comprised helping escaped Allied prisoners 
of war, engaging in espionage, escape and correspondence networks, 
and creating clandestine publications whose organisation and morale- 
boosting effects represent a crossover between symbolic and active 
resistance. I also consider explicit refusals to work for the Germans as a 
more active subsection of resistance; perhaps a controversial categorisa-
tion but one justified by the severity of the punishment inflicted for such 
refusals and the clear moral- patriotic choice involved. Many of the acts 
studied here constitute the most commonplace examples of resistance 
cited and commemorated from 1918 onwards, even though they never 
involved more than a minority of occupés. Active resistance became 
renowned among the wider population during the occupation itself, 
which perhaps explains why there is substantial archival documentation 
on this topic, and why –  despite its rare occurrence –  it reappears in the 
accounts of rapatriés, in diaries and in memoirs.

Patriotic publications and clandestine correspondence

While the clandestine press of the occupied Nord was minuscule compared 
to that of the Second World War, a handful of publications did exist. 
The most celebrated and successful one resulted from a highly organised 
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operation: in Roubaix, l’abbé (Father) Pinte, industrialist Firmin Dubar, 
professor of pharmacy Joseph Willot and other collaborators fashioned 
an illegal radio receiver to pick up Allied transmissions from the Eiffel 
Tower (although they were not the only people to do so).3 This infor-
mation was used from February 1915 to create a clandestine newspaper 
whose name changed many times, including La Patience (Patience), 
L’Oiseau de France (The Bird from France), L’Écho de France (The Echo 
from France) and Le Journal des Occupés… Inoccupés (The Newspaper of 
the Occupied … Unoccupied).4 The publication lasted until the imprison-
ment of the editors by the Germans in December 1916,5 and, according 
to one source, the circulation was 250 copies every month6 –  mainly in 
the Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing area, but sometimes copies reached Douai 
and Belgian towns.7 It is impossible to know how many people read these 
publications.8

The full story of this network is compelling, and recounted well else-
where,9 but examining the form and content of the publication provides 
further insight into occupied life and the purpose of such resistance. 
Apart from some local news and Allied communiqués relating the 
international situation, there was much overlap with symbolic resist-
ance, with the paper relying on humour and reinforcing patriotism. 
A  frequent theme was the call for occupés to remain dignified and 
remember the greatness of France: one issue of La Patience contained 
the slogan ‘That which makes the Patrie great is the moral value of her 
children. Be strong, be generous, to make an even stronger and more 
generous France!’ A  similar message followed just below:  ‘Be strong. 
True characters are revealed in times of hardship and “No- one knows 
themselves as long as they have not suffered.” ’10 The message preached 
was clearer in the following issue, the front page of which contained the 
following advice underneath the title:  ‘Knowing to show, around one-
self, despite the sadness of the current time, an unshakable patience, an 
invincible confidence, is to modestly serve the interests of the Patrie.’11 
This slogan was repeated in other issues,12 demonstrating the way in 
which suffering was turned into martyrdom and heroism, as well as the 
importance of respectable conduct. The tagline changed along with the 
paper’s name: in November 1915, La Liberté had under its title, ‘Let us 
suffer in silence with confidence and patience whilst we wait for the time 
of our deliverance that will come soon.’13 For Becker, these calls to pru-
dence demonstrated how the occupés wished to avoid extreme oppos-
ition to the Germans and by doing so condemned German practices.14 
This logic works well with my notion of respectability. Indeed, this was 
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the officially sanctioned attitude: occupied populations were praised for 
their strength, endurance and patience, as the French President himself 
stated in Tourcoing on 21 October 1918.15

Humour is visible throughout these publications. In one issue, a copy 
of an article entitled ‘Les Bavarois à Lille’ (The Bavarians in Lille) from 
a German- published paper is republished, with sarcastic underlining 
of incorrect facts.16 Another issue contains the tongue- in- cheek Ten 
Commandments of von Heinrich, such as ‘Thou shalt not leave the house 
after 5 p.m. /  On pain of imprisonment.’17 Many other articles mocked the 
Germans and show contempt for their perceived barbarism. Such is the 
case for a poem entitled ‘Occupation’,18 and the ‘Silhouettes de Boches’ 
series.19 Humour was even added to editorial details and advertisements. 
Two newspapers appeared in late 1915 that resembled those of the 
Patience network in their layout, and may have been created by the same 
people, although their tone and content involved more personal and 
darker humour.20 La Liberté (November 1915)  noted that its adminis-
tration and editorial board were located at the Banque de France which 
had become the German Wirtschaftsausschuss (Economic Committee) 
at Roubaix; its telegraphic address was said to be the Kommandantur 
of Lille.21 La Vérité (December 1915) followed suit with a joke about its 
administration and offices: ‘Not managing to be located in a calm place, 
they were set up in a cellar for cars.’22

For La Vérité, advertisements offered more opportunities for humour, 
even though at the beginning of the ‘advertisement’ section it stated, 
‘Business being non- existent under German domination, we advise our 
clients to save their money for better times.’23 It nevertheless contained 
mock advertisements highlighting those places where the Germans were 
welcomed too readily. The description of the Taverne Royale in Lille is 
demonstrative: ‘Carefully prepared, spicy debauchery, kneaded by well- 
groomed hands in the French style. Very hospitable to Germans. Graded 
tariff for soldiers, NCOs and officers, even superiors. Complete absence 
of scruples, of dignity, of decency and of standards [des troncs].’24 The 
female owner of the Taverne Royale was investigated by French author-
ities after the war for intelligence avec l’ennemi, and that copy of La Vérité 
used as evidence. No final conclusions are preserved, but the documen-
tation suggests that she was guilty.25 La Vérité’s attitude towards the 
Taverne Royale is representative of a wider tonal shift in late 1915, with 
anger and disgust at the Germans and those engaged in misconduct 
sitting prominently alongside positive patriotism. La Vérité contained 
a lengthy article criticising the ‘filthy [immondes] females’ of its title, in 
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which the following line was repeated: ‘Ah! the vile; the disgusting, the 
filthy females!!!’26 In the previous month’s La Liberté, the original call to 
patience was accompanied by a call for shaming:

whilst waiting for our imminent deliverance let everyone do their duty 
in denouncing at the desired moment all the people having had relations 
with the German army, who have favoured it; all the immodest, shameless 
women and girls who have given or sold themselves to the Prussians, etc. 
Take note of them, help us to unmask them, whilst waiting for the immi-
nent day when we can enact justice.27

The target of this resistance was thus not only the Germans but also 
‘tainted’ occupés. There also seems to be a link between La Vérité and La 
Liberté, with the latter stating: ‘In our next issue we will give a list of the 
girls and women having had relations with the soldiers of the Emperor.’28 
If these publications were the work of the Patience network, perhaps 
the shift to a more violent, denunciatory tone was reflective of the new 
reality of occupation, or simply anger that occupés had denounced clan-
destine publications in May 1915.29

The newspapers of Pinte, Willot and Dubar also urged people to 
resist German requisitions,30 as well as informing them of the risks of 
possessing a clandestine publication. Readers were told to pass on copies 
but eventually to burn them, relaying news verbally instead. To avoid 
endangering locals, and to fool the Germans, the publications stated 
that they were published outside of occupied France.31 Some copies even 
bore a rubber stamp stating that they had been dropped by airmail.32 
These details are impressive given the extreme difficulty in publishing 
this work in a period of shortages and paper requisitions. Such pre-
cautionary measures were ultimately futile:  the Germans dismantled 
the organisation, and the main collaborators were condemned in April 
1917, with Pinte, Willot and Dubar sentenced to ten years’ imprison-
ment.33 There can be no doubt that these men saw their actions as pat-
riotic resistance: Pinte is alleged to have said, just before his sentence, 
‘Death on the battlefield, death here … it’s still for France.’34 Freed at 
the Armistice, by 1922 Pinte and Dubar had been nominated for the 
Légion d’honneur (Willot died in 1919 as a result of his imprisonment).35 
All three eventually received this honour, and other collaborators 
were nominated for various awards.36 L’Oiseau de France also received 
the Prix Buisson from the Académie Française in 1920.37 Indeed, the 
publication’s exploits were so well known that they featured in fictional 
form in Invasion ’14.38
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Despite the German dismantling of the Patience network, its resist-
ance was relatively successful. Access to news from the outside world 
had considerable, positive impact on locals. Blin noted in January 1915 
that ‘The moral barometer […] rises again, rises, change of feelings due 
to the arrival in the last few days of newspapers that have crossed the 
front.’39 In March 1915, he was given a copy of the Journal des Occupés … 
Inoccupés,40 and in late July he found a copy of L’Hirondelle de France in 
his letterbox. He followed the instructions carefully: ‘It is recommended 
to burn the paper after reading. I burn it, therefore, and it’s with a sort 
of religious respect that I watch the page burn.’41 In May the following 
year, Blin wrote that ‘L’ ”oiseau de France” aerial messenger brings us in 
these islands the truth and comfort. Welcome, valiant bird!’42 Blin either 
meant the publication L’Oiseau de France, or he was using the term as 
a nickname for French planes dropping Allied publications  –  a com-
monplace event,43 and the subject of Mousseron’s 1917 poem ‘L’Osiau 
d’ France’.44 Either way, the confidence- inspiring effect of both resist-
ance and Allied papers is clear. The municipality of Tourcoing certainly 
valued the publication –  in its response to the Commission Historique 
du Nord’s post- war questionnaire on the occupation, it described La 
Patience as an ‘admirable work of patriotic propaganda, thrown in the 
middle of the Germanophile propaganda to revive our faith in the future 
and verify our hopes’.45 Indeed, such was the value of ostensibly Allied, 
patriotic publications that rapatriés complained when planes stopped 
dropping these in their area.46

After the arrest and sentencing of the Patience collaborators, there is 
little trace of other clandestine publications apart from the aforemen-
tioned Les Vidanges. As the title suggests, this publication focused entirely 
on naming and shaming those involved in misconduct, perhaps due to 
a potential lack of a wireless radio and thus a means to access news. The 
name may also have been ironic, as some Lillois had misheard the name 
as ‘Vie d’Anges’ (Life of Angels).47 Its descriptions of suspect women 
contained deeply misogynistic humour. One woman was said to be a ‘Vile 
[infecte] personality having infection for the Boches … Female remark-
able for her ugliness and her considerable knowledge of [applications 
for] mercurial ointment.’ It published a list of ‘Some addresses where 
scenes occur of which the only examples are those of the porcine race.’48 
Similar articles appeared in Belgian clandestine papers in 1917.49 The 
goal seemed to be to encourage reprisals during and after the occupation. 
Judging by the testimony of rapatriés, by March 1917 at least two issues 
of Les Vidanges had been published,50 and people did remember those 
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whose names appeared in it.51 The authors were allegedly two men, MM. 
Gabiot and Godinne, who were imprisoned by March 1917 following a 
denunciation.52 Interwar historian of Lille’s occupation, Pierre Baucher, 
incorrectly dated the publication as existing ‘around 1915’, but correctly 
demonstrated its infringement of respectable norms:

The authors believed it their duty to outline here, in the most vulgar terms, 
the names of those who engaged in traffic with the Germans, women of all 
classes who received enemies, as well as the houses in which they lived. It 
has to be said, to the honour of the Lillois, that this hideous paper which 
only had a short existence stirred up their disapproval, that the German 
police was disturbed, discovered and punished the authors of these crude 
denunciations.53

This resistance was unrespectable and not appreciated by everyone; it 
was both part of and transgressed occupied culture. It is evidence that 
one could be unrespectable in upholding respectable norms, just as one 
could engage in resistance but also misconduct.

Clandestine publications in the occupied Nord were very limited in 
scale and form compared to occupied Belgium.54 La Patience and Les 
Vidanges demonstrate that some small cases of organised resistance 
did take place and emphasise the importance of humour and respect-
ability within this opposition. Unable to resist physically, some occupés 
organised this ‘written moral resistance’.55 The intent of such publications 
was seemingly morale- boosting, via both mocking the Germans and 
contradicting their propaganda- laden news.56

Patriotic or informative publications appeared in other forms. It was 
difficult, but not impossible, to access Allied or even German papers, 
offering precious news on war developments which differed from the 
propaganda of the Gazette des Ardennes. Certain individuals, and occa-
sionally employees of the Mairie, translated German newspapers and 
distributed them among the population.57 Le Matin appeared rela-
tively frequently because it was read by German officers,58 and French 
papers were dropped by Allied planes and balloons, including Le Cri 
des Flandres and Le Courrier de l’Air. For example, on the week of 6 
July 1918, in a sortie particularly focused on Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing 
and Valenciennes, 4,985 copies of Le Courrier de l’Air were dropped by 
British planes.59 However, access to such publications could be costly, 
often involving secret reading groups where one person would read 
the papers to a roomful of people, for a fee.60 Some occupés introduced 
French papers into occupied territory and distributed them freely, for 
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which they were punished.61 This was clearly resistance to the German 
monopoly on information.

So too was engaging in correspondence with unoccupied France or 
other occupied communes. This was commonplace, with the smugglers 
and passeurs carrying letters as well as goods; sometimes the Spanish 
ambassador transported letters.62 However, the number of letters sent 
and received diminished as the occupation went on, particularly after 
1915. Nevertheless, attempts continued.63 Whitaker even claimed to have 
engaged in two- way correspondence with his mother in England,64 and 
there is proof of letters reaching France and Britain.65 Indeed, the Mayor 
of Lille was called in front of a German judge in August 1916 because 
his letter protesting against the deportations of April 1916 had been 
published in Allied papers. When asked how his letter arrived in unoccu-
pied France, he claimed ignorance and guessed that it had been attached 
to a letter that had managed to cross the lines, or was smuggled by a 
repatriated individual.66 The latter suggestion was an important means of 
communication. A nine- page typewritten letter from M. Bouqueniaux 
from Trélon was successfully smuggled by one Mlle Sol in March 1917. 
Its content was recorded by French intelligence officers:

How good it is to send news to France, as for 30 months we have hardly 
counted ourselves as French, where we are encircled by an iron claw that 
oppresses us and separates us from the rest of the world. We know nothing 
about what is happening in our dear France […]67

The sense of engaging in an act of resistance via correspondence is 
palpable:

in the evening we are spied on by agents of the ‘Boche’ police who walk past 
to listen through the doors and windows […] Please excuse the printing 
and spelling mistakes, but we must stop our work every now and then to 
listen to whether we are under surveillance, so we are distracted. The type-
writer is loud […]68

Bouqueniaux was right to be concerned, as those caught transporting 
or engaging in illicit correspondence were punished.69 One woman in 
Roubaix was sentenced to six weeks’ imprisonment and a 3,000- mark 
fine in February 1917 for transporting letters.70 In some cases, entire 
towns were chastised:  Tourcoing was fined 20,000 francs in August 
1915 because ‘numerous inhabitants’ had been engaging in illegal cor-
respondence for months.71 However, individuals involved in these acts 
were not always unwavering patriots and resisters: occasionally women 
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engaging in or suspected of misconduct trafficked correspondence, 
using their intimacy with the Germans to their advantage.72 In one 
instance, a woman from Lille allegedly helped a French secret agent to 
transport letters between France and the occupied area but was in fact 
working for the German secret service, giving the documents to the 
latter.73 Again in Lille, a network called ‘Radolpha’ transported corres-
pondence, but its agents were considered suspicious by rapatriés.74 Other 
methods existed: in January 1915, the Kommandant of Lille complained 
that letters were being sent via Red Cross personnel, prisoners of war or 
even German officers.75

This correspondence raised the morale of locals, providing a much- 
needed link to the outside world and circumventing German domin-
ance. The attitude behind such actions is evident in Blin’s diary entry of 
January 1915:  ‘Green poster:  Herr K[ommandan]t informs us that all 
“correspondence between the occupied area and the interior of France 
is officially forbidden.” Nonsense! Correspondence will continue.’76 By 
proving that the Germans did not have complete control, and providing 
information and occasionally mirth, clandestine publications and cor-
respondence reinforced the confidence of the occupés and constituted 
non- violent resistance.

Avoiding work

Refusing to work for the Germans comprised active resistance because 
of the choice being made, the open defiance it represented and the 
punishments incurred. In some cases it led people to hide from the 
Germans, foreshadowing the réfractaires of the Second World War. 
Such a refusal is considered one of the most widespread phenomena 
of the occupation. Becker states that ‘Out of patriotism, the refusal of 
voluntary work was massive’,77 which eventually led to forced labour.78 
Jean- François Condette underlines the importance of forced labour to 
the German war effort but also states that ‘the inhabitants of the Nord, 
in their great majority, entered into resistance and attempted to escape 
from German orders [regarding forced labour]’.79 These claims are too 
bold, as Salson argues: making such a generalisation based on some well- 
documented cases of refusal is problematic, when traces of instances of 
workers obeying have likely not been preserved.80

Yet the recorded cases of refusals are worthy of study, comprising a spe-
cific form of resistance, albeit one evolving as the occupation endured. 
From December 1914, roll calls were enforced whereby workers had 
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to present themselves, and refusals to do so were common. However, 
from October 1916, across the occupied zone unemployed workers or 
those refusing to work were drafted into forced- labour battalions, Zivil 
Arbeiter Bataillonen, often involved in trench construction or agricul-
tural labour; Condette estimates that 50,000 such workers existed across 
occupied France.81 Work therefore proved harder to resist, with most 
refusals carried out in vain.82 In the latter half of the occupation there 
existed a combination of forced labour and calls for volunteers, com-
prising for Condette a ‘daily hunt for workers’.83 Mass refusals occurred 
sporadically from 1916,84 but many were confined to 1915. This is unsur-
prising given the above measures and the brutal treatment of those 
refusing to work. Normal practice involved imprisonment accompanied 
by a diet of bread and water or complete deprivation of food,85 threats 
and actual cases of shooting,86 beatings,87 and general maltreatment and 
torture.88 The most infamous practice was that men were forced to stand, 
or were tied to a post, in a field and left for hours on end, often in cold or 
wet weather, sometimes naked or in their underwear. They were taken in 
again once they agreed to carry out work, usually signing an engagement 
of voluntary work.89 It was reported in 1917 that at Saint- Saulve, sixteen- 
year- olds experienced this, and with every continued refusal to work, 
the wire attaching them to the post was tightened. Most only gave in 
‘after their hands were covered in blood’.90 Many were sent to work on the 
trenches or other front- line duties as further punishment,91 mirroring 
the treatment of Allied prisoner- of- war forced labourers.92

Despite this, beyond the affaire des sacs, some small- scale refusals 
did take place, even if only temporarily. This was the case in Templeuve, 
where in early July 1916 the Germans established a munitions depot 
and ordered the municipality to provide eighteen workers. The muni-
cipality refused, so the Germans responded with threats and demands 
for thirty workers. Faced with another refusal, the Germans forcibly 
rounded up men on 22 July, threatening to shoot those who resisted. 
Among these men were Louis Delebassée, Lucien Dhélin and Étienne 
Martin, who ‘opposed all attempts at recruitment with the most formal 
resistance’. They were imprisoned; Delebassée was released after a week 
due to illness, but for thirty- nine days the occupiers ‘tried out all the 
most ingenious ideas of German repression on Martin and Dhélin, in 
the form of “hard prison” [a diet of bread and water] and “black prison” 
[deprivation of sunlight and a bed]’.93 In November 1916, the Mayor of 
Templeuve asked the Préfet to inform the French Government of the 
‘courageous attitude’ of these three men.94 The Mayor had also aided 
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Martin by providing him with an identity card and a job, with the hope 
of ‘sheltering him from the soliciting of manpower’.95 Further, another 
man had responded to the first call- up by hiding in the countryside, 
remaining untraceable for six weeks. The Mayor believed that these four 
men honoured the commune by their ‘salutary example of resistance’, 
even though three of them eventually gave in to the ‘German machinery 
[engrenage]’. Everyone else around them contented themselves with the 
notion of ‘the futility of resistance’ and passivity, and often criticised the 
four. Out of a sense of duty, these men risked life and liberty, ‘And this 
simple fact [is] unfortunately rare enough to deserve to be highlighted.’ 
The Mayor believed that Martin was the only man ‘from our little region’ 
who resisted victoriously, deserving to be especially honoured; he should 
receive compensation from the Government when the time came.96

This affair underlined that attempted resistance to forced labour 
was rare, and successful refusals even rarer. Yet even in Templeuve this 
was not the only example. Another mass refusal occurred here in May 
1917: seventy- six women were asked to work on German trenches; all 
refused, agreeing instead to work on agricultural tasks. However, two 
sisters refused ‘politely but categorically’ to work for the Germans in any 
form at all. They were threatened with deportation to Germany, but this 
was not carried out. The Germans confined the women to the outskirts of 
the town, trying for nine days to get them to engage in other tasks: ‘The 
offer of the most benign gardening tasks was met by the woman with 
a smiling, but intransigent resistance.’ The new Kommandant (‘a very 
good man’ according to the Mayor) initially facilitated a more positive 
conclusion:

Unable to give in, since he had received his orders, but hesitant about taking 
big measures, on the other hand internally obliged to admire the rare sense 
of duty of these young women, he proclaimed once more that in wartime 
work is a rule for which there is no exception. But he finished by conceding 
to us that if it comes to it, if they were employed by the commune he could 
turn a blind eye whilst affirming that the principle was safe.97

This was a temporary ‘salvation’ for the women, who stated their 
logic:  ‘From the moment when it’s for the French, we will be road- 
sweepers if we are asked.’ They did this for five weeks, but ‘Unfortunately 
certain women, without having been subjected to the same risks or 
having attempted any resistance, envied their relative independence.’ 
This led to a denunciation on 28 June during a roll call of female workers, 
who said that ‘they would strike if these 2 people were not forced to 
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work for the Germans’. The next day, the sisters were imprisoned and 
condemned to a diet of bread and water. Their philosophical response 
was: ‘One does not die by eating dry bread and drinking water.’ However, 
poor conditions led to one of them becoming seriously ill. They even-
tually appeared before a conseil de guerre, where other locals labelled 
them as ‘leaders’ (of resistance). One was sentenced to two months’ 
imprisonment and a 5,000- mark fine, the other to a 2,500- mark fine. 
Once again, the Mayor asked that these individuals receive recognition 
and compensation after the liberation.98 I have discovered no evidence 
of such compensation. However, compensation was forthcoming for at 
least twenty- seven Nordistes from various communes,99 demonstrating 
not only the geographical scope but also the infrequent occurrence of 
this resistance. Nevertheless, refusing to work for the Germans was 
the most common reason for awarding a medal and/ or financial com-
pensation after the war. Also, some individuals were awarded the same 
compensation for being forced to work rather than refusing to work.100 
Not all mayors were as accommodating as the Mayor of Templeuve: the 
Mayor of Saint- Rémy- Chaussée allegedly denounced a man who refused 
to work for the Germans and escaped from German labour.101

The reasoning behind refusals echoes that of notable protests. One 
forced labourer wrote to his ‘Dear Julie’, telling her, ‘Rather death than 
digging trenches. There are 500 of us Lillois civilians here. Not a traitor 
among us.’102 Another wrote to his mother in June 1917:

This morning they made us get up at 3.15 and leave at 4.15 to go to work in 
the trenches but we refused, but they put [us] in holes for an hour because, 
dear mother, I do not want to work to kill my brothers; this evening they 
are going to give us papers to sign, but we are going to say no.103

Not everyone withstood the pressure  –  another forced labourer, evi-
dently distraught, wrote that he and his comrades had been forced to 
build trenches ‘to kill our fathers, our brothers and our cousins’.104

Yet for non- forced labourers, even absence from work was seen as a 
hostile act against the German army, punishable by up to a year’s impris-
onment.105 A clear- cut refusal to work was punished by up to three years’ 
imprisonment and a fine of 10,000 marks, as those in Tourcoing who 
attempted to prevent men from working in June 1917 were reminded.106 
Some went beyond temporary absenteeism, however, opting instead for a 
life of hiding to avoid working for the Germans. Van der Meersch’s char-
acter Alain did just this and faced the wrath of fellow occupés who were 
angry at him for provoking the Germans –  eventually they denounced 
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him,107 just as with the sisters from Templeneuve above or in other real- 
life cases.108 Writing in particular about these évadés, van der Meersch 
noted that:

It was no unusual thing during the war to see young people deliberately 
outlaw themselves and, under the pressures of necessity, take to a life of 
novel and dangerous excitement as a result of which they got into bad com-
pany, became demoralised by long periods spent in German prisons, were 
corrupted, lost their social status, and sank beyond the hope of recovery, 
though their first step down the slippery slope took, more often than not, 
the form of an act of heroism.109

Thus, unrespectability, misconduct and resistance were never com-
pletely separate from each other. This life of adventure and heroism did 
exist, and at least eleven Nordistes were given medals for such behaviour 
after the war. One man from Eppe- Sauvage successfully hid for three 
years; captured in July 1917, he was imprisoned for a year then sent 
to a forced- labour battalion.110 He was nominated for the Médaille de 
la Reconnaissance Française (medal of French gratitude) but was only 
awarded the Médaille des Victimes de l’Invasion, third class,111 which 
all eleven received. Another man from Douai hid for two years,112 a 
Tourquennois for one,113 and only two men remained undetected:  one 
from Mouchin from February 1917 until the Armistice, another from 
Tourcoing from mid- 1917 until the Armistice.114 The remaining six 
hid successfully for at least a month each.115 However ineffectual it was 
ultimately, resistance in the form of avoiding carrying out work for the 
Germans did occur, although this was always small- scale, usually indi-
vidual and rarer than some have suggested.

Crossing the line

Civilians

The weight of occupation, especially being forced to work against 
one’s country, was too much to bear for certain individuals. They took 
evasion a step further and attempted to escape the occupied area entirely, 
mostly in order to join the Allied armies and aid the war effort. Such a 
response to occupation was fairly widespread and occurred throughout 
the conflict. In Douai, in just two months of 1917, about 150– 200 men 
succeeded in crossing the Belgian then Dutch borders, for which the 
town was punished.116 A Jesuit priest allegedly helped these men, giving 
them false laissez- passer –  he was responsible for aiding 500 men to get 
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to Holland before being denounced and imprisoned.117 Denunciations 
of those involved in such resistance were relatively commonplace.118 
Occasionally, the Germans used agents- provocateurs who claimed to be 
passeurs offering safe passage to Holland, only to arrest and imprison 
the men who took up the offer. This led to the arrest of over seventy 
Frenchmen in Denain.119 However impressive such numbers may be, 
they never reached the heights of the Belgian analogue. About 32,000 
Belgians managed to reach the army of the Yser via Holland,120 despite 
similar problems of denunciations –  although their journey was shorter.

Priests also played a role in Denain,121 and Cambrai, where, in 
February 1917, ‘lots of young people are trying to reach French lines via 
Holland; they travel at night. To this end there exists a secret organisa-
tion; these young people hide in the day in presbyteries and the priests 
receive them and help their evasion.’122 These clergymen engaged in acts 
of national solidarity and resistance. Holland was central to any escape –  
apart from one story of forced labourers at the front making their way 
towards the British during an advance123 –  and was also one of the major 
territories for spies during the war.124

German ordinances hint at an authority responding to and attempting 
to gain control of a genuine problem. In Valenciennes, a poster of October 
1915 highlighted cases of attempted escape. The occupiers attributed 
such attempts to ‘the fear of exposing themselves, at the conclusion of 
peace, to severe punishments from French authorities for having failed 
to enter, presently, in the service of the army’. The German authority 
stated that no military tribunal could legally or morally make such a 
judgement and that it was ‘persuaded that the intelligence and good 
sense of the population will energetically oppose these erroneous and 
unreasonable ideas and serve to prevent any attempt to evade [German] 
inspection in the interests of those men called up for inspection’.125 In 
reality, attempts to escape were likely motivated more by a genuine desire 
to join the French army or simply to reach unoccupied France than by a 
fear of post- war French judicial reprisals. Some men felt it was their duty 
to at least try to join the army; other occupés occasionally looked down 
on those who had made no attempt. Rapatriés from Caudry bemoaned 
that with the number of men of fighting age (mobilisables) remaining 
there, two whole army divisions could be formed.126 Similarly, Blin noted 
in February 1918:

Too many mobilisables having not succeeded in leaving our region have 
accepted too easily a situation that shelters them from the dangers of war 
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[…] The duty was to try to reach England via Holland. Cross [the border] 
or get captured; the means to evade have not been lacking and many 
‘decided men’ have done so.127

Further sources suggest that leaving the occupied area was easier than 
might be expected.128 The Times reported that its own correspondent left 
occupied France via Belgium and Holland in December 1914, by bribing 
Germans.129 However, in 1917, rapatriés from Valenciennes, Saint- Saulve 
and Anzin complained that the copies of Le Petit Journal and Le Matin 
which occasionally appeared in the occupied area sometimes detailed 
the ruses people used to escape. These publications implied that doing so 
was easy, involving (like the Times journalist) a simple bribe to German 
sentries. The result was an increase in the number of sentries, making 
escape harder in reality.130 Indeed, a clandestine letter sent to London 
in 1916 stated that although many men attempted to escape to Belgium, 
only some succeeded –  the rest were ‘killed like rabbits’, every week.131 
Some certainly were: in Douai, a man tried to leave the occupied area by 
dressing as a woman but was shot dead at Hénin- Liétard.132 A handful of 
people received (sometimes posthumous) honorary compensation from 
the French Government after the war for such attempts.133

Those wishing to reach unoccupied France were aided by passeurs, 
who were not always perceived as unequivocal resisters and who were 
often held in suspicion by the population, like fraudsters –  some were 
fraudsters.134 This scepticism extended to non- occupied French author-
ities:  M. Aliotte from Vieux- Condé helped young men reach Holland 
during the occupation and was subsequently nominated for the Médaille 
de la Reconnaissance Française after the war; his case was rejected, as, 
despite his courageous conduct concerning such men, he had also 
been imprisoned for fifteen months for theft!135 Others were consider-
ably more respectable, such as Princess Marie de Croÿ of Bellignies.136 
Whatever their motives, these guides also helped to transport an even 
more dangerous ‘cargo’: Allied servicemen.

Allied servicemen

Whether soldiers having lagged behind the retreat of 1914, escaped 
prisoners of war, or downed airmen, there were a surprising number of 
Allied servicemen trying to avoid Germans in occupied France. There 
were two options: remain in hiding until the end of the war, or attempt 
to return to Allied lines. Often the two were combined, with servicemen 
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hiding for a certain period and eventually escaping. Harbouring Allied 
servicemen  –  providing them with food, clothes, shelter or medical 
care –  and helping them to escape was one of the most explicit forms of 
resistance.137 It was also one of the most dangerous: Allied servicemen 
behind German lines were supposed to give themselves up immedi-
ately, and civilians had to inform the Germans of such men. Any ser-
viceman found in civilian clothes would be killed, and any civilian 
who had aided them would be guilty of treason and punished accord-
ingly.138 Nevertheless, many occupés did aid Allied servicemen –  one of 
the most well known and commonly documented acts of resistance, for 
which numerous archival sources provide evidence across the Nord.139 
Unsurprisingly, communes closest to the front saw more examples of 
this, so many cases took place outside the Nord, especially in Saint- 
Quentin.140 Clearly, for the Germans this was resistance, and many 
French people also recognised such acts as resistance or at least patriotic 
opposition. So too did the British and French Governments both during 
and after the war.141

Attitudes to Allied servicemen altered over time:  in Douai, André 
Cochain was among twenty soldiers in hiding. Initially looked after by 
the Desplanque family, who had two sons at the front, he was treated 
like one of their sons. Cochain stayed with them until February 1915, 
when he feared denunciation by a woman who had five children at the 
front. Consequently, he moved hiding places, staying with Mme Lévy. 
For the first few months, she ‘was very good for him, and also tended 
to injured men and French soldiers’, but soon ‘she made acquaintances 
with German officers; these frequented her living room and some-
times stayed at hers until very late at night’. By mid- 1916, after she had 
met with high- ranking Germans, including members of Crown Prince 
Ruprecht of Bavaria’s staff, Cochain no longer felt safe, and left without 
telling Lévy.142 This case highlights the blurred line between resistance 
and misconduct some occupés walked. It also suggests that as the occu-
pation went on a certain amount of complicity with the Germans may 
have been necessary for survival; thus, resistance lessened.

To facilitate the passage of Allied servicemen out of the occupied 
area, some created organised escape networks, precursors to those of the 
Second World War. One of the most famous examples was the Comité 
Jacquet: based in Lille, its leaders were Eugène Jacquet, Georges Maertens, 
Ernest Deconnink and Belgian Sylvère Verhulst. These men aided at least 
200 Allied servicemen, many of whom they also helped escape across 
the Belgian and Dutch borders.143 They carried out their actions with the 
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knowledge and assistance of numerous other compatriots who kept their 
secret, provided shelter and food or actively led men across the border.144 
The downfall of the Comité was the ‘Mapplebeck’ affair: in March 1915, 
English aviator Corporal Mapplebeck was attacked and had to make a 
forced landing on the outskirts of Lille. The Comité provided him with 
nourishment and shelter, eventually assisting him in escaping the occu-
pied area. Once returned to his unit, Mapplebeck went on a sortie over 
Lille and dropped a note, humorously thanking von Heinrich for his hos-
pitality. Mapplebeck was doubly foolish, as he had kept a diary during his 
time in Lille, and hid it in Jacquet’s house.145 He started a chain of events 
ending in the execution of all four members of the Comité on 22 September 
1915, and the arrest of over 200 others suspected of involvement. Jacquet 
himself expressed shock at the consequences of the Mapplebeck affair: ‘I 
would never have thought that an affair that fell onto me by chance would 
become so heavy and would bring me such problems!’146

The manner in which the Comité members faced their death 
demonstrates much about the intent of such resisters. In a joint letter to 
their friends, the four men wrote:

Dear friends, comrades,
Here we are at the end! In a few moments we will be shot.
We are going to die bravely as good Frenchmen, as a brave Belgian man.
Standing up! Our eyes uncovered, our hands free
Adieu to all and good luck
Vive la République
Vive la France.147

They perceived their sentence as a sacrifice for France, highlighting 
the strength of their patriotism and the sense of duty that led them 
to carry out such actions.148 Yet within their actions there also lay an 
element of respectability, which Jacquet himself was keen to reinforce 
in his last letter to his wife and family: ‘We are acquitted of the charge 
of espionage. This is quite right. ENGLAND will therefore have to do its 
duty towards you.’149 Jacquet also reinforced the vision of his actions as 
a duty to France: ‘THE NATION will be there, Friends too, and you can 
say that your Husband died like a good Soldier faced with the enemy, 
without ever having trembled!’150 Lillois were informed of the execution 
via a poster.151 The affair had a profound effect on the population of Lille- 
Roubaix- Tourcoing, evidenced by the frequency with which diarists 
mentioned these events.152 The German sentence  undoubtedly aimed 
to discourage a repetition of the Comité’s actions, but above all it made 
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martyrs out of the four men. Surprisingly quickly, the story of the Comité 
reached beyond the occupied area,153 and by the end of the occupation it 
had become legendary (see the next chapter).

A similarly celebrated case was that of Louise de Bettignies and 
her accomplices, such as Louise Thuliez,154 Léonie Vanhoutte,155 and 
others156 –  one estimate puts the number of collaborators at eighty.157 
De Bettignies was in fact working for and financed by both British 
and French intelligence,158 and created the Service Alice,159 so- called 
after her codename, Alice Dubois. The Service comprised an escape 
network, but she and other members also engaged in espionage, trans-
mitting military intelligence such as train and troop movements to the 
Allies.160 Their network was more comprehensive than that of Jacquet, 
lasted longer, and succeeded in joining together two pre- existing 
networks.161 It was responsible for the successful escape of about 
1,000 servicemen.162 The full story of de Bettignies and her network 
is fascinating.163 Like the Comité Jacquet, accomplices were eventually 
discovered and punished by the Germans. De Bettignies herself was 
arrested in October 1915 and died in prison on 27 September 1918;164 
thus, the many honours she received were posthumous.165 It is notice-
able that many of these resisters were caught in 1915 or 1916,166 after 
which active resistance was more difficult and less frequent. Some 
French escape networks tied in with Belgian ones. Thus, men aided 
in France by de Bettignies were helped further in Belgium by Edith 
Cavell167 –  indeed, Thuliez worked with both women. As such, patri-
otism for a single homeland may not have been central to the motiv-
ations of these resisters, although the Belgian– French border had 
always been a fluid one, and the wartime alliance further reinforced 
notions of shared identities.

Not all occupés were willing to incur the risks involved in harbouring 
and assisting Allied personnel. Many engaging in this form of resist-
ance were denounced, which occurred in particular in Lille, Le Cateau, 
Roubaix, Fourmies and Haubourdin.168 The Comité Jacquet was 
denounced, as were members of the Service Alice,169 and the Directrice 
of the Hospice Général in Cambrai who had helped 100 French soldiers 
return to France.170 Some may have denounced others out of fear of 
German reprisals if they discovered the men themselves. Others may 
have wanted to win German favour, to improve their personal situation 
or to enact vengeance.

What was the overall intent behind, and effect of, harbouring Allied 
personnel and creating escape networks? Given the high numbers of men 
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killed on the Western Front, and the relatively small number of Allied 
servicemen or men of military age who successfully escaped the occu-
pied zone, it is questionable whether their presence in the Allied mili-
tary would have turned the tide of battle. However, in aiding such men, 
occupés asserted their patriotism, their humanitarianism, their willing-
ness to defy the Germans and their wish for an Allied victory. They also 
adhered to their principles, reconfiguring their moral- patriotic compass 
so that for them their actions were always justified, always respectable. 
Returning soldiers to Allied lines was a minor moral- patriotic victory 
that occupés linked inextricably to the Allied victory. There was, for this 
and other forms of resistance, a non- military value to the actions, which 
took on new meanings in the interwar period. However, for some, like 
de Bettignies, the victory was even more real because they were actively 
working for the Allies –  they were themselves participating in the war.

Espionage and Allied secret services

The Allies were naturally interested in the information that occupés 
could provide them and subsequently recruited numerous people like 
de Bettignies, often refugees and rapatriés sent back to their place of 
origin.171 In occupied France, Belgium and Luxembourg, 6,000– 6,400 
individuals, including many women, worked for Allied secret services in 
espionage and escape networks.172 Most operated in Belgium, but some, 
like members of La Dame Blanche, crossed into the Nord.173 Each ser-
vice (resistance group) contained about twenty to thirty people, with the 
largest ones working for the British,174 although there was considerable 
competition for recruitment among Allied secret services, even among 
the various branches of the British intelligence services.175 The Allies 
were particularly interested in troop and train movements.176

Yet it was not easy to recruit people to engage in an  activity ‘as 
discredited as espionage’.177 The occupés were, as ever, concerned with 
social respectability, and to enter into these services, the pejorative con-
notation of espionage had to be removed.178 Both occupied and non- 
occupied French people during the war (especially in 1914) experienced 
spy- mania, a psychosis about spies epitomised by the Mata Hari affair.179 
The French secret service collected considerable documentation on 
suspected spies.180 For many, a gendered understanding of espionage 
meant it was seen as feminine and negative,181 relying on seduction and 
betrayal. Indeed, many spies during the war were female, especially agents 
in the occupied area, and it was not uncommon for them to be labelled by 
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certain people as prostitutes, among other typologies.182 The perception 
of ‘loose’ women and prostitutes as potential spies by locals has already 
been established; occupied populations differed little from their free 
compatriots in this respect. However, the idea of a traitorous spy such 
as Hari was accompanied by that of a patriotic spy, or spy- martyr, such 
as Marthe Richer/ Richard.183 Still, those working for the British in occu-
pied Belgium wanted to be recognised as soldiers, not ‘vulgar’ spies,184 
echoing somewhat the sentiment of Jacquet’s last letter. Tammy Proctor 
argues that, given that female espionage was portrayed as a hidden evil 
tied to sexuality, after the war, female Allied agents in the occupied ter-
ritories were largely forgotten because they fit neither the ‘horizontal 
collaborator’ nor the ‘martyred victim’ label.185 Olivier Forcade agrees 
that such women were seen as victims first, then resisters.186 Male agents 
faced fewer questions regarding their motives and respectability, and 
although men did engage in espionage, the understanding of spying as 
mainly feminine lasted throughout the occupation.

The initial decision to engage in espionage for the Allies represented 
a desire to contribute in some way to an Allied victory and subsequent 
liberation of their homeland. Some agents working for the Allied secret 
services were paid, whereas others refused to accept money except oper-
ational costs.187 Motives varied from a sense of adventure, financial gain 
and a certain freedom (especially for women), to patriotic, religious 
and moral conviction.188 Agents in the occupied area were perceived by 
the British to have been, generally, working for patriotic reasons; and 
they hailed from diverse social classes, from priests and gendarmes 
to seamstresses, smugglers and railway officials.189 These agents were 
trained and sent to occupied France and Belgium via balloons and 
parachutes.190 Their job was observation: watching railway lines,191 and 
noting down information on military units. Many other occupés, prob-
ably at the instigation of Allied agents, engaged in this task, including 
entire families taking shifts at observation posts.192

In the Nord, it is hard to evaluate the total number of people who 
engaged in this resistance, but there is evidence of Allied agents and 
espionage networks operating here.193 In June 1915, Blin allegedly spoke 
with a French secret agent,194 and agents were certainly present in occu-
pied territory, albeit more commonly from 1917. For example, male 
agents Lefebvre and Faux were dropped by a British balloon at Vieux- 
Condé on the night of 26– 7 February 1917. They sent a pigeon back on 
27 February asking for more pigeons, but the Royal Flying Corps could 
not fulfil the request due to bad weather conditions.195 In the meantime, 
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according to one rapatrié, Lefebvre had given many women of Condé 
news of their mobilised husbands. One local woman denounced him, 
but Lefebvre himself ‘was not very audacious, and when arrested, soon 
confessed and denounced his accomplice’.196 Like all belligerents, the 
Germans took espionage very seriously,197 thus both Levebvre and Faux 
were condemned to death, executed on 31 January 1918.198

Another death was that of British agent Jules Bar, a miner from Trith- 
Saint- Léger, near Valenciennes. Captured after jumping from a British 
plane, he was executed on 26 June 1917. In his last letter, Bar noted that 
he left behind other members of his network, and echoed the sentiments 
of Jacquet:  ‘I will die without fear, because I believe I have carried out 
my duty […] I  will walk to the execution post without weakness, for 
I want to show the Germans how a Frenchman knows how to die for his 
Patrie.’199 It is not known whether Bar’s network survived him.

Janet Morgan argues that none of the agent- balloonists sent into 
France by the British in December 1917 and January 1918 had been able 
to set up a network, and many died.200 Such plans included the creation 
of a service ‘LL’ to monitor railway movements on the line Sallaumines– 
Billy- Montigny– Hénin- Liétard, and the line Lens– Beaumont– Douai. 
This information was to be transmitted to GHQ. A similar ‘service GG’ 
for Hénin– Liétard was to be created.201 It is unclear if these plans came to 
fruition. Nevertheless, after the war, the British I(b) intelligence agency 
praised such work: ‘This information was of vital importance in drawing 
up the enemy’s order of battle. It had a direct effect on the operations and 
movements of our own forces, and became therefore the first objective 
of our Secret Service.’202 Nevertheless, it is unlikely that this resistance 
actually turned the tide of any battles, given the nature of trench warfare.

In Maubeuge, seven members of an espionage network were 
denounced; five were sentenced to imprisonment and two executed in 
November 1915.203 In Lille, Belgian teenager Léon Trulin and his friends 
photographed military installations and passed on the information to 
the Allies.204 Denounced by a friend, Trulin was executed on 8 November 
1915.205 As with the Comité Jacquet, Trulin’s case became rapidly well 
known, seen as emblematic of occupation resistance:206 Martin- Mamy 
described him as ‘a soldier without uniform’.207 Some individuals were 
punished by the Germans –  although not all were genuine spies208 –  for 
transmitting information to the Allies and were thus later rewarded 
by the French or British Governments (see the  Epilogue). Spying was 
therefore reconfigured from a dishonourable action to a respectable one 
worthy of official praise, although locals rarely expressed their opinion 
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on Allied spies. The aid they offered such agents during the war suggests 
that they had accepted Allied intelligence operations as legitimate, as 
opposed to treasonous, unrespectable, pro- German spying. However, 
lacking the performative aspect of respectable resistance, espionage 
could never be as widespread or acceptable as the former.

Useful information was often transmitted back to the Allies via car-
rier pigeons, which had been parachuted into the occupied area.209 
The British secret service in particular put a lot of effort and resources 
into methods of transporting pigeons and agents into occupied France 
and Belgium.210 From March 1917, in certain localities pigeons were 
dropped on a regular basis, depending on the weather. This was the case 
in Vieux- Condé, Valenciennes and Douai.211 However, paid agents were 
not the only people sending information via pigeons. From early 1917 
in the ‘Pigeon Dropping Stunt’, the British sent questionnaires asking 
the occupés to detail information on military units and movements. 
The questionnaires were to be returned by pigeon or, from early 1918, 
by inflatable balloons dropped with them.212 The Germans were aware 
of these questionnaires, but this did not dissuade everyone. A middle- 
class diarist from Maubeuge recorded that such questionnaires had 
been found and sent back by a group of friends from November 1917; 
by May 1918 all twenty- one friends had been arrested and faced trial. 
One, a municipal councillor, hanged himself in his cell rather than face a 
second interrogation; others were imprisoned or executed.213 Elsewhere, 
more Nordistes were punished for espionage involving carrier pigeons.214 
Many completed the questionnaires:  indeed, so confident were the 
British that they made sure to add instructions informing the occupés to 
disguise their handwriting in case of discovery by Germans. Yet they did 
not wish to dissuade occupés from responding.215 Their French collabor-
ator remarked that:

As far as the Flemish population are concerned the question of disguising 
the handwriting is not of so much importance, but I know how much the 
French people are fond of glory, and, unless they are warned, I am afraid 
some of them will be sticking their names to the bottom of the message just 
to show how they are trying to help their country.216

These fears were well founded. A man from Valenciennes completed a 
questionnaire, which was intercepted by the Germans; he was discovered 
and killed. In 1928, the town erected a monument in his honour.217 The 
only message successfully retrieved from the balloon system (as opposed 
to the more successful pigeon scheme) was found on a German wire 
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during a British raid –  and the sender had ‘been indiscreet enough, in 
spite of definite instructions to the contrary, to sign her full name and 
address’.218 At least three people from Nomain were executed in October 
1917 after their completed questionnaires were discovered, one of 
which was ‘imprudently signed’.219 These deaths meant that it was not 
the Germans who ultimately prevented further information from being 
transmitted, as the British noted:

No measures which the enemy thought fit to adopt in occupied terri-
tory were capable of preventing either the despatch of the balloons or 
the picking up of the pigeons and subsequent despatch of the informa-
tion by the inhabitants. Many of them unfortunately were shot, but this 
in no way deterred others, although we were later asked by the French 
Government to desist for a period from putting this operation into 
practice.220

Nevertheless, the consequences of successfully transmitting information 
were sometimes spectacular. In Wallers, on 6 August 1918, an airdropped 
pigeon was found with a letter asking for the occupés to provide mili-
tarily important information. It was passed among the inhabitants until 
someone knowing relevant details was found –  this person noted that at 
Lourchies there was a depot of numerous munitions trains. A farmer sent 
the pigeon back, and just four days later Allied planes bombed the depot, 
destroying it completely. The two men were decorated after the war for 
their actions.221 In general, I(b) was surprised by the results of the ‘Pigeon 
Dropping Stunt’. It had predicted a 5 per cent return of questionnaires 
but on average received 40 per cent, sometimes more. The information 
‘in most cases was of a very high order and had the advantage of being 
fresh and rapidly transmitted. For instance, the balloons were usually 
despatched at about 11 o’clock at night and many of the messages were 
received at 9 o’clock the next morning.’222 The official British history of 
carrier pigeons in the war also attests to the success of the scheme and 
the valuable information provided,223 as do French Deuxième Bureau 
documents.224 Many occupés, including Nordistes, therefore engaged in 
this resistance, which explains the monuments to carrier pigeons of the 
war still standing in Lille and at Le Cateau.225

Other forms of active resistance took place across the Nord, from 
relatively rare acts of sabotage,226 to frequent fabrication of documents 
(mainly identity cards and laissez- passer).227 Although never more than 
the actions of a minority, most forms of active resistance represented a 
desire to oppose German cultural and military control, to improve the 
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morale of fellow occupés, to remain in contact with the outside world and 
to participate in the war effort. Even within the morally suspect world 
of active resistance, many remained convinced that they were doing the 
right, the respectable thing, and balked at any suggestion otherwise. 
Active resistance, by never comprising armed resistance, retained an air 
of respectability for many, but perhaps that was simply self- justification. 
For those participating in it, it was a duty, an honourable means of 
joining the war effort and increasing the chances of Allied victory –  or 
at least decreasing the possibility of a German one. The overall effects of 
active resistance, or of any of the forms of resistance studied, are difficult 
to judge, but resistance in this occupation certainly provided a blueprint 
for that of 1939– 45.228 It also allowed the occupés to maintain their iden-
tity and to give them a sense of purpose. As resister curé Delattre said, ‘I 
am a priest more than ever; I am a Lillois more than ever; I am French 
more than ever.’229

Resistance reviewed

Resistance in all its forms meant that locals felt less helpless and 
developed pride in their locality and its apparent defiance. At a time 
when misconduct was perceived as widespread, resistance provided 
a counter- example of how to behave and further fanned the flame of 
patriotism. Certain types of resistance were more commonplace than 
others: many notables of all political stripes protested German orders, 
and symbolic expressions of patriotism occurred in multiple local-
ities throughout the occupation; active resistance, on the other hand, 
involved a small minority, but eventually became the most- cited form 
of opposition to the Germans. Oppositional acts tended to be more fre-
quent up to the end of 1915, after which instances of perceived or real 
defiance against the occupiers were punished more severely and thus 
became riskier. However, some resistance did continue throughout the 
war. The previous three chapters have demonstrated that such actions –  
representing the counterpoint to misconduct, disunity and acts of crim-
inality  –  were important to locals’ understanding of their experience, 
however unrepresentative or potentially unsuccessful they were as forms 
of resistance. This part of the book has underlined that there is some 
truth behind the idea of widespread patriotism in the occupied Nord, 
which manifested itself across and motivated multiple forms of resist-
ance. This patriotism was central to the dominant occupied culture, 

 

 

 

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

via free access



The experience of occupation in the Nord, 1914–18

v 270 v

270

causing adherents to criticise those engaged in allegedly unpatriotic 
actions and to laud the actions of those perceived to be engaging in the 
preferred behaviour: resistance.

Studying different forms of resistance also underlines the import-
ance of respectability to a large segment of the occupied population. 
The most commonplace forms of opposition to the occupiers involved 
polite protests aimed at protecting locals, or symbolic displays of 
Frenchness, rather than explicit insults or armed conflict. For many, the 
occupiers could be defied or even ridiculed but had to be respected in 
daily interactions  –  to do so reduced the chances of punishment and 
reinforced notions of French civilisation. Active resistance muddied the 
waters somewhat, but even here there were instances of resisters justi-
fying their actions as fulfilling a duty, expressing patriotism and doing 
nothing wrong –  accusations of wrongdoing or shady activities would 
undermine their sense of acting in a respectable manner and their 
national identity.

In both parts of this book, I  have examined key behaviours that 
dominated the perception, representation and reality of the occupation 
of the Nord during the First World War. However, the end of the occu-
pation did not mark a clean break with what went before; as such, in the 
final chapter I will consider the nature of the liberation and the way in 
which the occupation of 1914– 18, and especially misconduct and resist-
ance, were remembered and, crucially, forgotten.
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