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A historical preamble

From 1870 to 1945, Alsace-Lorraine changed nationality five times1 and in
1939 when France entered war, Alsace-Lorraine was part of the French
territory.2 The region had a culture which could not easily be classified as
French or German, given the German dialects spoken by its inhabitants.3
On 3 September 1939, France and Great Britain declared war on Germany
after the German‟s refusal to withdrawn from Poland. As the Allies did not
launch a massive assault and kept a defensive stance, this was called the
phoney war in Britain or la drôle de guerre in France. After conquering
Poland, Germany launched the Battle of France in May 1940. The German
army bypassed the Maginot Line by marching through Netherlands and
Belgium. France surrendered to Nazi Germany on 24 June 1940. Nazi
Germany occupied three-fifths of the French territory, leaving the remaining
part of the territory in the South-East to the control of the newly constituted
“Vichy government”. The regime led by the old hero of the First World War,
Marshal Pétain, was originally intended to function as a temporary regime.
The Vichy government was unique amongst the various collaborationist
regimes in Europe at the time. It was established constitutionally by the
French Parliament, and not imposed by the Nazis. A government in exile,

1

1674-1871: French; 1871-1918: German (Franco-Prussian war causes French cession of
Alsace-Lorraine to German Empire); 1919-1940: French (Treaty of Versailles reverts AlsaceLorraine to France); 1940-44: German (Nazi Germany conquers Alsace-Moselle); 1945:
French.
2

Lorraine is composed of several regions (Meurthe-et-Moselle, Meuse, Moselle and Vosges).
The Nazis annexed only the region bordering Germany, Moselle.
3

Alsatian is a Low Alemanic German dialect. It is not readily intelligible to speakers of
standard German but it is closely related to other nearby Alemanic dialects, such as Swiss
German, Swabian and Badisch. In the Moselle region inhabitants speaks Lorraine Franconian
(francique or platt in French) which is a West Central German dialect (not to be confused
with lorrain, the Romance dialect also spoken in the region). Both dialects are similar to the
dialects native to the neighboring West Central German dialects spoken in Luxembourg and
Germany.
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recognised by Great Britain and the USA, was rapidly organised by General
Charles de Gaulle.
After France was defeated in the spring of 1940, Alsace and Moselle were
annexed de facto to the German Third Reich. It is worth noting that the
Armistice did not mention the unification of Alsace-Moselle to the German
Reich. Apart from a few ineffective protestations, this “silent” annexation
was imposed on France and accepted by the Vichy government (HerberichMarx and Raphaël 1985, Riedweg 1995).
The zone was administered directly by the Nazis. Hitler nominated
omnipotent governors (Gauleiter) at the head of the civil administration, who
were independent from the military power and accountable only to the
Führer. During that time, the process of Germanisation was initiated and for
instance all the children who were at least 10 years old were obliged to join
the Hitler Youth Organisation. Later on, in May 1941, they were required to
serve in the Reichsarbeitsdienst, RAD (Labour Organisation of the Reich), a
type of paramilitary organisation.
Conscription was envisaged as early as 1940, by the Oberkommando of the
Wehrmacht (OKW) but was not put into place as Hitler was not in favour of
conscription at the time. As a matter of fact, some 'legal' arrangement had to
be constituted in order to conscript the French citizens from Alsace and
Moselle. The inhabitants of Alsace and Moselle were attached to Germany
as Volkssdeutsche, i.e. as assimilated Germans. Conscription actually took
place at the beginning of 1942, after the failure of the German army to
capture Moscow. The Wehrmacht was confronted with a permanent and
serious problem of recruits at that time, so on 25 August 1942, it was
decided that all Alsatian/Mosellan men born between 1908 and 1928 were
conscripted and enlisted in the Luftwaffe (the air force), in the Kriegsmarine
(the naval force), the Wehrmacht (the regular German army), or in the
Waffen-SS (the military part of the Schutzstaffel-SS).4 It has to be mentioned
that other countries annexed by Nazi Germany in 1940 faced the same fate:
the Arelerland, the East part of Belgium, and Luxembourg.
The resistance of the Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts is well attested by
historians (Riedweg 1995, Stroh 2006) but it did not prevent most men from
being sent to the Eastern Front. The decision to send the Alsatians and
Mosellans to the Eastern Front was not only motivated by the considerable
need for soldiers in that area, but was also viewed as a means to prevent
desertion, since these men would have been more inclined to desert if they
4

For more details see, for instance, Herberich-Marx and Raphaël 1985: 88 or Riedweg 1995:
94ff.
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had been sent to the Western Front. The execution of some recalcitrant
conscripts, in addition to the introduction of the Sippenhaftung which made
the parents responsible for the insubordination or the desertion of conscripts,
undermined their will to resist. This is the reason why these men called
themselves Les Malgré-Nous (Against-our-will). Indeed, these men faced a
tragic dilemma: either save their own life and risk the deportation of their
entire family, or save the life of their family and risk their own life on the
Eastern Front within the German army. According to the latest studies,
130,000 men were enlisted from 1942 to 1944, of which 40,000 never came
back (22,000 died at the Front and 18,000 disappeared).5
The Vichy government never made any gesture to prevent or postpone
forced enlistment6 (neither did it threaten to denounce the Armistice
Convention for example). While the Free French Forces in London distanced
themselves from Vichy; their most effective action consisted in asking the
USSR to take into account that Alsatian-Mosellans who were prisoners of
the Red Army were to rare exceptions, French citizens incorporated by force
in the German army, and that they should be repatriated or at least treated
more favourably as prisoners. The arguments and efforts of the French
government in exile did not find much resonance in the Soviet Union.
Nevertheless, the Soviet authorities gathered the French POWs in the prison
camp number 188, situated in the forest of Rada, near to the town of
Tambov.7 Furthermore, in July 1944, the Russians handed over to France
1,500 prisoners from Alsace and Moselle, who made a long journey via
Tehran to reach Algeria, where most of them were able to join the Free
French Forces. These men were called the fifteen hundred ('Les 1500'). The
others prisoners returned to France after the end of the war.
When Alsace-Lorraine was handed back to France after the war, the fact that
many young men from the region had served (by force) in the German army,
and even in the Waffen SS, resulted in tensions between Alsace-Lorraine
and other parts of France. A very tragic event occurred on 10 June 1944 in
Oradour-sur-Glane, a village in the Limousin region of France, which was
brutally destroyed by a German Waffen-SS company. Composed of around

5

Baty 1998: 45

6

Jean-François Gross lists some of the protests made by the Vichy authorities against the de
facto annexation and forced enlistment of the Alsatians-Mosellans. He states that all these
protests were made knowing that they would be ineffective (Gross 1998: 22).
7

The 188 camp was built in accordance with Beria's circular of 23 August 1942. The aim of
the camp was initially to provide for the detention of Soviet soldiers who had been in contact
with the enemy (for further information see Baty 2011: 74).
12

200 soldiers, 14 Alsatians, enlisted by force, were part of this company.8 The
involvement of these Alsatian soldiers contributed to a long-term reluctance
to face the problem of forced enlistment in the French post-war context.

8

Five amongst the Alsatians men were minors.
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Chapter I: Introduction

1 Background
I always believed that my grandfather had never left his native region of
Lorraine. When I discovered that he had been in Russia during World War
II, I was very surprised and wondered why he had never talked about this
period of his life before and why he was so reluctant to talk about it. It was
not before the age of 16, as I gladly announced during a family gathering
that I was going to learn Russian at school, that I became acquainted with the
phenomenon of forced enlistment in the German army and that I first heard
about the place of Tambov. My announcement was followed by a silence,
which seemed to last forever. I immediately felt guilty for stirring up these
traumatic memories and I can still remember today the feeling of uneasiness
that gripped me at the time. I was extremely relieved when my grandfather
broke the silence. He started describing the phenomenon of forced
enlistment, an event which was not mentioned in history books at school,
even though the period of War World II is extensively studied in the French
school system.
My grandfather briefly outlined the main events of the war: the French
surrender, the Armistice of 1940, the unification of Alsace and Moselle to
the German Reich, the order of forced enlistment in 1942, his position
somewhere on the Eastern Front as well as his internment in the prison camp
of Tambov, where Russians gathered the Alsatian/Mosellan prisoners of war.
He was nevertheless very elusive about his internment, arguing that I could
very well imagine by myself what life in a prison camp could be like and
saying that “human beings were no longer human anymore”.
I felt very confused and shaken after my grandfather's story as it was the first
time that I was told about these events. Then, to my great astonishment, my
grandfather's face lit up at the reminiscence of an apple an old Russian
woman had given him. I then became fascinated by odd memories,
experiences which do not fit into the usual framework of war memories. I
was too shy or too shocked at the time to ask my grandfather for more details
and unfortunately, the topic was never brought up again. My grandfather
14

died some years later without sharing more of his experience with me but he
left me with his blessing to study Russian. As of today, I still don't know if
he volunteered in the German army or not, if he deserted or was captured
and exactly when he came back from the prison camp of Tambov.
Even though the matter was closed within the family, this particular moment
undoubtedly left its mark on me and strongly framed my intellectual
reflections. Indeed the discrepancy between micro and macro history,
between the lived experience of an individual, and the collective experience
of a group, had always been in the background of my academic
preoccupations and resulted in the writing of the present thesis. But above
all, ever since that day, I knew that once in my life I would need to go to
Tambov.
A few years ago, I discovered that journeys, called pilgrimages, were
organised for young Alsatians/Mosellans in order to create and maintain a
memorial site in the forest of Rada, where the prison camp was established
during the war. It took several years before I could undertake this journey,
which attracted and frightened me at the same time. The opportunity to
engage in such a journey with other people who shared the same
preoccupations, fears and expectations, offered me the framework I needed
to fulfil the promise I had once made to myself, to visit Tambov, and in the
summer of 2008 I was finally able to realise the project I had formulated
many years ago.

2 Research objective
Even though World War II ended over half a century ago, it continues to
affect the lives of those involved and often those of their descendants. This
study places the lingering after-effects of war – as well as individual and
collective efforts to overcome them – at the centre of the analysis. The focus
of this study is to examine the various strategies adopted by former prisoners
of war (POWs) and their descendants in order to deal with this past. My
interest lies in the dynamic of individual and collective remembrance
contained through a traumatic past.
For everyone involved, war is a traumatic event that is difficult to overcome.
How can soldiers, who were forced to make war within the army of their
initial enemy, be able to move on and get on with their lives in a post-war
context? Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts were French, yet at the same time
15

they were forced to wear the German feldgrau (army uniform) and fight the
Allies. These elements made them look like enemies and traitors. How could
they culturally cope with their experience of forced enlistment, warfare and
captivity in soviet prison camps when re-integrating into the French nation
after the war? How could they articulate, express and memorialise their
experience of forced enlistment and captivity? By which personal and
collective strategies have they sought to come to terms with their contentious
past? Since the living memory of these war experiences is slowly
disappearing with the witnesses, the problem of the transmission, often
incomplete or paradoxical, of their memories will be taken into account.
Consequently, I am also examining how painful memories are handed down
from one generation to another, transforming a legacy into a heritage.9
All these questions lead me to examine in more detail the journeys organised
to the Soviet prison camp of Tambov. There are two kinds of journeys, both
called pilgrimages10, which have been organised since the 1990s by former
POWs. The first kind of pilgrimage is organised for former POWs and their
close relatives; the second kind is for the descendants of former POWs.
Initially these pilgrimages took place on an annual basis. Since 2000 they
have been taking place once every two years. Why do people choose to
spend their time and money on a trip to the site of a former prison camp?
Who exactly takes part in these journeys and for what purpose? What is the
significance of the pilgrimages, and the different commemorative activities
which take place throughout the journeys, for the participants? How do the
different actors engaged in the pilgrimages put meaning into the experience,
since they do not undertake the journeys with the same backgrounds and
expectations? Has a new experience of the site of Tambov emerged through
the pilgrimages? Do the journeys bear an impact on the collective
remembrance in France?
Since I am at the intersection of private, family and collective memories, the
individual as well as the collective responses to the legacy of World War II
will be examined. The people engaged in this process are memory actors and
it is their strategies to transcend the lingering after-effects of World War II
which are the focus of this thesis. In this sense I am at the crossing point
between memory as representation, with its focus on narrative and
9

I am indebted here to Gilly Carr‟s distinction between legacy and heritage. According to
Carr, an event (for instance the occupation of a country during WWII) leaves a tangible or
intangible legacy (e.g. an Organization Todt-worker camps or a memory). And it is the legacy
claimed and valued as part of one's identity that is turned into heritage (International
Workshop on painful heritage. The Falstad Centre, 10-11 November 2011).
10

This is an emic term.
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discourses, and memory as social action, with its focus on subjectivity,
agency and experience. In this respect, I follow Alon Cofino and Peter
Fritzsche‟s suggestion “to destabilise the boundaries between memory as
representation and memory as social action” (Confino and Fritsche 2002: 7).

3 Theoretical considerations
In this section, I present the theoretical background and the different
concepts which are guiding my reflections throughout the thesis. The
approaches adopted are aimed at highlighting the individual and collective
responses to, and memories of, the war.
As the anthropologist Katherine Verdery, referring to Pierre Bourdieu,
pinpoints, the pursuit of meaning is at the “heart of human activity”: “All
human beings act within certain culturally shaped background expectations
and understandings, often not conscious, about what 'reality' is” (Verdery
1999: 34). Human beings orientate themselves and act in the world
according to their sense of cosmic order, e.g. their “ideas about where people
in general and our people in particular came from; who are the most
important kinds of people, and how one should behave with them; what
makes conduct moral or immoral; what are the essential attributes of a
'person'; what is time, and how does it flow (or not); and so on” (Verdery
1999: 34). These ideas cannot be separated from action in the world - that is
the beliefs and ideas materialized in action (Verdery 1999: 34). Human
beings always strive to build a meaningful whole from the culture they are
embedded in. Culture is something that groups and individuals actively
apply and appropriate to orientate themselves to, feel themselves involved
in, to experience the environment around and make it happen (Frykman &
Gilje 2003: 29). In this thesis, I use the terms culture or worlds as Verdery
suggests, to design this “combination of 'worldview' and associated actionin-the-world, people's sense of a meaningful universe in which they also act.
Their ideas and their action constantly influence one another in a dynamic
way” (Verdery 1999: 34).
Since war is a traumatic experience, “a situation of overwhelming, extreme,
and violent pressure”, which disrupts equilibrium and leaves enduring
impact on those involved in it and their relatives (Winter and Sivan 1999:
29), how did the Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts cope with the destabilising
effect of the war? The actions and strategies used by the Alsatian POWs and
their relatives in their efforts to give some meaning to their experiences take
17

place within the framework of their own cultural system. And it is this
dynamic that (intentionally or not) contributes to the process of
remembrance (Winter and Sivan 1999: 29-30).
In line with the American historians Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, I will
examine the collective remembrance of the former POWs and their
descendants as “the outcome of agency, as the product of individuals and
groups who come together, not at the behest of the state or any of its
subsidiary organizations, but because they have to speak out” (Winter and
Sivan 1999: 9). What is in focus is social action, dynamics and processes.
Agency is seen here in the process, in its happening (Frykman and Gilje
2003: 30). This perspective implies that memories are not something we
„have‟ but a process, and memory is hence 'a faculty rather than a place'
(Wertsch 2002: 17).11 In order to emphasise agency and process, I use the
word 'remembering' and 'remembrance' rather than 'memory' (Winter and
Sivan 1999: 29).

3.1 Processes of remembering
a. Experiences and narratives
Firstly, I would like to give some guidance concerning the individual
processes of remembering and present how the former POWs can remember
their personal war experience. It is acknowledged that experiences leave
long term memory traces, recorded in our episodic memory system (Winter
1999: 12).12 But “a memory trace is not an exact replica of an experience,
11

See also Olick: “Collective memory is something (or rather many things) we DO, not
something we HAVE” (Olick 2008a: 159).
12

Cognitive psychologists distinguish between declarative memory and procedural memory.
Procedural memory applies to skills or procedure: how to accomplish a task (to swim, to ride
a bicycle, to play a music instrument and so on). Declarative memory, on the other hand, is
the aspect of memory that stores facts. It is called declarative memory since it can be
verbalised or declared. Declarative memory consists of semantic memory (description of what
we know) and episodic memory (description of what we have experienced). Semantic and
episodic memories correspond to the process of bringing the past into the present by an action
of recollection (see Kirmayer 1996).
In his attempt to develop a theory of memory as a form of cognition, the sociologist, Paul
Connerton, makes the same distinction as scholars in psychology though using other terms.
He distinguishes between personal memory claim, an experimental memory, which refers to a
personal past and is located in it, and cognitive memory claim, which refers to the
remembrance of the meanings of words, lines of verses, stories (unlike personal memory – we
18

even under the best of circumstances” (Winter 1999: 13). The past as
'happened' becomes 'past as remembered' by entering “into the region of
language; memories spoken of, pronounced are already a kind of discourse
that the subject engages in with herself. What is pronounced in this discourse
occurs in the common language” (Ricœur 2005: 129). Hence it is through the
active process of narrating that the former POWs could transform
experiences (what they went through – Erlebnis/upplevelse) into an
experience (Erfahrung/erfarenhet). Hence the anthropologist Victor Turner
makes a difference between 'experience' – the temporal flow, the individual
experience as received by consciousness, and 'an experience' – “the
intersubjective articulation of experience, which has a beginning, and ending
and thus becomes transformed into an expression” (Turner 1986: 35). As
Aleida Assmann suggested, “unless they (experiences) are integrated into a
narrative, which invests them with shape, significance, and meaning, they
are fragmented, presenting only isolated scenes without temporal or spatial
continuity” (Assmann 2010: 42). The flow of experience that surrounds us
becomes meaningful only through the process that turns experiences into
narratives. This means further that experience structures the narrative and
that the narrative structures experiences (Bruner 1986: 5).13 Memory traces
have furthermore a „telescopic/selective nature‟, emphasising certain aspects
to the detriment of others and adapting themselves to schemata or scripts,
“which are either personal or borrowed from the culture or sub-culture of
which the individual is a member” (Winter and Sivan 1999: 13).14 The fact
that human beings narrate experiences through and in accordance with
broader, culturally available plot implies that the experiences are distorted
before being even encoded (Winter and Sivan 1999: 13). Examining the
account of victims of childhood trauma and the testimony of survivors of the
Holocaust, the social psychiatric scholar Michael Kirmayer suggests even
that distinctive qualities of trauma narratives are not a consequence of
mental mechanisms per se, but have to be understood as differences in the
way the landscape of memory is culturally constructed. Hence even
traumatic memories should be understood as “imaginatively reconstructed
along narrative lines guided by bodily experience and cultural models of
memory and self” (Kirmayer 1996: 191). Against this background, it has to
do not need to possess any information about the context of learning it in order to be able to
use this kind of memory) and lastly “habit-memory” which refers to the capacity to reproduce
a certain performance (to write, ride a bicycle) (Connerton 1989: 21ff).
13

Bruner calls this the hermeneutic circle in reference to Dilthey (Bruner 1986: 4ff).

14

"It may be done through schemata or scripts which are either personal ('this is the story of
my life' or 'I'm always missing opportunities') or borrowed from the culture or sub-culture of
which the individual is a member ('it's hard to be a Jew')” (Winter and Sivan 1999: 13).
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be précised that knowledge is not considered here as something objective or
as a general truth, but is regarded as one of many possible truths.
Yet, narratives and experiences are considered to be social constructions,
shaped through communication. A narrative receives its specific meaning in
the interplay between the environment and the context in which it is told.
This constructivist perspective implies the assertion that social reality is
narrative in its character, or that the reality is constructed to a large extent by
the narrative itself (see Nylund Skog 2002: 17). It is through narratives that
we restore chaos, find order again, put the unwieldy into manageable forms
and categorise acts and ourselves in a significant whole (entirety). Individual
experiences are organised and classified through narratives and framed into
cultural intelligible scripts. Narrative can be a mean for an individual to give
meaning to a difficult and unusual experience, as an experience of captivity
by adapting/adjusting his individual experience in “pre-existent cultural
models” (Matthew 1994: 789 in Mattingly 1998: 14).
Narratives and experiences are regarded from a hermeneutic perspective,
both life and narratives become meaningful in a reciprocal interaction. In
this context the phenomenological concept of intersubjectivity, with its focus
on the individual‟s subjective experience, can be useful. When we tell a
story, we transform the meaning of this experience and action. Narratives
can be seen as instruments to persuade others to comprehend the world in a
particular way. Mattingly considers a narrative to be an aesthetic form with
rhetorical powers, a tool to convince others to see the world in a certain way
(Mattingly 1998: 5). Narratives include both action and experience, i.e. how
narratives act on the narrator and the listeners, and what meaning they have
for them. By narratives and through the act of narrating, individuals create
meaning and communicate their experience (Drakos 2005: 17). “The issue is
not what a story is, as some kind of text, but what a storytelling episode is –
and does – as a kind of social act” (Mattingly 1998: 7). These assumptions
have been of special relevance for the analysis of the former POWs
narratives, especially in regard to the fact that their narratives have been
articulated after many years of silence.
The act of recollecting past experience is a mediated action. Hence, the
process of remembering requires an interaction between social actors and
cultural tools (languages, narrative texts, genre, media, artefacts). This
means that narratives about past events are variable discursive productions
depending on the rhetorical functions they are designed for (Middleton and
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Edwards 1990: 11). But some reservation about this assumption has to be
made, especially regarding traumatic experience.15
b. Remembering experiences
The assumption that individual memory is socially framed was first
conceptualised by the French philosopher and sociologist Maurice
Halbwachs in the 1920s. Since human beings are sociological beings (homo
sociologicus); processes of remembering do not appear isolated, but with the
help of others. By sociologising consciousness, Halbwachs brought out its
dependence on the social context of faculties traditionally considered
uniquely and completely individual. Although memory is only possessed and
transmitted by individuals, it is shaped by group relationships, by the very
fact of social existence. Individuals share their recollections with members
of their group and rationally reorganise their stories of the past in accordance
with other peoples‟ understandings of events. To remember, one needs
others. Groups provide individuals with frameworks within which their
memories are located and localised by a kind of mapping. We situate what
we recollect within the mental spaces provided by the group. But these
mental spaces, Halbwachs insists, always receive support from and refer
back to the material spaces that particular groups occupy. His key point is
that we need the social frameworks of time and space for remembering. The
absence of such group supplied frameworks explains why we do not recall
our dreams, since the latter deal with our purely individual needs. In other
words, memory can never be purely individual, but is always inherently
shaped by sociocultural contexts. As Aleida Assmann elegantly put it:
“Though tied to subjective experience and an unalterable stance, personal
memories already have a social quality in that they are interactively
constructed, and, therefore, always connected with the memories of the
others” (Assmann 2010: 41). Indeed, to be communicable, narrations of past
experiences have to use images and gestures from the broader social
repertoire in order to be understandable. In this way, “they enter a domain
beyond that of individual memory” (Winter and Sivan 1999: 6). As the
American philosopher, Edward Casey, pointed out, the act of remembering
is thus always interpersonal as well as personal: “The primary locus of
memory is found not only in body or mind but in an intersubjective nexus
that is at once social and collective, cultural and public” (Casey 1996: 21).
15

When an individual is overwhelmed by war experience, he might be unable to register the
experience at the time. Psychologists speak about a delayed impact. Often the traumatised
person will be subjected to numbing in order to protect their mind from the injuries, but this
numbing resurfaces later on, often involuntarily, in what is now known and designed as
PTSD. See Caruth 1995, Scarry 1985, Crocq 1999.
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This implies that the personal experiences collected for this study are
influenced by the social conditions presiding what can be recalled as true or
truthful and are at the same time interlaced with the broader historical
narratives that inform such experience.
Yet, there is a dialectical influence on the act of remembering. Firstly,
cultural and social factors facilitate or inhibit memory, i.e. the ability to
remember (Kirmayer 1996 and Bar-On 1990). Secondly, the shape of the
narrated experience is 'symptomatic' for a given period, since representations
of an event in collective memories are influenced by the dominant groups,
the moral contexts and the socio-structural forces of a given society (Levy
and Sznaider 2006, Alexander 2002). Yet, political memory determines the
cultural representations that enable social groups to develop their historical
self-awareness: who is remembered (the winner, the heroic victim), which
events are remembered, and what is remembered (the history of nation), as
well as the forms of the commemorative practices. In Collective
Remembering, David Middleton and Derek Edwards show how
remembrance works as an instrument to legitimise viewpoints in the present
about the past, since remembering and forgetting are essential to the identity
and integrity of a community: “It is not just that „he who controls the past
controls the present‟ but he who controls the past controls the future”
(Middleton and Edwards 1990: 10). These cultural representations change
over time. As Levy and Sznaider state: “Different eras develop distinctive
mnemonic forms and content; while these representations were previously
determined almost exclusively through the community of the Nation State,
processes of globalisation, in their concrete manifestations as well as in their
ideological aspirations, have greatly contributed to the reconfiguration of
memory culture” (Levy and Sznaider 1990: 25-26). It has to be précised that
war, violence and traumatic experiences used to be silenced. But, silence
should not be seen as the space of forgetting and contrasted to speech that
would represent the realm of remembrance (Drakos 2005, Nylund-Skog
2002, Winter 2010a). Indeed silence is “a socially constructed space in
which and about which subjects and words normally used in everyday life
are not spoken” (Winter 2010a: 4). Against this background, I will draw my
attention to the impulse behind the cultural strategies of silencing and
remembering the experience of forced enlistment in Alsace/Moselle.
Yet the fact that war presupposes the intersection of private and public
sphere leads us beyond individual life experiences and their intra-psychic
processing to deal with the cultural legacies of an unfinished business on one
or more generations.
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3.2 The transmission of memories
The transition from the private to the collective sphere has been an enduring
concern in the field of memory studies. There is substantial literature on the
topic of collective memory, which cannot be summarised here.16
Though I do not share the French historian Pierre Nora‟s view regarding
memory, his concept of “lieu de mémoire” is inevitable and cannot be
ignored. Nora coined the distinction between the social environments of
memory, milieux de mémoire, and the sites that have been set to preserve the
memory of the events, lieux de mémoire. He sees the latter as a substitute for
16

There are two approaches using the term collective memory in a slightly different way,
whether scholars see culture as a subjective category of meanings contained in people‟s minds
or if they see culture as patterns of publicly available symbols objectified in society (Olick
2008a: 336).
The first approach uses the term of „memory‟ in a literal sense, and the attributes „collective
or cultural‟ as metonymy, which correspond to the socio-cultural contexts and their influence
on memory. Collective memory understood in this sense prevails in oral history, social
psychology and the neurosciences (Bar On 1990, Kirmayer 1996). Memory is not considered
to be purely individual here, but always inherently shaped by socio-cultural contexts. Through
the social environment in which we grew up, we acquire schemata that help us encode
experience and recall the past.
The second approach uses the term „memory‟ metaphorically: societies do not remember
literally, but the process by which a shared past is reconstructed has similarity to the process
of individual memory. This perspective, widespread in cultural history and sociology,
highlights the fact that the different constructed versions of the past are a result of present
knowledge and needs (Connerton 1989, Halbewachs 1950, Levy and Sznaider 2006, Nora
1989, Olick 2008a and 2008b). The most influential concepts to have emerged with regard to
this second aspect of collective memory are Pierre Nora‟s Lieux de mémoire and Jan and
Aleida Assmann‟s Kulturelles Gedächtnis. These approaches corroborate the idea that
narratives of the past are maintained through „sites of memory‟ (Nora 1989), which consist of
discourses, social practices (rituals, memorials), institutional practices and even cultural
artifacts (Connerton 1989, Olick & Robins 1998, Olick 2003). The interest of scholars within
this approach is to get insight into how societies use their cultural resources of memory
(narratives of the past, rituals, commemoration), and into the processes that make collective
memories emerge and transform.
The two forms of collective memory can be distinguished from each other on an analytical
level, but in practice the cognitive and the social/medial continuously interact: “Just as sociocultural contexts shape individual memories, a „memory‟ which is represented by media and
institutions must be actualised by individuals, by members of a community of remembrance,
who may be conceived of as points de view on shared notions of the past. Without such
actualisations, monuments, rituals, and books are nothing but dead material, failing to have
any impact in societies” (Erll 2008).
Most of the scholars transcend boundaries and look at the interplay of material and social
phenomena, e.g. memorials and the politics of memory (see Young 1993 and Mosse 1990);
others study the relation of cognitive and social phenomenon, as in conversational
remembering (see Middleton and Edward 1990).
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living traditions. In his mind, memory is a phenomenon that is always actual,
a living tie with the eternal present, while history is a representation of the
past. Nora complains about the dissolution of collective memories – or, more
precisely, about inauthentic, rootless and superficial substitutes for them as a
result of the acceleration of history. The seven volumes of Lieux de mémoire
scrutinise social practices (rituals, memorials), institutional practices, and
even cultural artefacts (e.g. the Arc of Triomphe, the Louvre, the dictionary
Le Larousse, as well as the symbol of the Marianne). My main reserves
about Nora‟s theory concern his nostalgic view of a united and uniting
nation, and his unpleasant tone towards the contemporary more culturally
heterogeneous society. Further, his focus of the lieux representing and
crystallising national memories and identity block the expression of local
memories and identity, regional as well as colonial. In Nora‟s understanding,
Tambov cannot be a lieu de mémoire since it does not fit into the French
„official history‟. As a site constructed in the name of an alternative history,
it could nevertheless be viewed as a site of countermemory (see Legg 2005).
Yet, the term lieu de mémoire will be used to view “a significant unit, either
material or ideal, which the will of people or the effects of time have turned
into a symbolic element of a given community” (Definition of the Grand
Robert 1993 with Legg's translation [Legg 2005: 482]).
For the purpose of this study, I will follow the suggestion of the German
cultural theorists Aleida and Jan Assmann and break up the collective
dimension of memory into communicative memory, political memory and
cultural memory. As a matter of fact, the Assmanns argue for considering
culture as intrinsically related to memory, since human beings create a
temporal framework through culture in order to transcend the individual life
span relating past, present, and future. The difference between the memories
lies in their temporal range. Communicative memory is the memory shared
and conveyed within a social group defined by common memories of
personal interaction through the means of verbal communication over a time
span of only 80 to 100 years. Cultural memory as a contrast is a “collective
concept for all knowledge that directs behaviour and experience in the
interactive framework of a society and one that obtains through generations
in repeated societal practice and initiation” (Assmann and Czaplicka 1995:
126). Cultural memory is thought to be supported by fixed points in the past
and corresponds to texts, rites, monuments and commemoration. It is
therefore intrinsically bound to power and tradition. Political memory is the
memory conveyed and supported by institutions, nations, and state. Political
and cultural memories aim at a permanence of memory and are “founded on
durable carriers of symbols and material representations” (Assmann 2010:
43). Of particular interest here is the fact that communicative memory is
built on inter-generational communication, while political and cultural forms
of memory are designed for trans-generational communication, since they
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are mediated and necessitate being re-embodied (Assmann 2010: 43). For
the purpose of this study, I will thus make a distinction between the
transmission of World War II experiences in the family (based on intergenerational communication) and the transmission of the legacy from the
private to the public sphere (relying on trans-generational communication).
Another interesting aspect of the inter- and trans-generational transmissions
of memory has been theorised by the Israeli philosopher Avishai Margalit.
He distinguishes thick relations, which connect those with a shared past, in
general the relations to “the near and dear” from thin relations, which
connect those who are strangers or remote to each other (Margalit 2002: 7).
His distinction between ethics and morality seems very useful to me in order
to understand what motivates people to go on such journeys to Tambov.
Indeed he connects ethics, seen as the ways we should regulate our thick
relations, to issues such as loyalty and betrayal. He sees morality as the way
we should regulate our thin relations, that is concerned with issues such as
respect and humiliation (Margalit 2002: 8).
a. From one generation to another
We are, however, confronted with a special sort of transmission since the
experience to be transmitted is an experience of suffering and pain. Without
falling into what Alexander named the lay trauma theories, it has to be
acknowledged that some events are harder to introduce into a discursive
script than others (Alexander 2004: 2-3). These sorts of event are commonly
referred to as 'trauma'.
In clinical terms, trauma is an acute injury. The term comes from the Greek
word for a wound, referring to an injury inflicted on a living body. In its
extended usage, particularly after Sigmund Freud, the term trauma is
understood as a wound inflicted not only upon the body but also upon the
mind. The psychological concept of trauma entered both ordinary language
and academic discussions when efforts were made to understand the „shell
shock'17 that many soldiers suffered during the First World War. Later, the
term 'trauma' was expanded to cover other wars that took place during the
20th century.18 With reference to the Second World War, 'trauma' is used to
17

The reaction of soldiers to the intensity of bombardment or fighting was called 'shell shock'.
The term came to refer to the symptom consecutive to the trauma of the battle of World War
I.
18

For further discussion see Caruth 1995 and 1996, LaCapra 1994.
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describe and analyse, for example, the horrible experiences of concentration
camps.19
Many scholars reject the term trauma, arguing that it is not “a timeless fact
with a clearly discernible 'psycho-biological' essence” (Biess 2006: 74), but
an “historical product that is glued together by the practices, technologies
and narratives with which it is diagnosed, studied, treated, and represented
and by the various interests, institutions, and moral arguments that mobilised
these efforts and resources” (Young 1993: 5).20 I will nevertheless use the
term trauma and traumatic experiences to characterise the experience of war
and captivity of the Alsatian and Mosellan forced conscripts as well as their
subsequent symptoms, since it is the term which has influenced the memory
actors‟ interpretative framework.
It has to be acknowledged, however, that most cultures share the tendency to
silence traumatic histories. People tend as a consequence to bury violent or
shameful histories, but as the literary critic Gabriele Schwab wrote, “untold
or unspeakable secrets, unfelt or denied pain, concealed shame, covered-up
crimes, or violent histories continue to affect and disrupt the lives of those
involved in them and often their descendants as well” (Schwab 2010: 49).
The psychoanalytic theorists Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok developed
the concept of crypt to qualify the psychic space fashioned to wall in
unbearable experiences, memories or secrets. The scholar in psychology,
Dan Bar-On speaks instead of a double-wall to describe the process through
which both victims and perpetrators erect a wall around the traumatic
experience of the past and then pass this wall on to the next generation. This
'double wall' creates what Bar-On calls a „conspiracy of silence‟, that is, the
silencing or repression of narratives.
The reasons behind the silence are often different for the survivors and the
perpetrators. The former suffer more from existential “survivor guilt” of
having lived while many of their family members did not ... The perpetrators
try to conceal from their offspring and others the atrocities they once
committed... The results, however, are similar: The silencing usually transmits
19

The term used in the post-war period to design the mental and physical impairment of
returning POWs was dystrophy. Dystrophy was said to be caused by malnutrition and covered
a wide range of physical deficits, including “water oedema, heart disease, high blood pressure,
liver and kidney damage, as well as metabolic and hormonal disorders”. The term also
covered psychological symptoms, such as depression, apathy, irritability etc. For further
discussions see Biess (2006: 71ff).
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For further discussion on the risk of universalising patterns of psychological damage, see
Merridale (2000: 334).
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the trauma to the following generations. (...) Even if, as some contend, the
silencing of these traumatic events was functional during the early years, (...)
at later stages the same silencing becomes dysfunctional, especially when it
leads to intergenerational transmission of the effects of physical or moral
trauma (Bar-On 2006: 37).

The second generation grows up sensing the walls and builds walls of its
own. But “when, at a later stage, one side wanted to open a window in their
own wall, they usually met the wall of the other” (Bar-On 2006: 46). We
assist here at the creation of a co-denial, “an unmistakably social
phenomenon that involves mutual avoidance” (Zerubavel 2010: 33). But the
avoided past is nevertheless passed on from generation to generation, most
immediately through told or written fragments of memories, but “more
subliminally through a parent‟s moods or modes of being that create a
particular economy and aesthetics of care” (Schwab 2010: X).21
In this thesis, the memories of the children (second generation) and
grandchildren (third generation) will be viewed as postmemories. This term,
coined by the literary critic Marianne Hirsch, refers to the experience of
Holocaust survivors‟ children. The notion can nevertheless, according to
Hirsch, usefully describe other second generation memories of cultural or
collective traumatic events (Hirsch 1997: 22). Postmemories are understood
here as the memories of, “those who were not there to live it but who
received its effects, belatedly, through the narratives, actions and symptoms
of the previous generation” (Hirsch 2001: 222). Yet, the connection of the
second and third generations to the events related to forced enlistment is
viewed as “mediated through an imaginative investment and recreation”
(Hirsch 1996: 662). The next generations' interpretations and uses of the past
are nevertheless not solely informed by narratives handed down in families,
but are also informed by the national and cosmopolitan interpretative
frameworks (Bjerg 2011). The participants in the pilgrimage without any
family connection with the experience of forced enlistment are viewed as
bearers of prosthetic memories. By this term, Alison Landsberg (2004)
distinguishes the particular memory which does not come from a person's
lived experience but has been acquired through media (films, books, etc).
Such memories are similar to a 'prothesis' – an artificial extension of
ourselves and our world experience.
This does not, however, imply that the memories 'handed down' are more
authentic. As Harald Welzer brilliantly demonstrated in his famous study
Opa war kein Nazi (2002), the 'history' transmitted through intergenerational
conversation used to be reinterpreted in ways that turned the grandparents
21

See also Carol Kidron on post traumatic syndrome of the second generation.
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into heroes. According to Welzer, “this process of cumulative heroisation”
reflects the natural tendency to associate positive elements and block out
negative ones for the people we love. Yet, the stories passed down might be
reshaped, turning grandparents into people of constant moral integrity,
according to today's standards and normative yardstick (Welzer 2005: 8). For
instance, Welzer shows how the arrest of a grandfather during World War II
that was occasioned by the violation of blackout rules, was reframed in the
grandchild narrative as an arrest caused by his grandfather's criticism of the
system (Welzer 2005: 14). In this study, however, the aim is not to examine
how the stories told in families alter from one generation to the next, but to
see how these stories entice grandchildren to embark on a pilgrimage to
Tambov.
According to the Assmanns, the inter-generational transmission of memory
embedded in the communicative sphere is bound to the existence of living
bearers of the memory and to the communicators of experience. It is seen to
encompass three to four generations and can be seen as the short-time
memory of a society. The temporal horizon of this memory changes in
relation to the given present time (Assmann 1995: 127). In short, according
to Assmann, cultural memory begins where communicative memory ends:
vital remembrance (witnesses) can only be perpetuated if it is transferred
into institutionalised forms: What is at stake is the transformation of
communicative, i.e. lived, and in witnesses‟ embodied memory into cultural,
i.e. institutionally shaped and sustained memory, that is, into „cultural
mnemotechnique‟ (Assmann 2010).
But what happens when the experiences to be handed down are experiences
of suffering and pain that have no place in the political and cultural memory
of the nation? Could, nevertheless, the social agency of the former POWs
and their descendants be seen as the last attempt to transfer their legacy of
World War II into cultural and political memories? I tackle this question by
analysing the intensified remembering activities taking place during the
journeys to the former prison camp of Tambov.
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b. From private to public remembering: commemorations
The journeys to Tambov, emically called pilgrimages by their organisers, are
seen as commemorative acts. For the purpose of this study, I subscribe to the
American philosopher Edward Casey's understanding of commemoration.
Casey considers commemorations as acts which intensify remembering
through the interplay of two commemorative vehicles: ritual and text. The
remembering process is further seen as relying on “the presence of others,
with whom we commemorate together in public ceremony” (Casey 2000:
218). In this sense, commemoration, as the prefix com- indicates, is an
interpersonal action.
Rituals here are seen as “public events constituted through their
intentionality (their design, or 'structure') and through their practice (their
enactment or performance). Public events are profoundly existential, since
no event qua event can exist substantively as a phenomenon apart from its
practice. Design and enactment are integral to one another” (Handelman
1998: 17). To many, the term pilgrimage denotes the journey of a religious
devotee to a sacred religious site in order to obtain supernatural help or as
acts of penance or thanksgiving (Turner 1973 and Turner & Turner 1978).
Victor and Edith Turners' study of pilgrimage in Christian contexts has been
influential in the analysis of pilgrimage processes. Their statement that
pilgrimage develops largely spontaneous events through the actions of
pilgrims who “vote with their feet” and walk to holy sites, usually in
response to reports of miracles (Turner and Turner 1978: 25) does only
partly correspond to the journeys to Tambov. Indeed, in an increasingly
secular world, pilgrimage is no longer the prerogative of religious people
and has less and less to do with miracles.22 As a matter of fact, many nonreligious people undertake journeys to sites of deep personal meaning. These
sort of newly flourishing journeys are not linked to any particular religious
tradition but borrow some of the features traditionally associated with
pilgrimage, e.g. “acts of devotion, concepts of healing on emotional and
other levels, and places that speak of issues of identity and belonging”
(Reader 2007: 213). Examples of such secular pilgrimages range from
journeys to places where dramatic historical events occurred: the grave sites
and memorials of celebrities, famous sporting grounds, or sites of political
significance (Reader & Walter 1993, Hyde & Harman 2011), journeys to
22

This does not imply that pilgrimages with religious purpose have ceased. The Muslims
continue the Hajj to Mecca and millions of Hindu gather each year at the River Ganges
(Collins-Kreimer 2010). For example of pilgrimages in Japan see Reader and Walter 1993.
For Christian pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela see Egan (2010), for pilgrimage to
Chimayo (New Mexico) see Holmes-Rodman 2004.
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Holocaust memorial sites (Kverndokk 2007).23 Yet, the decision of the
organisers to emically qualify these journeys as „pilgrimage‟ is not
innocuous, since as the anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff pointed out:
“Ritual is in part a form, and a form which gives certain meanings to its
content (…) its medium is part of the message” (Myerhoff and Moore 1977:
8).
Indeed, rituals – as they contribute to commemoration – involve, according
to Casey, at least four features which correspond to the features of the
journeys to Tambov: (1) an act of reflection or an occasion for such an act
(the pilgrimage offers an occasion to reflect on the past and pay tribute to the
past); (2) an allusion to the commemorated event or person that precedes or
sanctions the ritual itself (the motto of the pilgrimage); (3) bodily action (to
undertake the journey); and (4) collective participation in the ritualistic
action (Casey 2000: 223). The commemorative rituals rely further on three
structurally specific features: solemnisation, memorialisation, and
perdurance (Casey 2000: 223).
Yet, the act of honouring the past together provides a space for its
solemnisation and a temporal frame for its memorialisation. The perduring
aspect of the past is of particular relevance for my study. As a matter of fact,
a ceremony, as Casey put it “establishes memories that are meant to perdure
– not just because they are encased in photographs or crystalised in gems,
but because only as perduring will they gain that deferred efficacy that will
render them sustaining and inspiring in the future to come” (Casey 2000:
277).
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Many scholars have tried to disentangle the notion of pilgrimage and tourism. As a matter
of fact, we are here concerned with war tourism, grief tourism, roots tourism, and legacy
tourism. Such travels, as the travel to Tambov, blur the distinction between tourism “as
personal quest” and pilgrimage.
30

4 Materials and methods
The empirical material for this study has the ambition of covering two
different experiences: the experience of the interned former POWs and the
experience of the pilgrims in the present time. The material and methods
used are different for each experience. Interviews and, to a lesser extent,
written sources are used for the experience of internment in the Russian
prison camps during the war. Participative observation, interviews, and
surveys are privileged for the experience of the pilgrims in the present time.
It is worth noting that the experience of the interned former POWs might be
combined with the experience in the present time, if they were able to make
the pilgrimage.

4.1 Materials and methods for gathering the internment
experiences of former POWs
Written and oral sources are used in relation to the experience of internment
in the Russian prison camp. However, the use of written sources is restricted
to be complementary material, while the main material is composed of oral
sources. For either source, it is important to bear in mind that in order to get
an insight into the experiences of war and/or internment of the former
POWs, the truthfulness of the account or the accuracy of the memory is not
the focus of the research. The material will be used to provide an insight on
how the experience of war and captivity for the former POWs is articulated.
The written sources consist of published and non-published documents
which were used mainly as comparative materials. Three non-published
autobiographical texts were used and publications from interest associations
were consulted. Two non-published autobiographical texts were provided
during interviews and one was given by the son of a man who had written
his memoirs. These three texts are of different lengths (respectively 4, 32
and 53 pages). The two largest accounts include photographs in the
possession of the narrators and various official documents concerning them
(combining German, French and Russian archives). These three texts refer to
men born between 1924 and 1926, in Moselle (1) and Alsace (2), who were
enlisted by force between 1942 and 1943. All three were sent to the Eastern
Front. One was captured after deserting from the German army, and the
other two were captured by the Russians under different circumstances. All
three were imprisoned in the 188 Camp of Tambov. Two were amongst the
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'1500' that were first released in July 1944 and the third man was repatriated
in May 1946.
In addition, individual testimonies (published autobiographies) and
publication of associations were consulted. Particular attention was given to
the editorial context of these texts, i.e. to the origin of production, the author
and the purpose of the publication.
These sources enabled me to be better prepared for the challenge of oral
interviews and contributed to my systematically positioning on the outside of
the narratives. Oral sources are the most important material used for the
experience of internment in the Russian prison camps. Fifteen in-depth
interviews with survivors of the Soviet prison camps were conducted from
2008 to 2011. The informants were selected via a snowball method based on
existing networks. I first contacted the president of the association ADEIF
(Association des déportés et des incorporés de force)24, who recommended
additional informants. As most of the interviewees are in one way or another
related to the work of the ADEIF or the Pilgrimage Tambov association, this
implies that their testimonies should not be viewed solely as the personal
fate of an individual during the war, but rather as the production of a
collective representation about forced enlistment.
Except for one encounter, which took place in a hospital, all the interviews
were conducted in the interviewees‟ own homes. Most of them received me
in their study, cluttered with books related to that period, seven in their
living room, and three in their kitchen. With the exception of six interviews,
I was alone with the interviewees. On five occasions, the interviewee‟s wife
was present during part or the entire interview. In two cases, the secretary of
the association Pilgrimage Tambov was present, which created another
dynamic to the interview.
The study sample consists of 13 men from Alsace and Moselle, enlisted by
force into the German army during the Second World War, all of whom
experienced the Soviet prison camps25. Born between 1922 and 1925 in
Alsace and Moselle, they were enrolled in the Forced Labor Structure,
Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD), and conscripted by force between 1942 and
1943 into the German army. The age of the men on the occasion of their
conscription is an element of importance as only those men born between
24

Association of the Deportees and Forced Enlisted.
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Two men were interviewed twice as one interview was dedicated to their experience of the
war and the second one to their experience as pilgrims to Tambov.
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1908 and 1928 were subjected to forced enlistment. Most of them were able
to follow the French school system, complete French military service, and
were at war against Germany during the French campaign of 1939/40. The
degree of frenchification26 is corroborated by their feelings of loyalty to
France. The age parameter is important because the youngest men had no or
little knowledge of the French school system. Consequently, their degree of
frenchification had been less significant than their older fellow-citizens,
which also had an effect on their ways of perceiving and experiencing the
events.
The nature of their experiences (posting, harshness of battle, desertion or
arrest, involvement in warfare) can have determined their attitude during and
after the war. Among the 13 former prisoners of war I interviewed, 11
managed to desert. One of them deserted but after a disastrous experience of
captivity went back to the Wehrmacht. Captured after the end of the war he
was also sent to Tambov. Two of them had surrendered. Four of them were
among the group of 1500 men repatriated in July 1944; the others came back
in 1945 or 1946. All the interviewees were over 80 years old but very alert at
the time of the interviews. Two were widowed, one was a bachelor and the
others were still sharing life with their wives. Most of them were also still
living in the region where they were born.27
My intention was initially to interview the survivors who narrated their
experience, publicly or privately, and those who remained silent. The
process of narrating the experiences to an unknown person and in some
cases telling an experience which had never been formulated before, proved
problematic on some occasions. In one circumstance, a survivor simply
refused to be interviewed, even though I was recommended by a mutual
acquaintance. Consequently, this study will not include the survivors who
were unwilling to tell of their experiences or those who did not have the
opportunity to do so.
In addition, before the interview process, my intention was to be nondirective, i.e. not to ask questions or use a questionnaire. In reality, questions
had sometimes to be asked, for example, when an interviewee gave me a
written account of his life at the beginning of the interview, assuring me that
everything was well and scrupulously recounted. While most of the
conversations developed spontaneously, in some cases the interviewee did
not wish to recount some experiences, such as their imprisonment in the
26

By this term borrowed from William Kidd (2005), I mean the process of making the
inhabitant of Alsace/Moselle French.
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Four of them are dead at the time of writing.
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Tambov prison camp. In these particular situations, I respected the
interviewee‟s feelings, knowing that painful memories do resist narration
(Antze & Lambeck 1996, Kleinman et al 1997, Gallinat 2006). Furthermore,
I did not force former POWs to answer questions, not only because these
questions could have given them an impression of being observed, but also
because such a process might have been perceived as a reminder of the
questioning they had been subjected to during the war.
Beyond these constraints, I gradually began to be concerned about the
psychological effects my interviews could have on the former POWs. I
understood that they would be in a position whereby the wounds from their
war experiences would reopen, and I wondered if it was really worth making
these old men suffer their traumatic experiences once more, for the sake of
my thesis. As the anthropologist Anselma Gallinat pointed out, researchers
often “have already left town by the time the interviewees need(ed) help to
deal with their freshly awakened memories” (Gallinat 2006: 353). The
process of collecting the traumatic narratives was often very challenging. I
was uncertain how to react when an old man sitting next to me started
crying. The dilemma for me was whether I should comfort him or leave him
alone with his distress; if I should continue the interview or interrupt it.
Furthermore, during most of the interviews I felt that, as an ethnologist, I
was not sufficiently prepared in order to be able to face the situations or deal
with the burden of vicarious traumatisation.28
All the names used in this thesis are pseudonyms. 29 In addition, distinctive
features and facts about their background were sometimes left out or slightly
changed to preserve a certain degree of anonymity. The choice for
preserving the interviewee‟s anonymity became a problem with unexpected
effects. The issue here was that the interviewees had already been made
invisible in the past (see also Drakos 2011). The action of anonymising them
could be perceived as an attempt to silence them once more. The issue was
especially sensitive for the men who had devoted a great part of their lives
increasing public awareness about the issue of forced enlistment.
Nonetheless, as the real identity of the interviewees is not relevant to my
study, I decided to preserve their anonymity. Furthermore, within the
28

Vicarious traumatisation, a term used in psychology, refers to the troubles that the
empathetic trauma workers or helpers encountered while engaging with traumatised persons
and their accounts of traumatic experiences.
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The pseudonyms have been picked up among the list of names of the 1500, e.g. the POWs
who had been repatriated from Tambov through Teheran in July 1944. In “Au Coeur du
Drame des Malgré-Nous. L‟Odyssée des 1500”. Kocherschberi. Hors série. Oct. 2001
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objective of my thesis, anonymity for the individuals does not imply
anonymity of the experiences and in any case, it cannot be complete. The
fate of most of the interviewees is known by the people who are active in the
work of those associations; some informants will be recognised. Yet, it will
be more and more difficult to recognise the concerned POWs as time goes
on and readers who are not part of this world will not be able to recognise
them (see also Ers 2006: 40).

4.2 Materials and methodology in the context of the pilgrimages
To present the experience of pilgrimage, different materials were used. If
participative observation was the most important source for the presentation
of the pilgrimage itself, in order to elaborate further on the experience itself,
I also used a survey and conducted additional interviews of the participants
after the pilgrimages.
To carry out this research, I participated in three pilgrimages: two Youth
pilgrimages (in 2008 and 2010) and one Ancients pilgrimage in 2010. The
Ancients‟ pilgrimage corresponds to the journeys organised by survivors,
even if the majority of the participants in the 2010 journeys were mainly
children of former POWs.30 The term Youth was chosen by the organisers in
1996 to enable a differentiation with the Ancients pilgrimage. The Youth
pilgrimage was organised for the grandchildren and aimed to maintain the
place of commemoration before the arrival of the Ancients.31 I kept these
emic designations in order to have a clear distinction between the two sorts
of pilgrimages.
In 2008, the Youth journey attracted 16 people aged between 18 and 40 years
old (11 men and five women, including me). They all came from very
different social backgrounds. In 2010, 15 people participated in the Youth
pilgrimage (nine men and six women). Two more people should have joined,
but were not able to do so at the last moment for personal reasons. It needs to
be said that more people wanted to join the journey but that the number of
places were restricted to 16 participants. The Youth pilgrimage is subsidised
by the region of Alsace. The participants pay only a quarter of the real costs
30

The first pilgrimage to Tambov organised by former POWs took place in 1995 and a year
later, in 1996, the first pilgrimage for the Youth was organised.
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It has to be specified that the term Ancients in French is a respectful term to designate older
people. The Ancients of a village for instance are the wise older people.
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of the journey. The cost of the journey includes the bus trip to Frankfurt, the
flight to Moscow, the train to Tambov, accommodation and all the meals in
Moscow and Tambov, Russian supervision and transport within Tambov.
Regarding the two Youth pilgrimages in which I participated, nine
participants of the second pilgrimage (2010) had already participated in the
pilgrimage of 2008. Even if the connection between all the participants was
their interest in the Tambov camp, not all of them had a
grandparent/granduncle who had been imprisoned in Soviet prison camps
during World War II. Six of the 21 participants were interested in the
journeys for different reasons: specialists of World War II (collectors),
history students, and accompanying friends. The participants, of different
socio-cultural backgrounds, were mostly Alsatians (living in Alsace or in
other part of France or the world), with the exception of one participant from
Moselle, and three from other regions of France (Champagne, Ain, and Ile
de France).
The pilgrimage of the Ancients was different in many ways from the Youth
pilgrimage. Firstly, the number of participants was higher. The pilgrimage of
2010 gathered together 49 people between 22 and 86 years old (28 men and
21 women)32. With the exception of one survivor, the participants were close
relatives (particularly wives and sisters), children (of survivors or dead
POWs) and grandchildren. The pilgrimage brought together three
generations: survivors or relatives of the same generation (a wife and a sister
of former POWs), children (as well as nephews and nieces), and three
grandchildren (including me).
In addition, the association supervised carefully the Ancients‟ pilgrimage.
The president and the secretary of the association with their respective
husband and wife were taking part in the journey. It is worth mentioning that
the supervisory staff of the association consists of children of POWs who
died on soviet soil. Another difference was the presence of two military
chaplains (a catholic priest and a protestant minister) who were invited to
provide an emotional and spiritual support for the pilgrims, for the whole
duration of the journey. The social background of the participants was here
also very heterogeneous. What all the participants have in common is that
they all come from Alsace (the only exception being the protestant chaplain).
The Ancients‟ pilgrimage combines people from different socio-cultural
backgrounds: construction workers, a sports teacher, nurses, a
physiotherapist, and farmers.
32

The number of participants should not exceed 49 so that no additional bus needs to be
rented.
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For the Ancients‟ pilgrimage the language used by the pilgrims is quite
exclusively Alsatian, whereas on the Youth pilgrimage the language used is
French. When the Ancients meet the Youth the language used is French.
Other actors are involved in the pilgrimage, e.g. Russian people. Both years
the Youth were under the supervision of Karina, a French-speaking woman,
and of Sergeĭ, in charge of the logistics. The second year, Boris, a local
historian joined the group. The pilgrims, with the exception of two Russian
speakers, spoke German with Sergeĭ and Boris, who had some rudimentary
knowledge of German. Besides these three people, four young Russian
female students of French accompanied the group day and night and
translated whatever was needed. The same people did not supervise the
Ancients‟ group. Nikolaĭ, a Russian German speaking man and Olga, a
French teacher at the University of Tambov, were the leading characters.
Galina, a former French teacher, as well as another Nikolaĭ and his French
speaking wife, Nadia, were present all the time.
Given that the two journeys were very intensive in their tempo as well as in
their emotional involvement, I tried to observe what was going on and took
field notes. As I was participating as much as all the others participants in all
the activities, it was very difficult to find time to write down my
observations and thoughts. Within the context of the Youth pilgrimages, I
had to wait until nighttimes (i.e. 2-3 am) to be able to record my
observations, thoughts and analysis of the events which took place during
the day. As I decided to be wholeheartedly present during the journeys, I
also decided that I would not make interviews or take any pictures during the
journeys.33
Consequently the interviews with 13 participants of the journeys to Tambov
were conducted after the trips in order to broaden my understanding of what
went on during the pilgrimages. The study sample concerning the experience
of the pilgrimages is based on 20 interviews: eight interviews with former
POWs (only one of them made the pilgrimage in 2010, the others joined
pilgrimages in previous years), one with a woman from the POWs
generation (first generation), four interviews with children of former POWs
(second generation) and seven interviews with eight descendants of the third
generation.
33

Most participants took pictures and these were made available for the rest of the group via
Internet. It would have been interesting to examine and analyze the kind of pictures taken by
the participants, as mnemonic devices, but such a study is beyond the scope of the current
thesis.
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In 2010 and 2011, I interviewed a woman in her 80s who had been to
Tambov three times to pay homage to the young men of her village who died
on the Eastern Front, and four children of men who had been interned in the
prison camp of Tambov, two of whom perished there. The two orphans34
were members of the executive team of the association Pilgrimage Tambov.
They were interviewed one after the other, on the same day, in the house of
the Secretary of the Association. The two others interviewees, to whom I
was introduced during the journey of 2010, one woman and one man, were
interviewed in their respective homes. The two men and two women were
between 50 and 72 years old.
Seven interviews with eight participants of the Youth pilgrimages of 2008
and 2010 were realised during the spring of 2011 (one was a group
interview). Six men were aged between 20 and 41 years old, two of them
had a grandfather interned in Tambov, two of them had grandfathers who
were sent to the Eastern front (Hungary), and two were „just‟ interested in
the period (Nevertheless, one of them learned later on that the man his
grandmother should have married after the war, died at Tambov). Among the
two women interviewed, both in their 20s, only one had a grandfather who
had been a forced conscript. Except for the two which took place at the
homes of the interviewees, all the interviews were conducted in cafes and
restaurants.
The objective of the interviews with the pilgrims was very different from
those with the former POWs. The latter interviews were aimed at getting an
insight on how their experience of captivity could be articulated. The
interviews with pilgrims were aimed at getting an insight into the reasons
and motives for taking part in those journeys. Initially, I had planned to
organise open interviews. Given that the informants felt uneasy about
narrating their feelings on a journey which they knew perfectly well I took
part in, my interviews were conducted differently. I decided to present and
share my thoughts and analysis of the journeys, so that they could put their
own interpretations and feelings alongside my ideas. Against this
background, I will refer to the interviews with the participants of the
pilgrimages as dialogues.
Due to the number of participants in the Ancients pilgrimage I was not able
to interview all of them. Furthermore, given that I fully participated in all the
activities and that participative observation was privileged, I was not in the
position at the time of the journey to analyse or present the particular
relationships to the place and the motivations of some participants to make
34

These people are paternal orphans: their fathers died during the war.
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such a journey. I sent a survey to all the participants of the Ancients
pilgrimage in 2010 to coincide with a New Year's greeting.35 More than half
sent me an answer. The survey provided me with important factual
information, such as the participants‟ relationships with the place or their
motivations and expectations. The survey was also thought to offer to every
participant the opportunity to give their own account of the journey and to
share their thoughts. All in all it gave me the opportunity to validate and also
to reconsider some of my interpretations.
It has to be mentioned that the gender approach has been applied solely to
study how masculinity affects and influences the narration of warfare.
Nevertheless, no gender approach has been used for the analysis of the
pilgrimages. Yet, to make a gender distinction amongst the pilgrims would
imply an assumption of a gender-related difference from the beginning.
Furthermore it has to be mentioned that the current thesis largely focuses on
the case of Alsace. This was not a deliberate choice, but it turned out that
only a few people from Moselle undertook the pilgrimages. It should,
nevertheless, be mentioned that the fate of Alsace and Moselle during and
after the war was slightly different – a topic which will not be developed in
this current thesis.

4.3 Methodology
Ethnologists have long been interested in narratives of personal experiences
to acquire knowledge about how reality is perceived and comprehended by
others, whether it was the personal experience of disease (Drakos 2000,
2005), the experience of giving birth (Nylund Skog 2002, Marander-Eklund
2006), or women‟s sexuality in a new context (Farahani 2007). By studying
narratives, ethnologists were able to give insight into how individuals relate
to social structure and cultural understanding. It has also been a way to
examine how reality is perceived by the people we study and to approach
their self-understanding. Therefore, narratives were so useful to get insight
into how people construct their identity in exile (Lindqvist 1991), their
identity in a reunified Germany (Gerber 2011), their Jewish identity in
current Sweden (Nylund-Skog 2012), their gender identity in a world in
transition (Lindelöf 2006), or make sense of their past (Boström-Wolanik
2005). I myself, to some extent, contribute to the research concerning
identity in the sense that this study is about a specific group of people and
their relationship to their war experiences. Nevertheless, the focus of the
study is not on these people‟s identity making, but on their strategies to live
with a painful legacy. Since the former POWs have long been reluctant to
35
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speak about their war experiences, the ethnological studies concerning
difficult narratives were especially inspiring. People might encounter
difficulty in putting words to experiences for different reasons.
Some difficulty might be caused by an internal failure, notably when
someone suffers from an acute illness or has been subjected to a traumatic
experience (see Drakos 2005: 12). But there are many reasons to explain
why certain topics do not become subject to narratives. The narrators might
feel a lack of words to communicate their feeling or the topic might be
perceived as too sensitive (Drakos 2005: 12). Furthermore, not all
experiences are thought of as being worth narrating. Nylund-Skog shows for
instance that not all experiences of giving birth give rise to stories. Often
experiences that do not fit into the pre-existing frames and which do not
match with an epoch's ideal birthing experiences are silenced (Nylund-Skog
2002). The avoidance of certain topics might also be a deliberate strategy to
protect oneself or one's relatives from dominant prejudices (e.g. about a
disease) and their eventual repercussions (see Svensson 2007 and Drakos
2005). Beyond this background, attention is drawn to the social dynamics
surrounding the production of narratives and silences. Yet, silences are an
aspect of a narrative and thus a form of communication.
In agreement with the ethnologist tradition I decided to use interviews in
order to get direct access to the subjective experiences of captivity and of
pilgrimages. Interviews are considered here as verbal performances. The
lived experiences collected are seen as evidence oriented by the intention of
knowledge of the researcher who collects it. When the researcher contacts an
informant, she explains what she is interested in. The intention of the
researcher is internalised by the subject in the form of an implicit filter
through which the interviewed person selects, in the semantic world of the
internal totalisation of his experience, what he thinks is likely to meet the
researcher‟s expectations (see also Gerber 2011: 30).
Yet, interviews are first and foremost an interactive process in which
meaning is „constructed‟ by those engaged in it (Palmenfelt 2006, Stahl
1988). In other words, in this study based on a social constructivist
perspective, meaning is seen as shaped by the frames participants bring to
their encounters. Consequently, the process of interviewing impacts on the
research context and shapes the data as well as the researcher‟s
interpretations (Šikić-Mićanović 2010: 49). Therefore, the data and the
relationships are considered to be „co-constructed‟.
All the interviews were conducted in French but the interviewees‟ narratives
were interspersed with German and Alsatian words.36 Most of the interviews
36
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have been fully transcribed but only selected quotations have been translated
into English. The transcription process, as the folklorist Barbro Klein
suggested, is in itself an analytic act (Klein 1990). Other interpretative
moments occur during the analytic process when quotations are selected and
translated into English (See Faharani 2007: 51; Gerber 2011: 28).37 The
translation process was more problematic than expected, and “some
considerable features, in form as well as linguistic and cultural
particularities, were, undoubtedly, missed or omitted” (Farahani 2007: 55).
Consequently, the 'colour' of their language, i.e. the use of dialectical
expressions or terms, the Alsatian accent, could not be reflected in the
translation. Therefore I choose to write the quotation in their original form in
German or Alsatian with their translation enclosed in brackets. And of
course, when words in Russian were remembered and used by the
interviewees during the interviews, they were preserved in the English
version. A translation, despite the extent of 'precision', is indeed always only
one of the various possible interpretations. The transcription‟s possibilities
have been used according to the following principle:
… = short pause
- - - = long pause
CAPITAL = in a loud voice
Italics = emphasis
CAPITAL AND ITALICS = extra emphasis
/brackets/ = Comments during the interview by the people present
//double brackets// = my comments on the interview‟s situation or
translation
(…) = omitted part

The accounts collected are seen as personal experience narratives. Narratives
are understood here as speech acts in the sense of the American linguist
William Labov. A narrative in this tradition is understood as a linguistic unit,
one of several, used for the “recapitulation of past experience” (Labov 1972:
225). As a unit of discourses, narrative can be distinguished from jokes,
plans, explanations, and other sorts of conversational structures (Mattingly
1998: 11). In Labov‟s seminal work, narrative is defined as consisting of at
least two past tense event clauses where the order of the clauses represents
the order of events. To this linguistic definition there is added an interactive
aspect by those who emphasise the reciprocal role of the teller and receiver
in the creation of the story (see e.g. Young 1987, Stahl 1988, Labov 1972).
A narrative becomes then, not simply a discourse unit which is 'about' a past
event but a speech act which is co-constructed within a relationship. As
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41

such, it is an 'accomplishment' produced by a variety of actors and shaped
through social convention that governs how stories are to be told and
understood by the audience.
Personal experience narratives are “one method of recapitulating past
experience by matching a verbal sequence of clauses to the sequence of
events which (it is inferred) actually occurred” (Labov 1972: 359-360).
According to Stahl, “personal narratives combine the following three
features: (1) a dramatic narrative structure; (2) a consistently implied
assertion that the narrative is true; and (3) the self-same identity of the teller
and the story‟s main character (the Ich-Bericht form)” (Stahl 1988: 15).
Hence, the personal experience narratives collected for this thesis are seen as
recollections based on the past context in which the story is rooted and the
current context in which the story is retold (Kirmayer 1996: 191). The
experienced event is retold in regard to what one has experienced and
learned at a later time. The narrated past is thus dependent on what has
happened in the narrated present (Boström-Wolanik 2005: 83f). Between the
life as an experience and the life told, a large number of subjective and
cultural mediations exist. In the same way, between the reality (life as lived)
and the experience (life as experienced) perceptions and evaluation schemes
intervene. Between the memorisation of situations (events or actions) and
their later evocation intervenes the mediation of signification that the subject
allocates to them in retrospect, according to the totalisation, more or less
reflexive, that the subject made of its experiences. These mediations do not
affect the diachronic structure of the events and actions. The outlines of the
storyteller‟s life are reconstructed, but on the other hand, the recollection can
modify its colours (Bertaux 2005: 40).
As mentioned previously, the act of narrating is a process in which meaning
is created in relation to other narrative situations, to other stories and to
cultural models of narrating. An intertextual approach is going to be used in
order to be able to examine how survivors make themselves subject to
conformity with the discursive agreements and conventions about how to
speak about oneself as a survivor (See Nylund-Skog 2012: 42-44). This will
give insight into how experience is conveyed by language, as “language
informs reality” (Young 1997: 199). Narratives are thus shaped and
constrained by the 'speech genres' within which they are expressed. By
speech genre, Bakhtin means the widely-shared social patterns by which we
communicate: all the formal or informal codes that allow us to understand
and to construct individual utterances, from official documents to jokes and
postcards (Morris 1997: 33)
All the accounts of the informants are considered to be shaped and
constrained by the speech genre in which they are expressed. Genre moulds
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facts and events to fit its contours, and the personal experience narratives of
the survivors will undergo subtle changes depending on whether it takes the
form of a face-to-face interaction (interview), a group interview, or a written
autobiographical text. As Barbro Klein points out; “narratives are both
constrained and given leeway by the demands and creative possibilities of a
genre” (Klein 2006: 16). The shaping force of genre extends beyond to form
a meaning, since the receivers of a narrative “depend on generic patterns to
provide a framework for interpretation (…) genre not only shapes content
and sways understanding but it constrains what we are permitted to say”
(Morris 1997: 34). However, at the same time as individuals shape their
experience in narratives, the narrative and the performance of the narrative is
an experience in itself (Klein 2006: 19).
Based on everything mentioned so far, I initially went through the
transcribed texts again and again in order to immerse myself within the
material. In a second phase, I focused on examining how the narratives were
structured, what was said and what was silenced. Did the narrators follow a
special order? From an early stage I saw that the interviews were structured
in a chronological way. Many scholars have attested the use of chronology
as a way of structuring life stories and of creating coherence and continuity
in narratives (see Nylund-Skog 2012: 45; Pollack 2000: 232; Svensson 1997:
45ff). I was astonished to see that all the interviewees took up the same
chronological order: France capitulation, life under the German occupation,
forced enlistment, Eastern Front, war experience, capture-desertion, prison
camp experiences, and return. Since the structure of the collected accounts
was so clear, I ordered their experiences in a tabular form. At that stage it
was not the individual experience that was in focus but a general experience.
In this sense the personal experience became an illustration of how a specific
experience could be articulated and understood. I might have structured the
analysis in another way, for instance through what was silenced or what they
avoided mentioning. But at this point my aim was to examine how the
former POWs could put their experience into words. This does not, however,
imply that I was not attentive to the hidden or silenced topics in the
narratives.
As a matter of fact, I was much concerned with contextualising and
disentangling the thickly layered narratives. In this sense I followed the
hermeneutic interpretation tradition and sought for meaning throughout the
relationships between the part and the whole. My attention was drawn to the
different narratives the interviewees were implicitly or explicitly in dialogue
with. Beyond examining the actual wording of their experiences, I was
attentive to what the interviewees were doing by expressing themselves the
way they did (See also Gerber 2011: 32, Klein 2006: 15ff).
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I attempted to systematically distinguish three different orders of reality that
coexist in the collected narratives (Bertaux 2005: 71). Firstly, I was attentive
to the historical-empirical reality of the told life. This includes the ways the
informant perceived the events, how he evaluated them at the time they
occurred. Secondly, I was concerned with the psychological and semantic
reality constituted by what the subject knows and thinks in retrospect of its
biographical course, which resulted in the subjective totalisation that the
interviewee made of his experience up to now. Yet, personal lived narratives
are embedded in the grand narratives that surround us, and are at the same
time generating and reproducing them (Klein 2006: 6). In this sense the ways
the interviewees speak about the past, says something about the discursive
structure from which the act of narrating emerges/occurs. The narrators tell
their stories against the background of internalised mental representations of
themselves and their listeners (Bruner 2001: 35, Gerber 2011: 30). Yet, even
if the interviewees are more or less free to highlight and select the events and
experiences they feel are the most representatives or the most interesting for
their self-presentation, their utterances are guided by internalised
representations and patterns of how a life and a biography should be
presented in the society they are part of (Svensson 1997).
Thirdly, I drew my attention more specifically to the discursive reality of the
story told. This layer of knowledge produced within the dialogic relation of
the interview itself corresponds to what the subject wants to say about what
he knows (or believes to know) and thinks about his own life at that moment,
i.e. this day to that person (see Palmenfelt 2006).
The interviews of the participants of the journeys did not have the same
purpose or, consequently, the same outcome. Here, the transcribed texts
were also analysed within the hermeneutic interpretation tradition and I tried
to pay attention to the different layers constituting the pilgrims' accounts.
The pilgrimages have been approached as commemorative rituals. The study
of rituals, rites, customs and traditions has long caught ethnologists‟
interests. The first studies regarded mainly religious or magical ceremonies,
rites of passage or rites of initiatory character and focused on the form and
the function of a ritual for individuals or the entire society (van Gennep
1960, Turner 1969). Some decades ago, the concept of ritual was broadened
and scholars began to be interested more specifically in ritualised activities
emerging in secular contexts. The anthropologists Sally Moore and Barbara
Myerhoff drew, for instance, attention to the ritual aspect of secular events
that are ceremonial in nature. For these scholars, however, rituals keep their
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religious connotations, and the secular rituals scrutinised are seen as
functional equivalents of the religious one.38
In Gatan är vår (The Street is ours), Swedish ethnologists also take rituals
beyond the wall of religion and examine a range of different phenomena: the
submission of taxes declaration (Klein 1995), the burning of a straw billy
goat (Gustafsson 1995), and the First of May demonstration (Engman 1995).
These studies emphasise two features of rituals: formalism and
performativity. These features can be seen in the latter studies of rituals in
Sweden as well: the middle-age week in Visby (Gustafsson 2002), the
funerals of people who died of Aids (Svensson 2007), the Swedish parades
in Kansas (Gradén 2003), and even the ceremonies welcoming the royal
couple in Sweden (Frihammar 2010). In the wake of these scholars, rituals
are seen in this study as activities marked off from daily life by an opening
and closing that bracket a complex of activities. Such activities can in their
turn be broken down into various genres: corteges, political demonstrations,
religious processions or military parades, which are distinguishable by their
qualities of repetition and manipulation of space and time (Graden 2003).
Of particular interest during my participative observations was looking at the
social meaning of the collective events. During my fieldwork I was
particularly attentive to the communal and communicative aspect of the
pilgrimage. As a matter of fact, rituals taking place in public places are
action-related activities; they might create a feeling of national identity as
attested in Barbro Blehr's study of the celebration of May 17 in Norway
(Blehr 1999, 2000) or can serve to handle grief and sorrow caused by loss
during wars as attested by Jay Winter (2005). Public events do something;
they affect actors and spectators in different ways (Scheff 1977). Barbro
Blehr writes about having a lump in the throat. During my fieldwork, I was
particularly attentive to the ways rituals as performance engage “its audience
in varying degrees, depending on the context” and move “participants to
another social or affective state” (See Kapchan 2003: 130).
More concretely, I structured my fieldwork notes in different layers at a later
stage. Firstly, I examined the form that the journeys took, the structure and
the different sequences. Then, with the help of Myerhoff's suggestions, I
focused on the outcome of secular ritual by examining (1) the explicit
purpose of the pilgrimages, (2) the implicit symbols and messages, e.g. what
sorts of ideas related to larger cultural frameworks of thought and
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explanation are activated during the ceremonies (Turner's root-metaphor),
(3) the implicit statements involved in the ceremonies, (4) the social
relationships during the journeys, and (5) in what way pilgrimage, as a
cultural means, helps people to restore chaos (Myerhoff and Moore 1977:
16).
I drew further my attention to the performative aspects of the
commemorative practices taking place in Tambov, in the ways rituals
intentionally help participants to organise and orientate their life-worlds. As
the anthropologist Don Handelman suggested, it is “through the different
meta-logics that organise the practice of „rituals‟, that we are enabled to
change and/or to stultify, in relation to the possibilities that these horizons
offer and withhold” (Handelman 1998: x).
In this task, I was inspired by the folklorist Kyrre Kverndokk's application of
van Gennep and Turner's model of the rites of passage. Yet, to see
pilgrimage as social process means to consider that pilgrimage has some of
the liminal phase included in rites of passage (Turner 1978: 254 and Turner
1974: 182). Inspired by van Gennep's reflection about the rites of passage,
Turner distinguishes three stages of pilgrimage: (1) separation, (2) margin or
limen, and (3) reaggregation (Turner 1974: 196). Kverndokk brilliantly
demonstrates in what sense Norwegian pupils, during their journeys to
concentration and death camps were expected to appropriate the message of
remembrance which was supposed to act transformatively on them. Indeed,
as Kverndokk argued, the pupils were expected during the journeys to go
through a process of ritual transformation from being ordinary boys and girls
to situate themselves in a ritual position as witnesses to the camp horror,
with an obligation to testify to their surroundings. The participants of the
pilgrimage to Tambov do not go through the same process of ritual
transformation since they are already bearers, directly or indirectly, of the
traumatic experience of the camp before undertaking the journeys. Hence,
one interesting question will be to determine if the pilgrims do go through a
ritual transformation during their journeys to Tambov.

46

5 The researcher‟s role in shaping the data
The process of observing and participating in the pilgrimage activities raises
some important and crucial issues. As a matter of fact, I was drawn to
becoming a 'participant observer'; to what the American anthropologists, Jill
Dubisch and Raymond Michalowski have called an “observant participant”
(2001: 24).
Acknowledging that research is produced by situated and embodied
researchers, my own position, its impact on the fieldwork and the data
collected need to be taken into consideration. The position and context from
which I speak, what I look like, what social groups I am perceived as
belonging to, matter in the production of ethnographic accounts (Haraway
1991: 5). As a researcher, I was viewed as a 'means' of transmitting to a
larger audience a particular version of the events. Therefore, this thesis
offers an academic acknowledgement of the experiences. It legitimises the
sufferings and gives value to the commemorative practices.
Being Alsatian, I was confronted with the same challenges that other native
ethnographers faced (Halstead 2001, Gallinat 2010, Narayan 1993, Waterson
& Rylko-Bauer 2006). As a matter of fact, in this project my 'self' and the
'research object' overlap since one of my motivations to write this thesis was
to understand why I, as a 'self', felt the urge to participate in such journeys to
Tambov. My grandfather was interned in the prison camp of Tambov and
even if he hardly ever spoke about this period, I always felt that I would
have to go to Tambov some day. Consciously or not, willingly or not, I am
the bearer of this cultural legacy and this historical burden. The fact that I
carry both a personal and ethnographic self – simultaneously belonging both
to the personal and the professional sphere – cannot be envisaged separately.
In this respect, facing the same challenges of auto-ethnographers or intimate
ethnographers, I will emphasise as much as possible my own experience and
involvement with the others in the construction of knowledge.39
I cannot deny that my insider position had a major impact on the course of
the interviews as well as on the outcome of this analysis. Therefore, this
study addresses the emergence of my specific location as an insider sharing
historical discursive grounds and experiences with the interviewees. Most
probably, if I had been a non-Alsatian (or Mosellan) researcher, the
39

See Waterson and Rylko-Bauer 2006; Narayan 1993; Jackson (1989) called this sort of
methodological approach „radical empiricism‟.
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interviewees would have explained certain characteristic more explicitly or
would have avoided some subjects entirely in order not to engage in
complicated explanations for an outsider. Therefore, this study might contain
some gaps in familiar but significant details.
My insider position had some repercussions on how I had to position myself
and how I was positioned by the others. Even if my „positionality‟ was not
static and varied according to circumstances, I was able to move from an
insider position to an outsider one. These different „positionalities‟ were
activated, for example, during an interview with a survivor or a grandchild,
as well as during the journeys of both the Ancients and the Youth pilgrimage.
On the occasion of interviews with survivors, I always presented myself as
the granddaughter of someone who was interned in Tambov and who never
spoke about that period. My insider position was based both on my
grandfather‟s internment in Tambov and on my regionality as I grew up in
Alsace. For them, I was the third generation that carried the scar of forced
enlistment. This insider position built the basis of confidence. Even if there
were some feelings of community spirit, factors like my age, my gender, and
my education would at the same time place me on an outsider level. For
instance, my feeling of being insider was challenged in the case of
misogynist or racist jokes, on which I could not, as a researcher, react.
During interviews related to the pilgrimages, my insider status was
automatically provided by the fact that I participated in the same pilgrimages
as the interviewees. Furthermore, being the granddaughter of a Mosellan
POW and having grown up in Alsace, I never had to justify my presence
among them. As the anthropologist Farhana Sultana wrote, I may not have
the same identity as my informants but the same affinities (Sultana 2007:
378). During the journeys, I could choose to position myself outside the
group when I could not stand someone‟s jokes or behaviour or another
participant would position me as an outsider if for instance my way of
speaking was commented upon or if differences in education and
background were pointed out. Therefore, as an insider I could be brought
closer to the others in some circumstances, and on others occasions I could
be pushed out. As the anthropologist Kirin Narayan put it:
Given the multiplex nature of identity, there will inevitably be certain facets
of self that join us with the people we study, other facets that emphasise our
difference (Narayan 1993: 680). (…) Which facet of our subjectivity we
choose or are forced to accept as a defining identity can change, depending on
the context and the prevailing vectors of power (Narayan 1993: 676).
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During the journeys, different challenges and dilemmas arose. I would feel
part of and apart from the pilgrimage depending on the situation (Sultana
2007: 377). I would feel part of the journey as a participant and a
granddaughter but at the same time I would feel apart from it in my position
as researcher. In addition, I could also be a part of and apart from, and this
sort of positioning could shift depending on the others or according to my
own decisions. I was a part of in the sense that I was physically present and
participated with my personal self in the various moments of the pilgrimage
(commemorative ceremonies, songs, minute of silence, working on the mass
grave…). In most cases, I shared an unspoken and emotional understanding
with the other participants. At the same time I was apart from in the sense
that I didn‟t give my opinion on the program and tried not to influence the
process of the journeys. My ethnographic self undeniably constrained my
behaviour, as I did not want to be more friendly to some participants than
others. In some cases I positioned myself on the outside as I was constantly
concerned by the idea that through my positioning I could be 'destroying' or
influencing my field. Whichever the chosen positioning, I gradually accepted
that as a researcher, as a Russian speaker and overall as a participant I would
sometimes have some impact on the sequencing of the events.
To conclude, in Sultana‟s word, I have to acknowledge that throughout the
research process, I was simultaneously “an insider, outsider, both and
neither” (Sultana 2007: 377).

6 Previous research on the topic
This project contributes to many different fields. Among them, it can be seen
as contributing to the wide range of research on memories of Soviet prison
camps in the Soviet Union and especially those of World War II.
The recent access to archives in Russia has led to an increase of research
about the Gulag. Different aspects have drawn the attention of historians and
East European specialists. The majority of the scholars have devoted their
research to the diachronic development of the Gulag phenomenon (Nekric
1978, Khlevniuk 2004, Applebaum 2005, Jensen 2005). The Gulag memoirs
for their part have been studied either with a sociological approach, in order
to highlight the structure of survival behind barbed wire (Des Pres 1977,
Todorov 1996), or with a literary approach, in order to study Gulag memoirs
as a genre (Toker 2000 and Jurgenson 2009). The aspect of the re-adaptation
of the victims of Gulag to society has been Adler‟s contribution to this field
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(Adler 2002), as well as Marie-Schwartzenberg‟s (2009) and Roguinski‟s
(2009). The aspect of the museisation of the Gulag experience has been
studied by Anstett (2009), Piron (2009) and Jurgenson (2009). The special
fate of the foreigners in the Gulag during World War II is seldom mentioned
in general studies of the Gulag. With the exception of one chapter in
Applebaum‟s book, the issue has not been researched (Applebaum 2005).
Even in the recently launched virtual Gulag museum (2011), the fate of
imprisoned POWs during WWII is not mentioned. The aim of this European
museum was to make the Gulag experience part of Europe‟s collective
memory and to show that the Soviet labour camps and special settlements
are not only part of Russia‟s history, but also part of Europe‟s history.40 But
this new museum, though a French initiative, does not include the camp
experiences of the thousands of French citizens who were forced into the
German army (the French POWs).
As a matter of fact, the fate of foreign POWs in Soviet prison camps has not
been studied as part of the Gulag phenomenon, but at best as part of the
national history of a particular country.
The homecomings of the German POWs from Soviet Union have drawn
recent attention from scholars (Biess 2006, Moeller 1996, Morina 2004). The
German historian Christina Morina (2004) looks at the reception of former
German POWs in East Germany by the ruling communist party (SED)
between 1950 and 1956. She analyses the party's attempt to reintegrate
returning 'war criminals' into a socialist society, and suggests that the former
POWs' physical problems, as well as their past involvement in Hitler's war
of extermination on the Eastern Front, were ignored and silenced by the SED
leadership, who had to contain the 'reactionary' sentiments among returning
POWs and eradicate anti-Soviet propaganda.
The historian Robert Moeller, for his part, with a starting point in the public
controversy over the meaning of May 1945 in a unified Germany, observes
the resurfacing of the topic of German victimisation in the mid-1980s and
1990s, representing somehow the return of the (never complete) repression.
In the same vein, the historian Frank Biess argues in Homecoming.
Returning POWs and the Legacies of Defeat in Postwar Germany (2006),
that the issue of returning POWs and expellees was central to the East and
West German confrontation with defeat. As the mentioned scholars argue,
POWs returned first in a society aware of its guilt and responsibility (in the
immediate post-war period). Yet, this awareness did not last long and turned
40

http://museum.gulagmemories.eu The museum is part of the Sound Archives –European

Memories of the Gulag initiative.
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rapidly into defensive narratives of victimisation. Moeller as well as Biess
shows how returnees were portrayed as passive victims of forces beyond
their control, both in East and West, which resulted in diverting attention
from the returnees' individual or collective guilt and responsibility. In both
societies, the emergence of the 'victim' in public discourse translated into
palpable benefits for former soldiers and POWs, as their exclusion from
denazification procedures in all four occupation zones. In the late 1960s and
1970s, however, West Germany came, as Moeller argues, to a more critical
understanding of National Socialism. During this period, memories of
German victimisation were placed into the background and light was shed on
Nazi crimes and the Germans as perpetrators. Though in the same army, the
Alsatian/Mosellan former soldiers did not enjoy the same consideration
when returning to their homeland.
The case of the forced conscripts in the German army, the so-called
“Against-our-will” has long been a vexed question in France. Many
autobiographical accounts, often published privately by the authors
themselves, could be found early on. But it is only in 1983 that the
sociologist Alfred Wahl looked into the question of forced enlistment and
analysed autobiographical accounts written by former POWs. At the same
time, another sociologist, Nicole Pfister, devoted a thesis (non-published) to
the analysis of the discourses produced by veterans‟ organisations in Alsace
about forced enlistment (defended in 1985). Two other sociologists,
Geneviève Herberich-Marx and Freddy Raphaël, while studying
thanksgiving plaques in Alsace (1985) wrote an article about the difficulty of
narrating the experience of forced enlistment. Whereas the works mentioned
above are mainly based on written accounts and discourses, my own analysis
of the POWs' experiences is based on narrativity and interviews collected for
the aim of this thesis.
The first historical study Les “Malgré Nous”. Histoire de l'Incorporation de
force des Alsaciens-Mosellans dans l'armée allemande was published by
Eugène Riedweg in 1995. This book, as the majority of the books published
subsequently, focuses on the aspects of forced enlistment (Koenig 2007,
Gross 1998). Different aspects are scrutinised: Frederic Stroh (2006) studies
the sentence of Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts imprisoned in the
German prison in Torgau, Jean-Laurent Vonau, the aspect of the political
cleansing in post-war periods, and Jean-Noël Grandhomne studies the fate of
Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts in the German Kriegsmarine (2011).41

41

Many books of amateur historians have been published. See Laurent Kleinheinz, Nicolas
Mingus. Nicolas Mingus is also the author of a very comprehensive site about forced
conscription in Alsace-Moselle. See www.malgre-nous.eu
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The specific question of the Alsatian/Mosellan POWs in Russia has been
tackled by Pierre Rigoulot in 1984 with Des Français au Goulag, 1917-1984
and in 1990 with La tragédie des Malgré-nous. Tambov, le camp des
Français. The historian and Russian specialist, Catherine Klein-Gousseff
(2001) contributed with the publication of documents discovered in the
Soviet archives about French prisoners. It is nevertheless difficult to
capitalise on her compilation since the documents are not contextualised.
The most comprehensive study of the captivity of Alsatians/Mosellans in
Soviet prison camps remains that of Régis Baty, who, thanks to his good
knowledge of Russian, could work in the Russian archives, providing us
with the best historical analysis of the fate of the Alsatian/Mosellan prisoners
in Soviet prison camps (Baty 1998, 2009 and 2011).
It has to be mentioned that the fate of POWs has been drawing more and
more scholarly attention recently. In Norway, Marianne Neerland Soleim has
studied the fate of Soviet POWs in the Falstad prison camp. In France, a
book, Trous de mémoire, written at the initiative of some journalists, tried to
tackle the subject of Soviet POWs in Alsace/Moselle. Studies concerning the
lingering after-effects of captivity have been the work of Kyoko Murakami
and David Middelton in Grave Matters: Emergent Networks and Summation
in Remembering and Reconciliation (2006), who scrutinised the former
British veterans‟ journeys to Japan where they had been prisoners of war
during World War II. They suggest that contexts of remembering and
reconciliation are produced and emerge as local and global concerns since
the local and the global connect and are continually constituted in the
dynamic of circulating reference within heterogeneous networks of
remembering and reconciliation.

7 Outline of the study
The first chapter introduces my study and explains the issues at stake. It
presents the theoretical framework and the type of literature used to
elaborate the thesis. This chapter also introduces the material and
methodology at the basis of the thesis and presents how the data collected
are organised.
In the second chapter the different reasons prompting former POWs to
silence their war experiences are presented. Firstly, the difficulties of
articulating such extreme experiences in the post-war period (1945-1960) are
analysed, notably by considering the thwarting of their memories due to the
specific political post-war context and by investigating the individuals'
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difficulty in expressing and communicating traumatic experiences. Secondly,
the connection between the local and the global, e.g. the personal
remembrance of the war and the more global context of historically anchored
remembering, is highlighted.
The third chapter aims to demonstrate how the majority of the POWs were
entangled in a “humiliated silence” up until the late 1960s. This chapter
focuses on the agency of a cluster of former POWs. The constitution of
interest organisations enabled them to form families of remembrance. The
evolution of their agency is seen in relation to the changes in national and
international contexts, and especially through changes in the paradigm of
remembrance.
In the fourth chapter a closer look at the narratives of former prisoners of
war is presented in order to show how the forced conscripts interviewed
articulate and remember their war experiences 70 years after the events.
The fifth chapter presents another strategy adopted by former POWs and
their descendants in order to deal with the legacy of forced enlistment and
the experience of captivity in Soviet prison camps: pilgrimages. This
chapter, based on the journeys to Tambov in which I participated in 2008
and 2010, explores what the act of commemoration is and does as a type of
social acting. This chapter focuses on the meaning of place and
commemoration for the pilgrims and examines the inner transcendental
process experienced by the participants through their physical and emotional
participation in the pilgrimages.
The final discussion (chapter VI) provides an insight into how the different
social actors have been coping with the legacies of the Second World War
and how they transcend their painful past experiences by reinscribing their
histories in a contemporary European context.
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Chapter II: To silence experience

I could not tell …WEEELL I did not want to … we were, let‟s say, all happy
to be back, to come back, not to see all of this anymore //He has tears in his
eyes// Yes that‟s it ... it is to live it again, it‟s to live it again. I was still young
… I was 17 years old can you believe it? That‟s it //coughing// we wanted to
live, I‟m telling you … we wanted to survive … and I tell you, the MP, the
MP Walter, he was telling us: “jo, nix erzehle, sie sind jetz wieder häm” //Do
not tell anything, you are back home again// You are back home again so be
happy! That‟s it, that‟s what he … //upset and very moved emotionally// I
can‘t say otherwise, right? (Engel 2008/04/23)42

In this quote Jean Engel tries to explain the reasons for silencing his
experience of war and captivity. The injunction of silence regarding the war
experience needs to be addressed within the context of post-war.

1 “Do not speak about it” – the political silence
As a matter of fact, the post-war period was, as the sociologist Jeffrey
Alexander suggested, characterised by a progressive narrative (Alexander
2002: 16). The war and its atrocities were downplayed in the public culture
of remembrance. Post-war redemption depended on putting the atrocities of
the war behind, i.e. moving on, and getting on with the construction of the
new world.

42

Je pouvais pas raconter … OOOUI, je voulais pas, on était … disons voir, tous content
d‟être rentrés, de rentrer, de plus voir ça //a les larmes aux yeux// voui, c‟est ça vivre encore,
c‟est de vivre encore. J‟étais quand même jeune encore … Je suis parti à 17 ans, vous vous
rendez compte. C‟est ça //tousse// on voulait vivre, je vous le dis … on voulait subsister ... et
je vous le dis, le député, le député Walter, il nous disait : « jo, nix erzehle, sie sind jetz wieder
häm ». Vous êtes de nouveau rentrés, soyez contents ! C‟est ça, c‟est ça qu‟il nous
... //s‟énerve – très touché émotionnellement// Je peux pas dire autrement, hein? (Engel
2008/04/23)
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After the war, discrepancies related to war had to be downplayed and a
consensus around the nation had to be instilled into the population. France
had been divided into three different zones during World War II (the
occupied zone, the France Libre, and the annexed regions). Consequently,
not all inhabitants were subjected to the same conditions of life or the same
systems of repression during the war.
In addition, modernisation meant conceiving a new future and looking
forward. War and death were thus put under confidential seals in order to
avoid jeopardising the development of a new life and a new identity. 43 In
other words, with a few significant exceptions, avoidance of the past in
official discourse was an indirect way to handle the post-war situation.44
Beyond the construction of a political silence (Winter 2010a: 5), it has to be
pointed out that the POWs‟ experiences could not fit in the framework of
progressive narrative since the dominant narrative is a heroic and nationalist
one. Within this historical context, former Allies – France, Great Britain and
USA – presented themselves as the ethical protagonists, portraying
themselves as the heroic carriers of the good. In France the predominant
post-war discourse was, for a long period of time, centred on the role of the
French Resistance during the war (Lagrou 1997: 181-222). The patriotic
image of 'Resistance' was projected into the national collective memory after
the war, and helped to constitute a national framework. This framework
determined not only what but also who could be remembered and
commemorated. Actions of a minority (the Resistance) were thus extended
to the majority of the population, enabling the authorities to commemorate
the political opposition on an official level. This phenomenon is not at all
restricted to France. As a matter of fact, the 'resistance myth' was prevalent
throughout post-war Europe: “Post-war societies all over Europe reemerging from Nazi occupation tried to balance their own implication in
Nazi violence by downplaying indigenous histories of collaboration and
complicity and by externalising guilt and responsibility in blaming the
German occupiers” (Judt 2000: 296). Consequently, neither the memories of
the POWs, nor the memories of the Jewish victims, could be expressed in the
43

As Pat Jalland (2010) pointed out in Death in war and peace: loss and grief in England
1914-1979, the discourse carefully honed by Churchill and the BBC at the end of the war
required all classes, and both genders, to keep their grief to themselves for the sake of
communal morale.
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The concentration camps were addressed by some intellectuals: David Rousset‟s book,
L‘Univers concentrationnaire, came out in 1947, Robert Antelme‟s book, L‘espèce humaine,
in 1947 and Hannah Arendt‟s book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, in 1951. However, the
Holocaust did not permeate public discourse, and it was not commemorated nor
institutionalised (Levy and Sznaider 2006: 16).
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post-war period in France since their memories did not conform to the heroic
image cultivated through the memories of the French resistance. As pointed
out by one of my interviewees, Pierre Arnaud, forced enlistment was an
unacceptable reminder of France‟s defeat (against Germany) and of the
collaboration of the Vichy government during occupation (Arnaud
2008/04/07). Furthermore, the POWs‟ experiences of the Eastern Front and
of the Soviet Union challenged the pro-Soviet and pro-communist attitudes
that characterised the post-war period in France. As the American historian
Dominik LaCapra explained: ‟In France, the myth of the Resistance – that is,
the idea, furthered by both de Gaulle and the Communists, that all of France
with only marginal exceptions was essentially involved in resistance –
functioned at the very least as a mechanism of denial with respect to Nazism,
the Shoah and collaboration” (LaCapra 1994: 201). The exaltation of the
Liberation operated as a memory block to individual and collective memory.
According to Ricœur, “in retrospect (…) the hierarchy of representations, in
which the positive or negative character of an event is allowed to colour its
historical importance, has supplanted the hierarchy of facts” (Ricœur 2005:
451). The French people embraced a version of what had happened during
the Occupation that obscured the truth about their wartime collaboration
with the Nazis. In this way, Vichy was not only bracketed but the specificity
of the Nazi occupation was also hidden. This is one of the reasons which
explain how the return of victims from the concentration camps became a
most hastily repressed event. Furthermore, official commemorations sealed
the incomplete memory and as Ricœur argues; “Too little memory, can be
classified as a passive forgetting, inasmuch as it appears as a deficit in the
work of memory” (Ricœur 2005: 449).
The constitution of a political memory does not only determine what to
celebrate and commemorate, but also defines events that have to be covered
or erased. Master narratives can be seen as an implicit injunction to silence
events from the common past that are not considered dignified or worthy. In
France, the implementation of a dominant myth, that of resistance (le
résistancialisme) did not only result in too much official commemoration but
also gave rise to a 'self-celebration' in order to prevent the past from
jeopardising the present (Blanchard and Vegrat-Masson 2008, Lagrou 1997).
Furthermore, commemorative practices establish a hierarchy of memories –
materialised in, for example, street names, commemoratives plaques, the
localisation of statues and monuments. In France, the dominant memory
focusing on the Resistance engendered an unified vision of a combative
France. The commemorated were people deported for what they had done
(the Resistance fighters) and not for what they were (Jews, homosexuals,
Gypsies etc). As Hartman explained, a self-protective silence prevailed in
France up until 50 years after the Occupation: “The French public memory
could not tolerate the truth of French complicity in the persecution of the
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Jews” (Hartman 1995: 16). In other words, the ones excluded from
commemorative practices were the non-political deportees (the Gypsies, the
homosexuals, the criminals), the STOs 45 (Service de Travail Obligatoire),
the prisoners of war and the forced conscripts.
As Ricœur points out, the problem is that imposed memory is “armed with a
history that is itself „authorised‟, the official history” (Ricœur 2005: 85).
What is at stake here is that official history is the history learned in schools
and the history celebrated through the different commemorations organised
by the French government. This is thus a 'forced memorisation' since the
events chosen to be remembered and commemorated, as belonging to the
common history, are imposed by the State.
At this level of appearance, imposed memory is armed with a history that is
itself 'authorised', the official history, the history publicly learned and
celebrated. (…) Forced memorisation is thus enlisted in the service of the
remembrance of those events belonging to the common history that are held to
be remarkable, even founding, with respect to the common identity. The
circumscription of the narrative is thus placed in the service of the
circumscription of the identity defining the community. A history taught, a
history learned, but also a history celebrated. To this forced memorisation are
added the customary commemorations. A formidable pact is concluded in this
way between remembrance, memorisation, and commemoration (Ricœur
2005: 85).

In this context of selected official war remembrance, possible claims of the
POWs could not be heard and it is hence not surprising that forced
enlistment is not mentioned in school books or that historians did not show
interest in the study of these phenomena until the last decades (Koening
2007: 492). As Sivan and Winter pinpointed: “Soldiers without victory,
without good causes, and without enthusiasm cannot become positive
figures” (Winter and Sivan 2005: 144).

45
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2 “We wanted it all to be forgotten” – the liturgical
silence
Even if the socio-structural framework of the post-war period can give us
insights into the reasons for the silencing of the POWs, other factors also
contributed to their silence. On an individual level, energy was directed
towards survival. When I asked the interviewees if they had told people
about their war experiences when they first returned, all of them stressed
how they had just wanted to get on with their lives and forget about what
they had gone through. As a matter of fact, the POWs returning home
wanted most of all to forget the war with all its danger and horror. The
Alsatian/Mosellan POWs returning to France, as well as the German POWs
returning to Germany, desired most of all to overcome their suffering and
move on from the war and its consequences (see Biess 2006, Gallinat 2006,
Morina 2004, Moeller 1996). The social construction of such silence, called
“liturgical silence” by Winter, is ‟always part of the framing of public
understandings of war and violence, since these touch on the sacred, and on
eternal themes of loss, mourning, sacrifice and redemption” (Winter 2010a:
4).
As one of the survivors of Tambov, Camille Claus expressed it: ‟I who have
returned from Tambov, who was at war, I have a deep feeling of guilt. Upon
our return we wanted to be recognised as French. We did not want to be
defined as „enlisted by force‟. We wanted it all to be forgotten” (Claus 2005:
55). The former POW, Victor Brandt did not speak about his experience of
captivity either when he returned home, since all his strength was focused on
recovering and embracing a 'normal life' again.
I certainly did not avoid speaking about it, in any case … So when I returned
… you know it goes really fast when you are young. I don‟t know how many
kilos I weighed, 50 roughly, I was as thin as a rake. I had nutritional
deficiency oedema, but I was not ill. You recover quickly; hair grows one
centimetre in a month you know! You meet with your family again, your
mates and resume your studies. The university reopened in October, I think,
yes, in October. So we did not have…I don‟t think that we avoided speaking...
(Brandt 2008/04/08)46
46

Je n‟ai certainement pas évité d‟en parler, en tous les cas …Alors quand je suis rentré …
vous savez ça va vite quand on est jeune. Je ne sais pas combien de kilos j‟avais, une
cinquantaine, j‟étais maigre comme un clou. J‟avais des œdèmes de carence mais je n‟étais
pas malade. On se remet très vite, les cheveux repoussent d‟un centimètre par mois, vous
savez ! On retrouve la famille, les copains et puis les études. L‟université a rouvert en octobre,
je crois, oui, en octobre. Alors on n‟a pas eu //le temps//… je ne crois pas qu‟on ait évité d‟en
parler … (Brandt 2008/04/08).
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After the war, POWs longed for stable lives and steady jobs. It was difficult
for them to fulfil these aspirations since they were still scarred, both
physically and mentally by their war experiences. In order to move on with
their lives, they avoided talking about their war experiences as this could
revive the physical and mental misery they had suffered during captivity (see
Engel‟s quote at the beginning of this chapter). The returnees did not want to
indulge their past nor reminisce their sufferings. One strategy of avoidance
was therefore to repress all recollections. This phenomenon is very common
within the post-war context. Tabooisation of the past occurs because the
sufferings of traumatised people are silenced for their own survival and for
the sake of their relatives. People who have undergone brutal, humiliating, or
degrading treatment often find it difficult to express what they have suffered.
Moreover, they fear that they might cause pain to their loved ones or make
things worse for relatives of their dead fellow POWs in recounting these
events. Dan Bar-On writes about how the constitution of a normalised
discourse after World War II helped all the parties to avoid acknowledging
the psychologically and morally painful parts of their biographies, which
also became a way to protect descendants and relatives from their horrifying
experiences (Bar-On 1990: 208). Unlike other historical testimonies, the
experience of the POWs cannot be used to provide value and the mere idea
of remembering often produces fear and anxiety (Bar-On 1990). As the
philosopher Jeffrey Blustein argues: “to remember one‟s past humiliation is
to risk experiencing the humiliation all over again, and when the price of
speaking is reliving, speaking risks retraumatising the victim” (Blustein
2008: 338).47

3 “They could not understand” - The reception of
extreme experiences
The limited way in which the survivors convey their experiences leads to
another problem, which is linked to the reception of such narratives.
Comprehension of another person‟s experience is based on being able to
identify to a certain extent with events, feelings, thoughts, and actions.
However, here, the transmitted experiences are on an altogether different
scale from the experience of the average person. The difficulty with
47

I was very concerned with this issue while interviewing former POWs. I was very careful to
let them choose what they wanted to speak about and did not require the deepening of a topic
that seemed sensitive to them.

59

testimony of this type is that in order to be received, and appropriated, it
needs to be divested as much as possible of the horror that it engenders
(Ricœur 2005: 175). Moreover, these testimonies rely on an effort of
empathy. “The absence of an empathic listener,” says the psychoanalyst and
scholar in trauma, Dori Laub, “or more radically, the absence of an
addressable other, another who can hear the anguish of one‟s memories and
thus affirm and recognise their realness, annihilates the story” (Laub 1992:
68). As the former POW, Arthur Keller, told me during his interview:
When we came back, we discovered the photos of the camps //German
camps//. I told my father: “oh, for us in Tambov it was also like that ... in the
barracks 22 or the number 100 ... we couldn‟t even close the door in winter;
corpses were crammed like logs in there”. My father, who was an Ancient of
World War I, resistant of 14-18, couldn‟t understand. He told me: “Stop
speaking nonsense, you are ghost-ing, you are fantasising … the Russians, the
Russians are liberators” … He // my father// had been marking the map with
the Russian‟s advance during the war, hadn‟t he? So I should stop because I
had been on the German side … The only person that understood the meaning
of my words, was my mother but I shut up … I have even wondered if I had
dreamt everything … Wasn‟t I on the same planet as the others! Had I dreamt
everything? But all these guys, who came back, they were barely recognisable
… it was not possible … (Keller 19/5/2009)48

Arthur Keller's quotation clearly shows how the lack of an empathetic
listener inhibits narration and can even lead former inmates to question their
own experience.49
Furthermore, another problem is encountered when the former victims, as
witnesses, go public and when their personal stories become testimony and
can be contested by others (Gallinat 2006: 353). Any attempt at questioning
the credibility of their narratives or their memories was perceived as a source
of distress because the story is not a factual account but a personal and
emotional one. Nonetheless, suspicion is an inevitable feature of testimony:
“Suspicion unfolds itself all along the chain of operations that begins at the
48

Quand on est revenu, on a découvert les photos de certains camps, j‟ai dit à mon père : «ah!
Chez nous à Tambov c‟était pareil … y avait les deux baraques, la 22 et la 100 où, on ne
pouvait même pas fermer la porte en hiver, les corps y étaient entassés comme des bûches de
bois». Mon père, qui était un Ancien de la Grande guerre, un réfractaire de 14-18, il ne
pouvait pas comprendre. Il m‟a dit : « Mais arrêtes maintenant, tu fantômes, tu phantasmes …
les Russes, les Russes sont des libérateurs » … Lui, il avait piqué l‟avance des Russes sur la
carte géographique, nét ! Alors moi, j‟étais censé arrêter parce que j‟avais été du côté des
Allemands …. La seule personne qui comprenait le sens de mes paroles, c‟était ma mère mais
j‟ai fini par la fermer … Je me suis même demandé si j‟avais rêvé … Je n‟étais pas sur la
même planète que les autres ! Avais-je rêvé ? Mais tous ces gars qui sont revenus, à peine
reconnaissables … ce n‟était pas possible … (Keller 19/5/2009)
49

For further discussion about the issue of witnessing, see Ricœur 2005.
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level of the perception of an experienced scene, continuing on to that of the
retention of memory, to come to focus in the declarative and narrative phase
of the restitution of the features of the event” (Ricœur 2005:162).
As many scholars have observed, the constraint of justification is inherent in
nearly all testimonies, where doubt hangs over the truthfulness of the
account (Pollak 2000, Ricœur 2005). Indeed, the narration of humiliating
experiences is often followed by an attempt to justify them. Aware that some
behaviour can sound strange outside the context of the past, the informants
have a tendency to explain their behavioural choices, to self-justify. The
problem is that it is impossible to evaluate their past behaviour using
common moral or ethical criteria since such an attempt would result in the
expectation of consistently heroic behaviour which would permit the
survival of dignity (Pollak 2000: 248). Furthermore, testimonies on
humiliating experiences also reveal the dilemma of the listener who has to
abandon his own moral precept.
Indeed, some parts of the forced conscripts‟ experiences challenge
conceptual categorisations of the reader or the listener. On the one hand the
interviewees defined the German soldiers as cruel, for example when they
referred to them shooting people who withdrew from enlistment but, on the
other hand they also explained that they were good, for example when they
risked their lives to save fellow-soldiers. The inability (or choice not) to put
the actors into a black-or-white category can create a sense of uneasiness for
the listener, as often one depends on a generic pattern which provides a
framework for comprehension. This can also lead to suspicion as to what
extent the enlistment was forced. Additionally, it shows that listeners or
readers depend on a dichotomic frame to interpret war, a dichotomy which
creates a barrier to the comprehension by others of the forced conscripts‟
experiences. Cappelletto (2005) speaks about 'double victimhood' to refer to
these people who had been firstly victims of deportation and secondly
victims of the non-understanding of their compatriots. In other words, it is
difficult for former POW to behave as a 'moral subject' when he is in a
subordinate position (see Feldman 2004: 405). These features explain also
the fact that soldiers frequently prefer to speak about their experiences to
other soldiers, and survivors to other survivors (see Winter 2010a: 6).
Additionally, it has to be mentioned that former POWs were not inclined to
dwell in their real or imagined suffering in the past. For the men of the 1940s
and 1950s, the trope of victim was not an attractive basis of personal or
collective identity. As Biess pinpointed ‟the concept of 'the victim' stood in
uneasy tensions to both past ideals of masculinity as well as to former
soldiers' and POWs' own hopes for the future” (Biess 2006: 68).
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4 The double interdiction of language
Another factor, related to the use of the French language itself, creates an
additional difficulty for the forced conscripts when articulating their
experiences. It has to be noted that the majority of these men spoke
exclusively their dialect, Alsatian or Mosellan. Their first encounter with the
French language took place when they went to school at the age of seven.
The “Frenchisation” took place in primary school but later, in 1940, this
process was interrupted when Alsace/Moselle was annexed to Germany.
From that time they were subjected to a “Germanisation” process. When
returning to France after the war, they had to readjust to French. To forbid a
group‟s access to its language has long been a way of dominating people and
minorities. As the literature scholar Gabriele Schwab wrote: “Attacks on
language are the material manifestations of attacks on memory, and yet it is
language that preserves traces of the destroyed memory” (2010: 49).
Paraphrasing Derrida, I argue that one of the main difficulties for these men
is therefore that they only have one language; it is not theirs (Derrida 1998:
1). Speaking from his own experience, Derrida in this provocative sentence
expresses his feeling of being constrained to speak only one language
(French), a language imposed to him in his childhood in Algeria, while his
mother tongue (Arabic) was forbidden to him until college when it was
taught as a foreign language. Yet, the forced conscripts had been subjected
to different languages, to the learning of one foreign language (French) and
the sudden change to another (German). Sometimes Alsatians/Mosellans
might have felt as if they had been deprived of speech. In Les fleurs de Lise
and Monsieur Rouge, the former POW and writer Fernand Schierer writes
about the distress caused by a lack of words to express death, emotions,
feelings and ‟the unspeakable” (Schierer 1977, 1981). Shierer also explains
his fear of writing about his experiences, since he felt that he did not have
enough knowledge of French to be able to articulate them. The fact, that
some interviewed POWs often provided me with a written account of their
experiences illustrates this similar doubt about their ability to articulate
accurately their experiences in French.
This difficulty of expressing themselves in French represents one of the
factors inhibiting them from telling their stories. This does not imply that
they would have narrated their experiences if they had had access to the
speech, but it means that their telling was constrained by the double
interdictions mentioned by Derrida (1998: 32). Firstly, they were forbidden
the access and/or use of their native languages (i.e. Alsatian/ Mosellan).
Secondly, they were forbidden access to French, i.e. the “access to speech"
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(au dire). Thirdly, they were forbidden the use of German, that is all, a
certain kind of speech.
I argue that this triple interdiction has long inhibited the speaking out of
traumatic experiences of forced enlistment and imprisonment in Soviet
prison camps. Hence the POWs are faced with the interdiction to access their
own language as well as the interdiction to access French, both “practiced at
the expense of wounds inscribed on the body”, the body of language and
writing (Derrida 1998: 27). This caused a “disorder of identity” (Derrida
1998: 17) which inhibited reminiscences.

5 A “humiliated silence”?
As we have seen, silence in the post-war period is not only due to the
interaction between the tension of personal experience and political memory,
but also to the post-war specific socio-political context and the very nature
of the experience. As the sociologist Eviatar Zerubavel suggests, “Being
silent involves more than just an absence of action, since things we are silent
about are in fact actively avoided” (Zerubavel 2010: 33). Yet, silences, to the
same extent as narratives, are performative and do something (Drakos 2005:
26). Indeed, at the individual level the POWs‟ memories have been
consciously or unconsciously repressed, resulting in what Drakos called
broken narratives. These fragmented, incomplete and sometimes failed
narratives lead to a blocked communicative memory which inhibited the
transmission of the memory to the next generation. As a matter of fact, all
the relatives undertaking the pilgrimage deplore the fact that their father,
uncles, grandfathers did not speak about their experiences of World War II.
Silence in the post-war period carries some of the characteristics of what
Connerton defines as a “humiliated silence”. Here is a particular kind of
collective shame which “is detectable by both a desire to forget and
sometimes by the actual effect of forgetting” (Connerton 2008: 67).
The interviewees‟ emphasis on post-war redemption never allows the
listener to think that forgetting eventually had been achieved. During the
interviews was continually expressed the desire to forget and the
impossibility of doing so. Traumatised people are often harmed twice: first
by the violent acts they have been subjected to and, then, by their inability to
talk about them. In the collected narratives, the interviewees continually
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express their feelings of distress50 and give evidence of feelings of
humiliation as well as feelings of guilt and shame. All of the interviewed
POWs express their feelings of disgust for being forced to enlist in an enemy
army and to wear a “hated uniform”. Through their narratives they try to
describe the moral torture of being in contradiction with one‟s own values.
The interviewees might reproach themselves for past choices and actions and
try to downplay them, as they could shatter their self perception.
Furthermore, they might rightly or wrongly feel accused for having
committed some wrongs in the past. Such accusations are linked to the fact
that they participated in one of the cruellest armies of the century. The fact
that they were involved with this cruel army, even against their will, is not
easy to bear. This agony was also probably reinforced when the crimes of
the Nazi regime were revealed to the whole world, a time during which
everything related to Germany was viewed as blood-stained. The title of an
autobiographical account, The Shamefaced Soldier, is indicative of this
(Zahner 1972).51 However, at the same time, while POWs dreaded both
experiencing and witnessing the horrors, they felt a duty to leave testimonies
on the horrors they witnessed.
In Vilna there were graves … mass graves … one day about a hundred guys
had to go out off the camp to dig up the corpses //catches his breath// …Well
the Russians claimed that it was the Germans who killed them and the
Germans among us told that it was the Russians who killed them. Who did
actually kill them? … Anyhow it was inhabitants from Vilna, it was civilians
... it partly still hold together … //he seems to have a problem speaking// …
They had been buried, one or one and half years earlier … So we had to move
them in order to show them … //sigh// we had to free their forehead and the
nape of their neck, right? … All had a hole, a gun hole or a bayonet‟s hole …
//catches his breath// … There were women who still held their … their child
in their hands ... //his voice is trembling and he has tears in his eyes// There
was a doctor … who still had his case … And we, we had to carry all that …
it was in August, it was really dreadful … So almost all the day I cleared up
the sand that was over … above the dead people and then … there was one
who fainted, so I had to replace him … I still had to carry out four people …
(Breitel 2009/04/28)52
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Feelings of distress cover a range of feelings, including regret, shame, grief, remorse, and
guilt (cf Blustein 2008).
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Le soldat honteux.
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Y avait à Vilna, des fosses ... des fosses communes ... un jour une centaine de bonhommes
ont dû sortir du camp pour déterrer les morts //il reprend son souffle// ... Alors les Russes
prétendaient que c‟était les Allemands qui les ont tués et les Allemands de chez nous disaient
que c‟était les Russes qui les ont tués. Alors qui les a tués? ... C‟était des habitants de Vilna,
c‟était des civils ... Pratiquement ça tenait encore ensemble ... //il a du mal à parler// Ça faisait
un an, un an et demi qu‟ils étaient enterrés ... Alors nous on devait les transporter pour les
montrer ... //soupirs// il fallait leur dégager le front et la nuque, hein ? ... Ils avaient tous un
64

The POWs‟ feeling of humiliation and shame increased on their return since
their experiences were downplayed within the post-war context. Indeed, on
their return they felt they had been relegated to the “background” and
silenced. They often evoke with resignation and bitterness the imposition of
silence. At the same time they constantly try to reject the imposed guilt by
justifying their choices or non-choices and by reminding the listener about
how they had been abandoned by France and about the Nazi coercive
system.
Their feelings of having been used by France as bargaining counters and by
Germany as cannon fodder reinforce the sentiment of having been subjected
to a suffering “without cause”, as they felt that both the suffering and deaths
of their fellow-citizens was in vain and useless. What is often stressed is the
absurdity of the overall situation as every action and even insubordination
was a failure. They dwell on the “absurd destiny” they were subjected to,
and on which they had no leverage. Forced enlistment and its handling after
the war resulted in making this experience the turning point of their lives
(Kaivola 2006), not just because of the harshness of the experience itself but
rather because of the difficulty in finding meaning and a value of the
experiences and losses.
There was an additional post-war episode which both emphasises “the
humiliated silence” factor and further complicates the picture. In 1953, the
Bordeaux tribunal sentenced 13 forced Alsatian conscripts to prison (sixeight years) for war crimes, and one Alsatian, who was a volunteer in the
German SS Army, to death for treason. In June 1944, 14 forced conscripts
were part of a unit of the Waffen-SS division 'Das Reich' during the
massacre of 642 people in the village of Oradour-sur-Glane, in the Limousin
region of France. Nine years after the event, only 21 people from the Das
Reich Division could be found amongst which seven were Germans and 14
were Alsatians.53 The over-representation of Alsatians at the trial was not
representative of their members in the Waffen SS Division. During the trial
the 13 forced conscripts were considered equally as guilty as the volunteer.
At the opening of the trial the judge declared: “This trial is, and will remain,
trou de balle ou de baïonnette ... // il reprend son souffle// ... Il y avait des femmes qui tenaient
encore leur ... leur enfant dans la main ... //sa voix tremble, il a les larmes aux yeux// Y avait
un médecin ... qui avait encore sa sacoche ... Et nous il fallait qu‟on transporte tout ça ...
c‟était au mois d‟août, c‟était vraiment affreux ... Alors pratiquement toute la journée j‟ai dû
dégager le sable qui était là-dessus ... sur les morts et puis ... y en a un qui est tombé dans les
pommes, alors c‟est moi qui ai dû le remplacer ... j‟ai encore transporté quatre personnes ...
(Breitel 2009/04/28).
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Between 120 and 150 Waffen SS, accordingly to the witnesses, were involved in the act of
violence.
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a trial of Nazism” (Quoted in Farmer 2000: 139). A Parliament Deputy from
the Limousin region reasserted: “If they are guilty, if they killed and burned,
the fact that they are Alsatians should not shield them from punishment (…)
at this trial there are no Alsatians or Germans, there is only the accused”
(quoted in Farmer 2000: 148).
The court's view and the pronounced sentence were met with strong
disapproval in Alsace/Moselle as they were perceived as the condemnation
of all the 'Malgré-Nous'. The verdict reinforced the Alsatians/Mosellans‟
sentiment of being misunderstood and treated unfairly by the rest of France,
and strengthened their perception of being scapegoats. In reaction to the
verdict the local population in Alsace/Moselle covered all French
monuments and memorials with black fabric, symbolically expressing that
the Eastern part of France was in mourning.
In 1953, in order to restore a minimum of civil cohesion, the French
president De Gaulle granted amnesty to the 13 forced conscripts. The
amnesty failed to achieve its purpose as inhabitants of Oradour continued to
feel resentment against the region of Alsace, claiming that the perpetrators
should have been condemned, whilst in Alsace/Moselle the forced conscripts
continued to feel unjustly treated. The objective of the amnesty was to put an
end to a problematic and painful situation, but it also had the effect of
muzzling the forced conscripts. As Paul Ricœur points out, amnesty can lead
to a denial of memory: “The proximity, which is more than phonetic, or even
semantic, between amnesty and amnesia signals the existence of a secret
pact with the denial of memory, which distances it from forgiving” (Ricœur
2005: 453).
This silence comprises intertwined feelings of humiliation and shame. The
long-lasting effect of a conspicuous paucity of comment on the topic of
forced enlistment was the imposition of a tacit taboo. Confronted with a
taboo, people remained silent either because of panic or fear or because there
were no appropriate words. Nonetheless, the act of forgetting cannot be
inferred from the act of silence. As Paul Connerton suggests “some acts of
silence may be attempts to bury things that are beyond expression and
beyond the reach of memory; yet such silencing, while being a type of
repression, can at the same time be a form of survival, and the desire to
forget may be an essential ingredient in the process of survival” (Connerton
2008: 68).
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Chapter III: The formation of a family of
remembrance

All over the world, post-war societies, re-emerging from Nazi occupation,
developed means of balancing their own implication in the Nazi violence. In
the previous chapter I examined one of the strategies which was used to
handle war experiences: the social construction of silence. Not all former
forced conscripts chose silence as a means of dealing with the after-effects
of war. For instance, a group of former forced conscripts set up an interest
organisation, the ADEIF (Association des Déserteurs, Évadés et Incorporés
de Force).54 Within the organisation, the former POWs gather themselves in
a fictive kinship and form families of remembrance (see Winter and Sivan
1999: 40). As Jay Winter points out, their work “occupies the space between
individual memory and the national theatre of collective memory
choreographed by social and political leaders” (Winter and Sivan 1999: 41).

1 The constitution of an association
The association, ADEIF, was initially created on 13 May 1945 in the HautRhin (Mulhouse) by Robert Haas and a handful of forced conscripts. A few
months later, a specific organisation for the Bas-Rhin was founded on 22
September 1945.55
Though declared apolitical, the ADEIF had some affinity with 'Gaullism', the
leading political movement in France after the war. De Gaulle enjoyed huge
54

Association of Deserters, Escapees and Forced Conscripts
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In Moselle, the forced conscripts turned to the association “Les Malgré-Nous” (The
Against-our-will), which was founded in the 1920s to defend the interest of the Mosellans
who were enlisted by force into the German army during World War I. These various interest
groups ensured the right of memory and the protection of moral and material interests of the
forced conscripts (Riedweg 1995: 283).
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popularity among the former POWs since he personally intervened in the
fate of the Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts in the USSR. Being the
initiator of the repatriation of the 1500 in 1944, he became the ‟one who did
not abandon Alsace”. The association spread General de Gaulle‟s idea of the
replacement of partisan squabbling with national unification and directed its
action to national reconciliation.56
In order to be in line with 'national unity' the ADEIF dropped the term
'deserters' from its title. As the former POW, Jean Engel, explained to me
during an interview (23/4/2008), desertion is the action of running away
from an army; it stresses the fact that forced conscripts are part of the
German army. To describe more accurately the action of running away from
an entity the forced conscripts did not belong to, the term 'evasion' was
preferred. 'Evasion' indicates that they escaped from the German army,
which implies that they were in the German army as prisoners, against their
will. With this the association made it clear that these men‟s involvement in
the German army was not voluntary but the result of coercion. By bringing
together the forced conscripts within the German army and those who
resisted, the association became the link between the different groups of
conscripts.
As I showed in the previous chapter, the political post-war context was not
favourable for the integration of the Alsatian/Mosellan POWs‟ experience in
the French official war commemoration. In this context, the ADEIF‟s agency
was much constrained. The first objective of the ADEIF was to facilitate the
reintegration of the region of Alsace and Moselle into France, despite the
traces of conflict which remained after the war. The leaders of the ADEIF
discussed ways which would facilitate the renegotiation of a national
consensus. Since forced conscripts considered their participation in the war
as absurd and without purpose, the ADEIF sought to find a meaning for its
members‟ participation in the war. As a patriotic organisation, the meaning
found by ADEIF was to present the forced conscripts as victims of Germany
(see Riedweg 1995: 286).
Consequently, compensation from Germany for the moral and material
damage encountered by the Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts was claimed (see
Riedweg 1995: 289). The ADEIF‟s leaders also tried to get a public and
official recognition by Germany of the illegitimate character of the
56

"The aim of the association is to maintain the French idea among the members of the
association and to propagate this idea by all means, together with all the others existing
patriotic associations" (Statute, article 2 in Pfister 1985: 194). For more information about the
affinity with 'Gaullism', see Pfister 1985: 179.
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conscription. Compensation by Germany would prove to France that the
Alsatian/Mosellan men were enlisted by force and against their will. Whilst
pushing for compensation from Germany, the ADEIF also tried to have the
Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts included in the French veterans‟ system,
which would entitle them to French veterans‟ cards, war pensions for the
disabled conscripts and in some cases resistance cards for the forced
conscripts who refused enlistment. The ADEIF agency aimed to reintegrate
the forced conscripts into patriotic discourse and into the French political
memory which externalised guilt and responsibility by blaming the German
occupiers. Consequently, the experience of war and captivity was
downplayed (Pfister 1985: 222-223).
The ADEIF did not have a large base since the great majority of the former
POWs took refuge in silence. As I have showed in the previous chapter, the
former POWs tried to get on with their lives and to forget the ordeals of the
war. Nevertheless, the ADEIF enjoyed large support from the Alsatian
society for two of their actions. The first one regards their role at the time of
the criminal trial in Bordeaux. On this occasion, the ADEIF became the
spokesperson for the whole of Alsatian society57 and tried to be a link
between all conscripts, whether there were resistants or accused, deserters or
POWs. The trial, as mentioned previously, took place in 1953 and was aimed
at condemning members of the unit of the Waffen SS, Das Reich, who killed
642 people in the village of Oradour-sur-Glane. According to Nicole Pfister,
the ADEIF, along with the Alsatian resistance (with the exception of the
communist resistance), the local authorities and the elected representative,
acted promptly in order to avoid any suspicion about the role of Alsace
during World War II. Those actors feared above all a resurgence of
bitterness in Alsace, which could generate conflicts at a time when the
population was counting its dead (Pfister 1985: 244 and Farmer 2000)58.
The second area where the ADEIF agency drew the attention of all the
former POWs and the Alsatian/Mosellan society concerns the matter of
repatriation of the POWs from the Eastern Front. The fate of soldiers‟
missing-in-action (MIAs) was a sensitive issue in the post-war period as
families long held hopes that a missing family member would still be alive
and return from Soviet captivity.59 In West Germany, the tracing service
57

There were no Mosellans involved in Das Reich Division.
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The point was to thwart any temptation of separatism. The independence movement was
quite spread in Alsace before World War II.
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This is not particular to France. See Biess 2006, Moeller 1996 for Germany, as well as
Dahlin 2012, Verdery 1999 and Tumarkin 1994 for Russia.
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(WAST) was very efficient and played a crucial role in enabling the reunion
of families.60 Families from Alsace/Moselle also turned to these services in
order to obtain more information on a missing family member on the Eastern
Front, though the WAST's help was limited since these soldiers were again
considered French after the war. The question of their repatriation was
consequently the responsibility of the French authorities. The ADEIF
undertook the task of spokesperson for the MIAs‟ families and former POWs
and confronted the French political and military authorities with pressing
demands to account for the fate of the missing people, the Vermisst. Indeed,
the ADEIF put pressure on the French government to engage in negotiations
with the Soviet Union in order to repatriate the forced conscripts. The
association established itself as the representative of the forced conscripts at
the national level and acted in collaboration with the French Foreign Affairs
department in order to repatriate the last POWs that were still in captivity in
the Soviet Union. Moreover, they tried to collect any information about the
missing forced conscripts. They drew up lists of possible captives which
resulted in the publication in 1948 of two volumes with the photographs of
missing soldiers (Recueil photographique des Disparus du Bas-Rhin, ADEIF
1948, for instance).61 They urged every returned forced conscript to
communicate any piece of information susceptible to help localising a
missing fellow soldier: where he was last seen, where he was held in
captivity... The idea was to obtain any possible information to enable the
establishment of a certificate presuming life or death. This matter was of
crucial importance for families because as long as there was no proof of life
or death, widows or orphans were unable to claim any financial support.
After the announcement by the Soviet news agency TASS that the process of
POW repatriation from the Soviet Union was over in 1950, the ADEIF
changed their discourse and began progressively to call for resignation. A
similar pattern could be seen in West Germany.62 Indeed, the cold war
atmosphere did inhibit the ADEIF and the German authorities from
pressuring the Soviet authorities into the repatriation of the last POWs.
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The task of the WAST (Wehrmachtsauskunfsstelle für Kriegsverluste und Kriegsgefangene
- the Wehrmacht Agency for War Losses and POWs) was to register German war losses
(casualties, missing soldiers, and prisoners of war) (Biess 2006: 185).
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For more details, see Pfister 1985: 212ff. In Germany, 200 volumes with pictures of
missing soldiers had been published by 1958 (Biess 2006: 184).
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“On 5 May 1950, almost exactly five years after the unconditional surrender of the German
army, the Soviet news agency TASS announced the end of POW repatriation from the Soviet.
According to TASS, the Soviet Union had repatriated 1,939,063 German POWs since 1945,
while 13,536 German POWs remained in custody because they had been convicted of war
crimes or were awaiting trial for the same offence” (Biess 2006: 180).
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2 A new agency for former POWs
From the 60s a new turn took place on the agency of the former POWs.
Former POWs held in Soviet captivity during WWII rejected the demand for
resignation. Refusing the soothing, conciliatory and homogenising discourse
produced by the ADEIF, they called for a meeting in the Alsatian town of
Obernai (1965). A new organisation, “le Mouvement des Anciens de
Tambow”63 emerged. This organisation decided to focus more on the
experience of internment in the Soviet prison camps. According to the
founders, the former POWs who experienced the Soviet prison camps felt
that their particular case was not addressed by the ADEIF, which comprised
a wide range of forced conscripts (the insubordinates, the demobilised, and
the conscripts that were in Czechoslovakia or in Denmark who had not faced
battles). One leader of the new organisation criticised the ADEIF for not
being representative of the majority of the POWs who were forced
conscripts sent to the Eastern Front (Pfister 1985: 269). Furthermore, he
complained that the ADEIF was controlled by politicians who wanted to
calm people down and to silence the issue (Pfister 1985: 297). While this
new organisation also supported the claim for compensation from Germany,
it was more orientated to the specific experiences of former POWs at Soviet
prison camps. It commissioned a health survey in order to prove that certain
ailments encountered subsequently by former POWs could be linked to the
war or to captivity in prison camps. To differentiate itself from the ADEIF,
the movement of the Ancients (or Former Prisoners) of Tambov presented an
exhibition on captivity to coincide with its foundation. This could be viewed
as a symbolic effort to emphasise to the public the experience of war and
captivity at the time when the ADEIF was talking about resignation. In other
words, to oppose the official discourse and patriotic commemorations
produced by the ADEIF, the new movement decided to present pictures of
barbed wire, of captives as living spectres and reproductions of barracks and
objects made by prisoners (Pfister 1985: 271).64
In 1969 the Movement divided itself into two groups: The Federation of the
Ancients (or Former Prisoners) of Tambov (La Fédération des Anciens de
Tambov) established in Brunstatt (near Mulhouse), and the Interdepartmental Association of the Ancients (or Former Prisoners) of Tambov
(l‘Amicale Interdépartementale des Anciens de Tambov) in Strasbourg,
which included divisions in both the Haut-Rhin and the Moselle regions. The
split in the movement is related to the complaint made by the leader of the
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The Movement of the Ancients (or Former Prisoners) of Tambow
This was also the case in Germany (See Biess 2006).
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Fédération des Anciens de Tambov that most other organisations had been
taken over by local politicians. In his view the leading members of the
ADEIF and of the Movement of the Ancients of Tambov were often more
educated (non-commissioned officers, doctors, local politician and deputies)
and not representative of all the forced conscripts. The leader of the
Federation tried to present himself as the spokesman for the “voiceless” and
for former POWs who “were excluded from public life”, by which he meant
the former POWs who were not notables. The Ancients (or Former
Prisoners) of Tambov Movement also divided because of opposing views
expressed publicly by its leaders on the notion of sacrifice. The leader of the
Federation movement said that sacrifice was made by forced conscripts; it
was not made for France and in any case could not serve the purpose of
reconciling French society. The Federation put aside the notion of sacrifice
and emphasis was placed on the sordid aspect of life in the camps, the
existence of a hierarchy in the camps and the presence of French leaders
among the prisoners, the so called „capos‟ (Pfister 1985: 298). Contrary to
the Federation, the Amicale, while also distancing itself from the public
discussion on reconciliation, continued to emphasise the experience of
internment in Tambov, but without stressing a distinction amongst prisoners.
On another level, similar divisions arose within German society at the time
with, for example, the case of the Kameradenschinder trials65 in the 50s and
the 60s. Most of the cases were initiated by former POWs who charged their
former comrades either for mistreating them in their function as camp
officials or for denouncing them to the Soviet or Eastern European captors.
During the trials, the “torturers of comrades” who had acted “under the
auspices of the Soviet, not the Nazi dictatorship” were severely sentenced.66
The courts, as Biess put it “tended to portray any kind of disloyalty towards
Hitler‟s army as a moral if not legal offense equalling treason and betrayal”
(Biess 2006: 165).

3 A new paradigm of remembrance?
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Between 1948 and 1956, West German courts sentenced approximately 100 former POWs
as Kameradenschinder (torturers of their comrades) to prison terms ranging from several
months to 15 years (Biess 2006: 152, notes 2, chap. 6).
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The sentences of the “torturers of their comrades” were higher than for the trial of
concentration camp personnel (Biess 2006: 159).
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This division amongst all the different organisations, as well as their agency,
needs to be addressed in the light of the national and international context
which changed completely in the 1960s when a new paradigm of
remembrance and a reconfiguration of the Holocaust took place.
The progressive narratives characterising the post-war period were gradually
supplemented with the tragic narrative. At that time, the memory of the
Holocaust changed and began to be characterised by the personalisation of
the trauma and its victims, and became focused on the tragic fate of those
victims.67 Until the publication of Anne Franck‟s diary, World War II was
not recognised as a specifically Jewish tragedy, and the victims were defined
through their political or national belonging rather than ethnic and religious
orientation. In this tragic understanding of the mass murdering of the Jews,
suffering began to be the telos towards which the narrative was aimed
(Alexander 2004: 30). Furthermore, against the background of a series of
important trials of former Nazis, such as the trial of Adolf Eichmann in
Jerusalem in 1961 and the Auschwitz trial in Frankfurt in 1963-65, the
private memories of many survivors were made public for the first time. The
broadcast of the trials on the radio resulted in the fact that personalised
accounts of the Holocaust reached a broader public. This in turn opened up
discussions within families who hitherto avoided speaking about their
experiences of the war.
As an effect of this change in the historical master narrative, Western
democracies lost control, not only over the telling of the political memory of
the war, but also that of its monopoly in symbolic productions whose role
was then challenged. From the position of chief prosecutor of Nazism,
Western democracies' own role in the war was challenged and doubts were
cast on their direct or indirect responsibility in enabling the Nazis to
exterminate the Jews.68
In France, the myth created by the party of de Gaulle (RPF) and the French
Communist Party (PCF) after the war, that France had first been the victim
and later the courageous opponent of Nazi domination, was considerably
undermined. Until the 1970s, France shared comforting certainty: the
country resisted the German occupation, refused to support the Petain
government, and the collaboration of France was presented as a requirement
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See Levy and Sznaider 2006 as well as Alexander 2002 who speak about the emergence of
a new master narrative of the war: the „tragic narrative‟.
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For the situation in Great Britain and the USA, see Alexander 2002, Levy and Sznaider
2006. For the French case, see Hartman 1995, Vidal-Naquet 1995; Lagrou 1997; and
Blanchard & Veyrat-Masson 2008.
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of the German Reich. The Algerian war and the May 1968 student revolt
contributed to fracture this former construction. May 68 was a generation‟s
protest against a certain type of society and therefore, implicitly, of a certain
vision of its history. As Winter put it: “French students challenged society
that had taken refuge behind the „myth of the resistance‟ promoted, indeed
embodied, by the then president Charles de Gaulle. When he resigned in
1969, the obstacles to uncovering the silence of the Vichy years shrank
considerably” (Winter 2010a: 27).
In parallel, other factors contributed to the modification of the memory of
World War II in France. For example, Marcel Ophüls' documentary Le
Chagrin et la Pitié (Sorrow and Pity) came out in 1971 and displayed
everyday life under Nazi occupation in the French town Clermont-Ferrand.
The documentary revealed and displayed the active collaboration of French
men and women with the Germans. The documentary was strongly
criticised.69 Furthermore, in 1971, the French president George Pompidou's
decision to grant pardon to the war collaborator Paul Touvier was met with
public outcry. This decision further contributed to shake the legend of an
unanimously resistant France.70 At the time, the media sphere played a
crucial but also ambivalent role as they combined opacity with revelation.
On the one hand, the television‟s head was reluctant to broadcast the
documentary Sorrow and Pity or the TV series Holocaust but published, on
the other hand, revelations about World War II with, for example, the
negationist article published by Louis Darquier de Pellepoix in the Express
magazine71 or revelations by the Point magazine on the past of the French
Communist leader, Georges Marchais.72 In a way, the newspaper and audiovisual industry indirectly or involuntary encouraged the revisiting of the
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The film was even criticized by some historians as presenting a distorted picture of the
period and as replacing the myth of a nation of resistant with another one – that of a nation of
collaborators. For further discussion, see Winter 2010a.
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He had been sentenced to death in absentia for treason and collaboration with the Nazis in
1946. He was head of the intelligence department in the Chambéry Milice under the direction
of Klaus Barbie.
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In an interview published by the magazine Express, Louis Darquier de Pellepoix, former
Commissioner for the Jewish Affairs under the Vichy Régime, declared that gas chambers in
Auschwitz were used to kill lice not human beings and that "allegations of killings by this
method were lies by the Jews".
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The newspaper revealed that in 1942 George Marchais (the French leader of the
Communist party at the time) had voluntary joined via the Obligatory Work Service (Service
du Travail Obligatoire - STO) a German company. This information threw some discredit
upon the Communist party, which had vigorously opposed joining the STO in 1943.
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'dark years' (the period during which Germany occupied France) and
contributed to create controversies. In addition, both the press attitude and
the use of censure in France reinforced the public‟s belief that something
was being hidden from the French population.
The French public‟s belief could also be validated with the release of Robert
Paxton‟s Vichy France: Old Guard and New Order, 1940-1944 (1972). The
book, published in the USA based itself on the German archives given that
French archives were still inaccessible at the time. This book was a first
attempt at demonstrating that the overall policy during the occupation,
together with the anti-Semitic measures taken at the time, was organised not
at the request of Germany but at the request of the French Vichy
government. Paxton successfully illustrated that collaboration was not
primarily an attempt to defend the country against an occupier, but a
consciously worked-out vision of a „better‟ future, one purged of
communists, trade unionists and Jews. Against this background, complaints
began to be filed against former members of the Vichy government
convicted of crimes against humanity: Jean Leguay (1979, 1986), Paul
Touvier (1973, 1989), René Bousquet (1989), and Maurice Papon (1983 and
1997). Beyond the fact that history entered the French tribunals, the trials
severely undermined the picture of an unanimously resistant country.
All these events converged and opened up a breach in the heroic narratives
of World War II, which led to their re-evaluation. The 60s and 70s decades
offered a favourable ground for the reconsideration of the experience of
forced enlistment in the German army. Moreover the social construction of
the Holocaust in those decades enabled the constitution of a new framework
through which experiences that were hitherto unintelligible could be
interpreted. The reception and institutionalisation of the Holocaust memory
had a decisive impact on other carriers of non-heroic experiences, providing
them with a new frame of reference and a basis for psychological
identification. In most nation states throughout the world, nationalistic views
of history have been challenged by new and alternative views on the past.
Notions of honour, winner and loser, which composed the grammar of the
national memory for decades, were no longer the sole terms used for the
writing of history. Above its transcendental status, the Holocaust‟s new
cultural configuration gave rise to the propagation of antihero characters. As
Michael Rothberg suggested in Multidirectional memory, “far from blocking
other historical memories from view in a competitive struggle for
recognition, the emergence of Holocaust memory on a global scale has
contributed to the articulation of other histories – some of them predating the
Nazi genocide, such as slavery, and others taking place later, such as the
Algerian War of Independence (1954-62) or the genocide in Bosnia during
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the 1990s” (Rothberg 2009: 6).73 The end of the Cold War period further
reinforced this phenomenon when the uniting interests and values of
anticommunism vanished and when international cooperation was
reorganised around the Holocaust, which emerges precisely, according to
Levy and Sznaider, “because of its status as an unquestioned moral value on
which all people supposedly can agree” (Levy and Sznaider 2006: 16-17).
Indeed, the Holocaust became a concept dislocated from space and time,
which resulted in its inscription into other acts of injustice and other
traumatic national memories across the globe (Levy and Sznaider 2006: 5).74
This led to the rise of a new expression in the 70s, i.e. post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD).75 Originally, PTSD was conceived as a psychological
reaction to horrendous, usually life-threatening experiences, such as combat,
rape, and internment in a concentration camp. Since then, events deemed
capable of producing PTSD multiplied in order to include a much wider
range of negative incidents. Besides the psychiatric understanding of trauma,
the term has been widely deployed analogically, in the media and in
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In the 1990s, in Spain for instance, forensic exhumation of mass graves under private
initiatives opened the debate about the memory of the civil war and Franco's dictatorship,
which led to the breach of 70 years of accepted silence (El pacto de silencio - the amnesty law
of 1977) which made the period of the wartime a taboo. Such grassroots initiatives led to the
creation of the Association para la Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica (Association for
the Recovery of Historical Memory: ARMH) in December 2000 and the „law of historical
memory‟ in 2007.
In the late 90s, the same process reached France as well, and the veil of silence on the
Algerian war and the taboo regarding the massacre of Algerian participants in a demonstration
in Paris in October 1961 begun to be drawn (See Prost 1999 and Branche & House 2010). But
the issue of colonialist violence is still a very sensible issue (See for instance Ginio 2010).
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The civil war in Finland has been examined by Anniki Kaivola-Bregenhoj in 2006, by
Ulla-Maija Peltonen in 2007, and in Roselius Aapo's I bödlarnas fotspår (2009). See also
John Sundholm 2007 and 2011 about the film “The Unknown Soldier”. But this is not a
European phenomenon as attested, for instance, by Monique Selim's study of journeys
undertaken by families in Vietnam to search for the bodies of their relatives killed during the
war.
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With the introduction of PTSD, "we have moved from a realm in which the symptoms of
the wounded soldier or the injured worker were deemed of doubtful legitimacy, to one in
which their suffering, no longer contested, testifies to an experience that excites sympathy and
merits compensation. (…).Evolving through various iterations in both combat and domestic
contexts, psychological trauma was long freighted with a negative moral loading: sufferers of
psychic trauma were cowards, were malingering, or had some pre-existing weakness that
made them unable to handle the rigors of war and other stressful situations” (Fassin and
Rechtman 2009: 5) As Levy and Sznaider pointed out “In the last thirty years, we have tended
to focus on the permanent trauma that survivors suffered. In earlier years, these very same
survivors were praised for their ability to forget the past and move on.” (2006: 94)
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everyday speech, through the activities of human rights groups or
humanitarian organisations, but in a broader way. As Fassin and Rechtman
(2011) argued, the term in its popular usage is used to speak about largescale tragic events – natural disasters, industrial accidents, terrorist attacks,
genocide and political repression – whose effects are viewed not as
psychiatric disorders but as wounds in the individual psyche or collective
memory of specific groups and peoples. Trauma in this broader sense is a
metaphor for collective suffering, a means of representing the past and
painful experience as testimony and as grounds for recognition and
reparation of victims.
The understanding of the concept of trauma, and its wide usage in the media
for interpreting and displaying painful events, had an undeniable influence
on how Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts perceived themselves. This new
cultural understanding of the term 'trauma' provided a new frame of
reference for other carriers of non-heroic or suffering experiences and
further provided ‟the basis for a psychological identification on an
unprecedented scale” (Alexander 2004: 226). This new framework through
which lived experiences could be interpreted enabled the construction of a
meaning to events or their perceptions which were previously unintelligible.
The ubiquitous use of the term in the media, especially in news reports, gave
the forced conscripts and their descendants a new awareness of their own
suffering or the suffering of their parents. Focusing on individual trauma in
the media created awareness of the universality of human suffering and
therefore facilitated the visibility of the humanity of others. In this new
realm, the forced conscripts could re-evaluate their own experiences and
give meaning to events and experiences that were previously unintelligible. 76
Moreover, this new situation of remembrance made it possible for other
people to better understand and receive their experiences. In the next
chapter, I will examine how former POWs give meaning to their
experiences.
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Nevertheless, as Fassin and Rechtman demonstrate, this universality has not always been
evident in practice, suggesting that a sense of otherness may have limited humanitarian
mental health work within Africa.
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Chapter IV: To speak out

The aim of this chapter is to examine how the former POWs tell about their
contentious past. Since most of the former POWs took refuge in silence after
the events, the narratives I have collected can be seen as emerging from an
interstice of an earlier difficulty to be heard, and a later more recent urge to
speak out. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the incentive to speak is
related to the emergence of a new paradigm of remembrance. This new
realm of remembrance did not only open up a space for the former POWs to
put words on an experience previously intelligibly difficult, but it provided a
space for empathetic listening, a feature lacking in the post-war period. The
ageing of the former POWs prompted them also to hand down their
experiences of the war.
The analysis of their narratives will not only bring to the fore the
individuals‟ own articulations, formulations and representations of their
experience but will also show the impact of the interest organisations on
their way of narrating the war experiences. In this section, attention is drawn
to the core around which the story is built. What sorts of events do the
interviewees pick out to make a narrative, and how do they choose? Which
experience do they focus on?

1 Experiences and narratives
1.1 Forced enlistment
Almost all of the interviewees started their account with the defeat of France
and the signature of the Armistice of 22 June 1940. This event represented
the first upheaval in their lives. The defeat of France represents the collapse
of their entire worldview and the prelude to their destiny.
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People cannot realise ... your generations ... that a country like France
could be occupied ... in only six weeks … Unbelievable! (Brandt
2008/04/08)77

The interviewees were very keen to remind me that from the Armistice and
throughout the war the destiny of Alsace-Moselle followed a different path
to that of France. The de facto annexation of this region led to a
germanification process but there was little change to the daily life of the
inhabitants during the first years of annexation. The interviewees agree that
they continued to attend schools and go to work, even if all these activities
were conducted in German from the annexation onwards, which led to
linguistic difficulties since Alsatian or Lorraine dialects are different from
the German language. Only one interviewee mentioned that he had to take
extra courses to improve his German in order to be able to remain on the
same scholarly level.
Most of them, however, noted only in passing the changing of language but
did not discuss it further. Neither did they dwell on their service in Germany
in the Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD), a labour organisation. This was not seen
as a traumatising experience, as Alfred Jung quoted: “We had some
agreeable time thanks to a humane treatment”.78 Maybe this experience was
not depicted as traumatising in comparison to what they were subjected to
afterwards. Here the narrated event is seen through what happened
subsequently in the life of the narrators.
The crucial event in all their narratives is undoubtedly the Stellungsbefehl,
the order of obligatory conscription in the German army for all the men from
this region born between the years 1908-1928.79 The forced enlistment
became a turning point, an event that had a repercussion in their whole lives.
The Finnish folklorist Annikki Kaivola-Brevgnhøj defines such turning
points as “key narratives”, by which she means the “report of an experience
that was exceptionally meaningful to its narrator and in which the narrator
interprets events in the past for the listener” (Kaivola-Bregenhøj 2006: 41).
All of the interviewees scrupulously mentioned the psychological pressure
they were subjected to and explained meticulously that the situation offered
77

Les gens ne se rendent pas compte … vos générations … qu‟un pays comme la France
puisse être occupé en 6 semaines, inimaginable ! (Brandt 2008/04/08)
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Nous connaissions des moments agréables grâce à un encadrement plutôt humain (Jung
Autobiographical account: 1).
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The order of forced conscription has been promulgated 25 August 1942 by the Gauleiter
Wagner for Alsace. The same order is promulgated 29 August for Moselle by the Gauleiter
Burchkel and 30 August by the Gauleiter Simon for the Luxembourg (see Herberich &
Raphaël 1985: 89).
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no alternative, as if they were responding to the discourse of suspicion they
were subjected to in the post-war period. The unanswerable question “What
could we do?” was constantly repeated. Withdrawing from enlistment was
impossible as it meant reprisals on their family, as did desertion.80
I found myself in situations where I was threatened to be shot, it did not
matter to me, but what did matter were the measures they were taking against
parents and family. (…) They told me: “Well, you will be shot and all your
family, your parents, your brothers and sisters will be sent to a concentration
camp … in Poland. They specifically mentioned … in Poland. So you had no
choice. I know families who were transferred to Silesia because the young
man escaped via the Swiss borders. Even now, I know families who are at
odds with that … who are upset because HE saved himself. I‟m sorry to use
this expression, but … he sacrificed his family (Brandt 2008/04/08).81

Paul Beck, the son of a former POW, on the occasion of the interview with
René Breitel recalls a similar story:
I had an uncle ... now he is dead ... My brother had never been able to stand
him. He, he managed to hide ... and when we‟ve got the notice of my father‟s
death, he said “It serves him right! I told him he had to hide, I told him ...” My
brother had never been able to forgive him for that (Breitel 2009/04/28).82

Insubordination is mentioned to demonstrate the limit of the option. Some
men succeeded in escaping to Switzerland but, as Eugène Schmitt pointed
out, the execution of 15 young men from a village in the Sundgau who tried
to take refuge in Switzerland, dampened the spirit of the most daring men.
As Victor Brandt puts it:
It was no time for games. To take refuge? But where? That was the hardest.
In occupied France? And occupied France was not really anti-hitlerian either,
80

The Germans introduced the principle of Sippenhaftung, which made the parents
responsible if the conscript was insubordinate or he deserted.
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Je me suis retrouvé dans des situations où on m‟a menacé de me fusiller, ça m‟était égal,
mais ce qui importait c‟était les dispositions qu‟ils prenaient contre les parents et la famille.
(…) Ils m‟ont dit : „Bon, vous serez fusillé et toute votre famille, vos parents, frères et soeurs
iront dans un camp de concentration … en Pologne. Ils ont bien précisé … en Pologne. Donc,
vous n‘aviez pas le choix. Moi, je connais des familles qui ont été transférées en Silésie parce
que le jeune homme s‟est sauvé par la frontière suisse. Mais je connais encore aujourd‟hui des
familles qui sont brouillées à cause de ça. Qui en veulent que … LUI a sauvé sa peau. Je
m‟excuse de l‟expression mais … il a sacrifié sa famille (Brandt 2008/04/08).
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Moi, j‟avais un oncle ... maintenant il est mort ... mon frère n‟a jamais pu le supporter.
Lui, il s‟était planqué ... et quand on a eu l‟avis de disparition de notre père, il a dit "c‟est bien
fait pour lui, je lui avais dit de se cacher, je lui avais dit … "Et ça mon frère n‟a jamais pu lui
pardonner ... (Breitel 2009/04/28).
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was it? There was a lot of collaboration and with the help of selfishness ...
(Brandt 2009/04/07) 83

In this excerpt again, the interviewee responds to the discourse of suspicion
about their agency during the war to which they were subjected to later on.
Here, we can see how the interviewee is keen to frame insubordination in the
context of 1942. I have nevertheless some doubt about his knowledge about
the French collaboration with the German occupiers at that period since he
had been isolated from France for two years.
The topic of attempted escape from conscription is addressed by all the
interviewees. Some of them tell how they had attempted to escape during the
permissions before being sent to the Front. Indeed, in 1942 when they were
conscripted, several had the hope that war would end during their military
training. Especially after the American landing in North Africa (November
1942) and the battle of Stalingrad (February 1943), people expected the war
to come to an end. These expectations explain the fact that the conscripts
often waited until the last moment, i.e. until they got their posting at the
Front, before taking the risk to escape with their families:
My parents and I decided to wait for the last moment to escape that is to say
for us three to go “inside”, into France. This “last moment” corresponds to the
permission traditionally granted to the recruits after their period of instruction
and before being sent to the Front. My parents had prepared everything very
meticulously: contacts with smugglers, false identity cards … In our letters,
when we touched the matter, it was “to go and meet Roby”, the name of a
friend of mine, who preceded us in this path. Failure in our attempt was
caused by the disposition taken in June 43 concerning the Alsatian and
Mosellan recruits: all permissions were removed and exclusive posting on the
Eastern Front (Husser 2008/04/22).84

The very modest and agricultural backgrounds of the interviewees can be
another explanatory factor to the understanding of why the families waited
83

Ce n‟était pas de la rigolade? Se réfugier? Mais où? Ça c‟était la difficulté. En France
occupée? Et la France occupée elle n‟était pas tout à fait antihitlérienne non plus, hein? Il y
avait aussi une bonne collaboration et puis l‟égoïsme aidant ... (Brandt 2009/04/07)
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Mes parents et moi avions décidé d'attendre le dernier moment pour nous évader, c'est à
dire pour passer tous les trois "à l'intérieur", en France. Ce "dernier moment", c'est la
permission traditionnellement accordée aux recrues, après leur période d'instruction, avant de
monter au front. Mes parents avaient tout méticuleusement préparé pour ce départ: contacts
avec des passeurs, fausses cartes d'identité ... Dans nos lettres, quand nous en parlions, c'était
"aller voir Roby", prénom d'un de mes camarades qui nous avait précédé dans cette voie. Ce
qui a fait échec à notre départ en famille, ce sont les dispositions prises, en juin 43, par la
Wehrmacht concernant les Alsaciens-Lorrains mobilisés: suppression des permissions et
emploi exclusif sur le Front Est (Husser 2008/04/22).
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until the very last moment to try and escape. Farmers are deeply tied to their
land and animals have to be fed. But it can also be linked to a lack of
resources and knowledge on the reality existing on the other side of the
Vosges mountains, given that it was difficult to have information or contact
from the 'other side' of the frontier.
Their narratives show how they were all constantly thinking of avoiding
taking an active part in warfare. They detail at length their moral torture, as
if the fact of having been integrated into the German army had given them a
bad conscience and prompted them to demonstrate that they tried everything
to escape. Here again we can clearly see how perception and evaluation
schemes intervene between the experienced events and their later narration.
Their attempts to escape the German army, as well as their failure, do not fit
the masculine framework of that time. The suspicion of cowardice puts their
masculinity into question and renders even more difficult the articulation of
their experiences. The experienced event is retold in regard to what one has
experienced and learned at a later time and through today's standards and
normative yardsticks. Yet, the interviewees usually justified their behaviour
during the interviews by answering hypothetical/fictive questions about the
possibility of escaping at the time of their mobilisation. This literary device
enables them to reframe the answer in the context of that period and to
underline the Nazi repressive system and the Stellsungsbefehl. Some of the
interviewees gave examples of the consequences of their disobedient
attitudes. The situation was, for instance, critical for Arthur Keller, who,
when arriving two days later in his unit, after an aborted attempt to escape,
was accused of fahnenfluchtversuch (attempt of desertion). In that case,
death sentence was the usual punishment but he was rescued at the last
moment by an officer and his death sentence was transformed into being sent
to the Front earlier and within a „death‟ unit.
The interviewees continue in the same style and put emphasis on their
patriotic pro-French feelings and behaviour. In the interviews the episodes
that concern their leaving for military training when enlisted in the
Wehrmacht offers clichéd views. Most of them emphasise how they were
singing the Marseillaise, the French national anthem, on their way to the
train station, from where they were sent to Germany. This represented a
symbolic action in two ways: firstly it demonstrated their attachment to
France in front of the Germans, and secondly it proved to the French that the
people from Alsace and Lorraine were French. It is worth mentioning in this
context that the French national anthem was written in Strasbourg in 1792 by
an Alsatian named Rouget de Lisle.
The topic of French patriotic songs emerges here and there during the
accounts: one remembers his fellow-citizens humming the Marseillaise
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while getting dressed; another remembers teaching German soldiers the
French national anthem; and a third one, singing the Marseillaise at the
request of a Francophile Russian officer after his escape. Other such
symbolic acts are mentioned, such as the waving of French flags from the
trains transporting them to Germany or the hiding of a rosette with the
French colours in their German uniform. These symbolic actions are
intended to both symbolise their feelings at the departure and highlight their
deep-rooted patriotism. The truthfulness of their memories is not at issue
here. What is significant is to note how they constantly felt a need to prove
their loyalty to France and display their pro-French attitudes, even when
risks were at stake. As a matter of fact, their way of narrating can be seen as
a response to the suspicion they felt and which was caused by the French
population later on. And this can further be seen as the adaptation of their
actions, within the interview context, to demonstrate that they behaved
heroically.
After having assured the listener about their pro-French feelings, the
interviewees continue by narrating their encounter with the German army.
They bring up their arrival to the place of their military training and mention
that they were rarely with more than two to three other Alsatians/Mosellans
in the different units and barracks they were sent to. The explanation
proposed is the prevention of mutiny. Speaking about the episode of their
military training, they once again focus on their acts of resistance, bravery
and refusal to comply with orders. They scrupulously explain that their
leeway to show their disapprobation was relatively limited and restricted;
they could make deliberate mistakes in their weapon training or show
slovenly attitudes. Most of the interviewees mention behaving contrary to
the behaviour of the soldier-hero they were meant to have. Here they select
anecdotes showing ragged conscripts or deliberately clumsy recruits in arms
drill, which communicate the idea that the Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts
were particularly wayward and rebellious during the military training.
The fact of being conscripted by force leads to feelings of discomfort and
uneasiness. When describing the feelings caused by the awkward and cruel
situation in which the Nazis had put them, Pierre Arnaud says, “we became
human beings without a sense of belonging, we were two-faced traitors” and
Jean-Jux Villiers further states that “for the Germans we were „guilty of
treason‟ and for the French we were „suspected of treason‟” (Villiers 1960:
80).
The interviews were characterised by an effort on the part of the narrators to
ensure that the listener understood the particular context that they had been
forced into. Their narratives seem modeled on the normative discourse that
ADEIF advocated in the post-war period for forced enlistment. Yet, one of
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their predominant concerns in the interviews as well as in their writings is to
assert that they, at any risk and by all means, demonstrated their French
national identity and their belonging to France. It is often through a
conversation with a German or a Russian, recollected or fictive, that they
expose the contradictions in which the Alsatian/Mosellan soldiers were faced
with (Wahl 1983: 229). Interviewees who graduated from high school often
mentioned the topic of their refusal to become an officer in the German army
in order to address the later suspicion about their patriotic feelings.
So I was asked at the time if I wanted to become an officer, (…) since in
Germany all teachers were to become officers. It was the rule. It was called
Kriegsoffizier, it was named KOB. And I refused, which was a catastrophe for
the Germans. We, who were refusing, we were expressing that we did not
share their opinions. So it was a confession (Arnaud 2008/04/07).85

This sort of example is used to illustrate and reinforce their resistance to
conscription, since a refusal to become officers brought them nothing but
trouble. The above quoted interviewee, for instance, was deprived of the
possibility to go on leave.
Their narratives about forced enlistment clearly bring up their feelings of
having been trapped in a story that went beyond the individual capacities of
action and eventual resistance. By emphasising that the experience of forced
enlistment was an extreme experience, enlistment became a fatality. Their
accounts, as mentioned previously, usually open up with the defeat of France
and the signature of the Armistice of 22 June 1940. The historical account
ceases rapidly, to introduce the individual fate of the interviewees. Their
narratives often begin with:
I have been mobilised … first it had to be specified that, Alsace has been
annexed de facto by the Germans … (Boulanger 2008/04/24)86

Yet, the chronological structure of the narratives is immediately interrupted
to connect the personal history to the collective history (see also Pfister
1985: 289). What is expressed is a rupture in the informant‟s personal fate:
the personal story (the social background, the Francophile interest, and the
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Alors on m‟a demandé à ce moment là si je voulais devenir officier, (…) puisque tout
instituteur chez les Allemands devait devenir officier. C‟était une règle, Kriegsoffizier, ça
s‟appelait KOB. Et j‘ai refusé, ce qui était catastrophique pour les Allemands. Nous qui
refusions, nous manifestions qu‟on n‟était pas de leur opinion. Donc c‟était un aveu. (Arnaud
2008/04/07)
86

J'ai été mobilisé … mais d'abord il faut préciser que l'Alsace a été annexée de facto par les
Allemands … (Boulanger 2008/04/24)
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interviewees‟ studies), ends up in the collective history, and is seen as „fate‟.
The interruption in the otherwise chronological narration, expresses the
dichotomy between the individual and the collective history. The memory of
an interviewee hence becomes inseparable from the collective memory that
his narrative helps constitute. His “I” as a survivor merges with the “we” of
the forced conscripts. The focus is on the “we experience”, i.e. the events
affected the family, the next of kin, and the whole ethnic group. The frequent
use of the words “we”, “us”, “all” and “you” indicates that the events were
experienced by the forced conscripts as a group. This emphasises the fact
that enlistment was not a personal decision: they were just single individual
among the masses. Their own involvement in this collective tragedy is
usually introduced, as seen in the quote above, through the use of the first
person pronoun (I and me) and often accompanied by a personal temporal
designation mentioning the particular day when the given event occurred.
This alternation between individual and collective is reinforced in the
narration through the use of the first person and active form to show what
was done to escape destiny, and through the use of the passive form to show
their loss of capacity for resistance and the failure of their attempts at
resistance. A feeling of fatality emerges from the interviewees‟ narratives
about enlistment: they all transmit, about enlistment, a sense-scape of the
feeling of not being in control of what happened to them.

1.2 Warfare
After depicting the event of forced enlistment, the narratives go on
chronologically to tackle the conscripts' position on the Eastern Front and
their experiences of war. Unlike the period of military training, when they
could, to a certain extent, express resistance to conscription, being sent to the
Front usually represents their first step into the world of violence and
destruction. The period on the Front is depicted in various ways but
generally begins with the discovery of death. The reference to the scenery of
battlefields strewn with corpses is common and it is understood that the
evoked scenery convey an initiatory character. From this point in the
narratives, the interviewees‟ accounts alternate details of everydays‟ lives in
the units and facts about the process of war. Scenery of death and horror, as
well as acts of war are usually described by the interviewees in a neutral and
cold way, without dramatisation, metaphors or other literary devices. Their
personal experiences on the Front are somehow shadowed, and when
interviewed they focus essentially on factual details: accounts of the
different units' movements on the Front, places where they were stationed
and references to exact dates of the German army‟s progress on the Front.
The attempts to give accurate spatial sequencing when narrating their
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experiences can be interpreted as means to structure memory. As a matter of
fact, memory is organised more spatially than temporally (Nylund-Skog
2012: 53). Memory is place-oriented or place-supported as Casey pointed
out (Casey 2000: 183). We remember through and with the help of places.
But as Nylund-Skog suggested, the enumeration of places and localities is
also a way of providing credibility in the narratives (Nylund-Skog 2012: 54).
Hence the map of Europe looked different during the war and many
localities changed names. In this sense, the historical denomination of the
places provides authority and authenticity to their memories (Nylund-Skog
2012: 54). Such long enumeration of localities, places and movements not
only gives the impression that these men, as soldiers, were constantly
transported from one place to another, from one division to another but also
simultaneously creates an internal narrated map which depicts the length of
their journey both in time and distance. Furthermore, this enumeration of
localities and movement creates a feeling of confusion, of being lost, for the
listener, reinforcing the feeling that the forced conscripts were just objects to
whom things happened.
Significative of these memories is the frequent use of passive or impersonal
forms and the recurring use of the verbs “to be sent” (être envoyé), “to be
taken to” (être amené), stressing the fact that the decisions were not made by
the interviewees themselves but came from elsewhere. The narrators are
objects to whom things happened, whether they liked it or not. Their
narratives also give the impression that they had no control over their lives.
These feelings of helplessness corroborate another topic: the topic of being
an 'outsider', a topic already present in the part of the narratives about
military instruction when the interviewees describe their disobedient
attitudes. During warfare, their primary concern was to avoid being too
much involved in the fighting and to remain as far as possible apart from the
military manoeuvres. But this feeling of being an outsider is, however, an
inner feeling, since they were bodily present on the Front.
The way the interviewees emphasise their outsider position in the conflict
often covers the very fact of war and their own feelings of being at war.
Their embodied presence in the war is attested by the enumerations of places
and dates. In this manner the interviewees place themselves in time and
place and provide information on their assignments in the units, yet remain
very discrete about their feelings under the circumstances of fighting. For
example, some of them were attached to halftracks, others to trench mortars,
and one of them was a liaison agent. Most of them emphasised how they did
not use their weapons and how their own agencies in warfare were
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minimised. As René Boulanger recounts: “I made war in a hole. As much as
possible, I tried not to shoot”.87 But Jean Engel remembered nearly in tears:
Our officers shouted at us: “SCHIESST! SCHIESST! Wer am schnellsten
schiesst bleibt am Leben! //SHOOT! SHOOT! The one that shoots the fastest
will remain alive! // (Engel 2008/04/23) 88

The issue of arms, though generally a common topic in war narratives, is
carefully avoided (Wahl 1983). The reluctance of the survivors to tackle the
topic should not be seen as the only result of a retrospective point of view
but also as the reflection of their torment of risking killing an ally, a brother,
a cousin, a neighbour. When questions were asked, the interviewees always
contextualised the answer, trying to reframe the question in the context of
the war in order to justify their behaviour. However, the danger represented
by the Russian army or the partisans is not sidestepped:
I went to the Front 12 November 44 … On the Front, I was given clothes,
some training, but it was almost nothing … I had no gun up until that moment.
I didn‟t even know how to shoot … and at the time Alsace was almost
liberated … I arrived on the Front on 12 November 44 … It was night time. It
was really dark, hell! It was already very cold … the winter 44-45 was one of
the coldest … I arrived there at night … There was an SS unit coming back
from the Front. We asked them how it was there. “BRbrbrbr”, they groaned,
they didn‟t say a word … well, we saw later! … First we were in a war of
trenches until … until 6 January 45. It was a war of trenches, we were
shooting them, they were shooting us … But afterward when it all began 6
January 45, it was something else … (Lutz 2009/05/22)89

Often while evoking injuries and death, the interviewees bring up the
problems of their relationships with their fellow-soldiers and concluded that
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J'ai fait la guerre dans un trou. J'ai autant que possible essayé de ne pas tirer (Boulanger
2008/04/24).
88

Nos officiers criaient: SCHIESST! SCHIESST! Wer am schnellsten schiesst bleibt am
Leben! (Engel 2008/04/23)
89

Je suis allé au front le 12 novembre 44 … Au front, on m‟a donné des vêtements, une
instruction, mais c‟était presque rien … Je n‟avais pas de fusil jusqu‟à là, je ne savais même
pas tirer … et à ce moment l‟Alsace était presque déjà libérée ... Je suis arrivé le 12 novembre
44 au front … C‟était la nuit. Il faisait nuit noire, nom d‟un chien. Il faisait déjà bien froid …
l‟hiver 44-45, c‟était un des plus froid ... Je suis arrivé la nuit là-bas … Il y a une compagnie
SS qui revenait du front. On leur a demandé comment c‟était là-bas. « BRbrbrbr ». Ils
grognaient, ils disaient rien du tout … ben on a vu après! … D‟abord on était dans une guerre
de tranchées jusqu‟à … jusqu‟au 6 janvier 45. C‟était une guerre de tranchées, on leur tirait
dessus, ils nous tiraient dessus … Mais après quand ça a commencé le 6 janvier 45, ça c‟était
autre chose … (Lutz 2009/05/22)
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tied up in the war, the only human relationship one was left with was that of
fellow-soldiers.
You see I was wounded on 21st: I received a piece of shrapnel which touched
the bone. (…) He //The sanitary unit manager// takes me out … he carries me
because I could not stand. He carries me and walks. After a long while, we
arrive at the shooting area, you know the place where the shrapnel were
dropping. And he lays me down in a ditch, in a little furrow. He lies me down
there and he stays standing next to it … And then, a piece of, something …
you know there are some long and short shots. Those that were short would
come back to you and the long ones would go further than initially planned ...
it tears off his arm … // He catches his breath// So I, I took a strap from my
bag that was behind me and I tied it. So we left on all fours, both of us …
//cough// So he, he knew the way. So we went through the area where … they
would stop shooting. They were just about stopping the shooting. So we went
through … and we went through a river bed and we came out on the other side
and he, he knew that it was there that all the wounded would be carried. There
we were carried away and transported to a church in Mittauen, in Mittauen
(Barth 2008/04/09).90

Scenes of horror and despair often arise suddenly, interrupting the
chronologically structured narrative. Sometimes words are not enough. A
look, a tear, often means more than words, as the quote above illustrated.
Here we touch upon the difficulties of putting words to certain feelings, such
as fear during warfare, the feeling of helplessness in front of dying fellowsoldiers or wounded people. As I previously mentioned, the narration of their
war experience is often laconic, drawing on general terms like "horrible",
"awful" or "unbearable".
Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that in the passages concerning war, the
interviewees, despite themselves, become part of the German army and shift
from „they‟ to „us‟. During the period of military instruction, „they‟ meant
„the Germans‟ and „we‟ meant „the Alsatians/Mosellans‟, but during their
90

Là tu vois j‟ai été blessé le 21: j‟ai reçu un éclat qui était tombé dans l‟os. (…) Il //le
responsable sanitaire de l‟unité// me sort … il me charge parce que je pouvais plus rester
debout! Il me charge et il part. Un bon moment, on arrive vers le centre de tir, tu sais, là où les
obus tombaient. Et lui, il me couche dans un fossé, dans un petit sillon. Il me couche dans ce
sillon et lui reste debout à côté … Et y a un machin, un truc … tu sais, y avait des tirs longs et
des tirs courts. Ceux qui étaient courts ça revenaient vers toi et les longs ça allaient plus loin
que là où c‟était prévu … Et lui, ça lui arrache le bras … //reprend son souffle// Alors, moi,
j‟ai cherché une courroie du sac que j‟avais derrière et la courroie je la lui ai serré. Alors on
est parti sur quatre pattes, tous les deux … //tousse// Alors lui, il savait le chemin. Alors on est
passé là où ... ils commençaient à arrêter le tir. Ils commençaient à arrêter les tirs. On passait
… on est passé dans le lit d‟une rivière, et de l‟autre côté on est ressorti et lui il savait que là
on chargeait tous les blessés. Là on a été chargé et transporté dans une église à Mittauen, à
Mittauen (Barth 2008/04/09).
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experiences on the Front, the Germans become 'ours', 'our unity', 'we' …
Sometimes the interviewees even reflect about this shifting themselves:
My fellow …why do I call them that? I could more than ever feel that I had
nothing in common with them. But was I so sure? (Boulanger 2008/04/24) 91

In War Grave Pilgrimage, Walter reminds us that:
Everyday life at the Front routinely embodies what Durkheim termed
'mechanical solidarity' – a bond between individuals who are collectively in
opposition to another solidarity group. For short periods, this may develop
into what Turner terms communitas: a time when human hierarchy breaks
down and in which individuals relate as human beings rather than as
occupants of social roles, in which property, status, rank, self interest,
complexity, sexuality all fall into abeyance (Walter 1993: 80).

As a matter of fact, there is a need for unity and solidarity among the
members of a unit during the fight:
We were wounded … Well, we were two Alsatians wounded … and it was
the Germans who took care of us and saved us (Schmitt 2008/04/10).92

Their own presence in the German army is depicted as paradoxical in the
written as well as in the oral accounts: on one hand they are outsiders, since
they do not feel engaged in the cause of the war, and on the other hand they
express their insider status on the occasion of the fighting. Their portrayals
of the Germans are not less ambiguous. They can appear both cruel, in that
they shot people who withdrew from enlistment, and charitable, in risking
their lives to save a fellow-soldier. Nevertheless, the first impression given
about the Germans is their mercilessness and ruthlessness, especially in
Alsace. Indeed, the description of the Germans changed when the
interviewees recount their period of military training. At this point of their
narratives, the Germans were caricatured, and the portrayals displayed
corresponded to the stereotyped views and prejudices in vogue in the prewar traditional anti-Teutonic sphere in France. The interviewees ironically
evoke the “Germanic delicacy” or mention the “Germanic habits, patented in
Prussia”, insinuating that the Germans lack polite behaviour. In contrast to
the coarse German, the Alsatian/Mosellan conscripts become the cunning
and crafty French who like to play tricks on the German oafs. However,
91

Mon camarade … pourquoi je l'appelle comme ça? Je pouvais plus que jamais sentir que
je n'avais rien en commun avec eux. Mais est-ce que je pouvais en être aussi sur? (Boulanger
2008/04/24)
92

On était blessé ... bon, on était deux Alsatiens blessés ... et c'est les Allemands qui nous ont
récupérés et nous ont sauvés (Schmitt 2008/04/10).
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alongside these portrayals of the Germans, the “human and clever” German
also exists, and is often an officer. The national animosity does not blur
away the respect for social hierarchy. Many interviewees mention having
their lives saved by German officers. Pierre Arnaud narrowly escaped being
killed and was rescued by the intervention of an officer. He explained how
an incident occurred while playing cards, his fellow soldiers asking him to
tell them their fortunes:
I told them „Do not begin with such stuff on the Front, right‟. They were five
or eight; there was a non-commissioned officer amongst them. And he said:
„No, tell us the card, tell the card‟. So I told the card for him … he drew the
nine of spades on the nine of diamonds, right? I told him: „be careful when
you go out later on. You are in danger‟. And this stupid guy goes out and gets
a bullet in the forehead … Dead. (…) Destruction of the army‟s morale, it was
called. Immediately: Kriegsgericht // martial-court// My lieutenant who knew
me well said „Ne, ne des get net, des kann man net Kriegsgericht‟ //No, that‟s
not possible. You cannot be court-martialled for that// Because Kriegsgericht
there on the Front meant immediate execution. They would gather five, six
officers who would make the decision and you were shot. (…) The major
came, he listened to the lieutenant who told him: „nein, es war ein witz, ne
und so weiter‟ //No, it was a wit, wasn‟t it and so on// I still see the major who
said: „Wir brauchen die Leute noch, nicht schliessen‟ //We still need people,
do not shoot them// That‟s how I escaped the Germans‟ bullets (Arnaud
2008/04/07).93

However, it has to be mentioned that the interviewees do not bring out the
character of Nazi aggression or the methods of battle used on the Eastern
Front. Sometimes the topic is approached in passing while evoking the
massacres committed by the Russians, which are presented as the Russians‟
way of playing the Germans at their own game.
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J‟ai dit: „non, ne commencez pas ça au front!‟ On était cinq ou huit, y avait un sousofficier avec. Et il dit «non, mets-nous les cartes, mets-nous les cartes». Alors je lui fais tirer
des cartes … il sort le neuf de pique sur le neuf de carreau. Je lui ai dit „quand tu vas sortir
tout à l‟heure, fais bien attention, tu es en danger‟. Cet imbécile, il sort et se prend une balle
dans le front … Mort (…) Destruction du morale de l‟armée, ça s‟appelait. Tout de suite,
Kriegsgericht. Alors mon lieutenant qui me connaissait bien a dit „ne, ne des get net, des kan
man net Kriegsgericht‟. Parce que kriegsgericht là-bas au front c‟est exécution immédiate. Ils
réunissent cinq, six officiers qui prennent la décision et puis tu es fusillé. (…) Le major est
venu, il a écouté le lieutenant et le lieutenant lui a dit : « nein es war ein witz, ne und so
weiter». Alors je vois encore le major qui dit « Wir brauchen die Leute noch, nicht
schliessen. Alors c‟est comme ça que j‟ai échappé aux balles allemandes. (Arnaud
2008/04/07).
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When I was on the Front, well … the Nazis when they saw a Russian, they
killed him, right and the Russians when they caught a SS, they hang him from
a tree and set him on fire (Breitel 2009/04/28).94

Surprisingly, the interviewees do not give any account of the development of
the German political situation. They might not have dwelled on this topic
given that the rules among the Wehrmacht troops on the Front focused on
survival and on solidarity in the face of death. It seems that the political
evocations had little or no place during this ordeal.

1.3 Escape: obsession and reality
After the narrations about war on the Eastern Front, follows the event retold
with the greatest intensity. The climax of the interviews is reached with the
description of the interviewees‟ evasion/desertion or capture. At that point,
the interviewees very often mentioned that there is a distinction to be made
between the two terms 'evasion' and 'desertion'. Once again we can observe
here how the interviewees follow the ADEIFs suggestion during the postwar period to avoid the term 'deserter'. In this way, they not only
demonstrate that their belonging to the German army was not voluntary, but
they address once again the later French suspicion concerning the coercive
aspect of their conscription. To escape was not only to get away from the
German army but it can also be seen as an attempt for these men enlisted by
force to regain control over their lives and become active again. Evasion is a
central and crucial element in their narratives and is usually depicted with a
sense of suspense. On this occasion, they can again appear as moral actors.
The option of escape appears to be the only possible way for them to resolve
their dilemma of being outsiders in the war, and constrained to fight. In the
interviews, escape is often presented as a duty, as the ultimate goal of a
forced conscript. Escape was, however, easier to envisage than to undertake.
All the interviewees dwell on the possibilities of escaping as if they were
addressing a sceptical audience. They narrate the plans elaborated or explain
in detail the reasons for their failure to escape. Some interviewees justify
their rejection of the escape option at length, underlining the attitudes of the
Russians soldiers on the front line and the atrocities committed by them.
Without doubt, their fears about the Russians were inculcated by the Nazi
propaganda during their military instruction, since they had not really been
94

Quand j'étais sur le front … les Nazis quand ils voyaient un Russe, ils le tuaient, et les
Russes quand ils attrapaient un SS, ils le pendaient à un arbre et l'allumaient (Breitel
2009/04/28).
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in contact with Russians at that point of the narration. Another explanation is
that their fears were felt retrospectively in face of what they encountered
afterwards.
In the section of the narratives concerning evasion, the interviewees
emphasised the difficulty of finding the right moment for escape. In order to
be successful, attempts to escape had to take place at a suitable and
opportune moment. If they were caught, deserters were shot directly, but the
principal anxiety, which emerges from their narratives, was to avoid being
suspected of desertion. Having in mind or having been taught during their
military training that the Russians never left a prisoner's weapon behind, the
Alsatian/Mosellan men evaded with their weapons to dissimulate their
evasion, since desertion meant reprisals against their family. Moreover, this
act of courage raises double feelings: feelings of guilt towards their fellowsoldiers of the unit, and sympathy towards their Germans comrades. While
Pierre Arnaud was recalling his posting at the Front, he took up the topic of
his relationship with the German soldiers on the Front. He was keen to make
a distinction between the SS soldiers and the Wehrmacht soldiers, the latter
having, according to him, some code of ethics.
I had an officer that was my age, who was a teacher as well, who was 21
years old. He was a lieutenant, it was my lieutenant. So what happened in the
evenings? In the evening I went to his bunker, I ate his sausages and other
stuff … I wrote his letters ... The officers‟ mailing! I did it! I knew the
language … We were friends. (...)
It was the first time I lied to this officer … This was the last time I spoke to
him … I had a twinge in the heart … (Arnaud 2008/04/07)95

In fact evasion did not mean finding safety with the Russians. The main risk
was due to the Russian lack of information about the actual situation of the
Alsatian/Mosellan men. French citizenship meant no guarantees and could
lead to problems since some French people had voluntarily enrolled in the
German army, through the so-called Charlemagne Mission which was also
active on the Eastern Front.96 The escapees therefore had to convince the
95

Moi j‟avais un officier à la fin qui avait mon âge, qui était instituteur comme moi, qui avait
21 ans. Il était lieutenant, c‟était mon lieutenant. Ben qu‟est-ce qui se passait le soir? Le soir,
j‟allais dans son bunker, je mangeais ses saucisses et tout le reste ... Je lui écrivais son courrier
… Le courrier de l‟Officier ! C‟est moi qui le faisais! Je connaissais la langue … Nous étions
amis. (…)
C'était la première fois que je mentais à cet officier … C'était la dernière fois que je lui ai
parlé … J'avais un pincement au cœur … (Arnaud 2008/04/07)
96

These soldiers were dressed in German war uniform, with the difference that a small
French flag was embroidered on their sleeves. They enrolled to fight against Bolshevism.
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Russians that they were Alsatian-Mosellans enlisted by force in the
Werhmacht. To prove one‟s citizenship was often a matter of life and
death.97 As Franck Costigliola pinpointed in his study of American soldiers
behind the Soviet lines, “Negotiating national identity amidst flying bullets
was just one aspect of the emotional, politically important, cultural
encounters taking place behind Soviet lines from November 44 to April 45”
(Costigliola 2004: 750). The Russian reactions varied and could turn out
positive and fortunate for some and unfortunate for others. This experience
raises the concept of good and bad luck, a recurrent topic in the narrative of
war. When Jean Engel addressed the subject of his captivity at the camp of
Stalino, he recalled:
In 44, I was still on the Front. I had been hit; my rib had been pierced. We
knew it was the end of the war, because the Germans were withdrawing,
weren‟t they? We came from the Black Sea; we passed Odessa, and went
further and further to Yugoslavia. There was a recruit, a young man who
studied at St-Cyr (…) and his uncle was in … in … Alger. We met and he told
me “Haupper mal opp noch de andere net sehn” //We clear off when nobody
look at us// If the Germans caught us, we were done for, we were dead, right?
They shoot people indiscriminately … Then we anyway crossed the enemy
lines still. Oh, everything is well written in this … //he points to the written
account he handled me earlier// We arrived to a Russian camp, in the first
Russian camp. And there he was insisting; “I want to enrol, I want to join De
Gaulle”. Yes, you see, he had that in his head because he had prepared St Cyr.
They caught us … the Russians … The other, I‟ve never seen him anymore,
Lucien. Martin Lucien, I‟ve never seen him again and me, they condemned
me to forced labour in the … in the Donetz … Yeah … I survived …
unhappily ... unhappily. I was 48 kg when I came back to Paris … (Engel
2008/04/23) 98
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This was also the case for American soldiers who were often mistaken for Germans, as
pointed out by Frank Costigliola (2004).
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En 44 j‟étais au front encore J‟avais été touché, j‟avais un transpercement des côtes. On
savait que c‟était la fin de la guerre, parce que les Allemands se retiraient, hein? On venait de
la mer Noire, on a passé Odessa, et puis on rentrait toujours plus en Yougoslavie. Là il y avait
une recrue, un jeune qui avait fait St-Cyr (…) et son oncle, il était à ... à ... Alger. On a fait
connaissance et il m‟a dit : «haupper mal opp noch de andere net sehn». Si les Allemands
nous attrapent, on est cuit, on est crevé, hein? Ils tiraient sur le tas … Alors, on a quand même
franchi les lignes. Oh, c‟est tout marqué là-dedans … //il montre les feuillets qu‟il m‟avait
donnés// On est arrivé dans un camp russe, dans le premier camp russe. Et là il insistait, "je
veux aller dans l‟armée, chez De Gaulle». Oui, vous voyez, il avait ça dans la tête parce qu‟il
avait préparé St-Cyr. Ils nous ont attrapés ... les Russes ... L‟autre, je ne l‟ai jamais revu,
Lucien. Martin Lucien, je l‟ai jamais revu et moi, ils m‟ont condamné aux travaux forcés dans
le … le Donetz … Ouais … j‟ai survécu, tristement ... tristement. Je suis rentré à 48 kilos
quand je suis rentré à Paris ... (Engel 2008/04/23).
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It is evident in their narratives that their fate depended entirely on the first
individual they met. A few of them met Russian officers who spoke French
and were well treated as a result. On the occasion of his escape, Lucien Lutz
was rescued at the last minute by a Russian officer who spoke French, and
was sent to a prison camp in Lithuania.
They sent me to another camp to Virbaden, it was also at the Lithuanian
border ... It was not that bad there, I was /laugh/ ... I became den kommandant
Hilfsmann //auxiliary// … he asked me “Frantsuz?” //French imitating the
Russian accent// I answered „yes‟, then he told me to come with him, I had to
clean his room, and his girlfriend was there too! /laugh/ Oh, he was really
kind. He told me: “after the war, I will go to Paris and then I will come and
visit you” (Lutz 2009/05/22). 99

However, the Russians soldiers, as well as the remembered 'Mongols'
(soldiers from the South-East republics of the USSR) generally appear in the
interviews as primitive and merciless people. The narratives collected
include an impressive collection of prejudices about the Russians, civilians
as well as military men. Stories of Russian soldiers taking a prisoner‟s watch
and shooting at it with his gun when the alarm goes off are recurring
anecdotes. Sometimes it seems that they adopt some anecdotes that they
heard or read. Whether the anecdote was experienced or not by the narrator
himself has no relevance in this context. The use of anecdotes shows merely
that there are still some experiences and feelings harsh to articulate. As a
matter of fact, this should not be seen as a falsification but as a way to put
words to feelings or experiences they have difficulty in expressing
otherwise. While telling about his capture at the end of the war, René Breitel
took up the topic of the Russian backwardness:
Breitel: Then they searched ... they took everything, everything ... there were
some Russians exhibiting one watch next to the others on their arms ... there
were others who threw them on the ground and broke them ... because they
heard something ...
His wife: Because at that time, it was necessary to wind them up.
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Après ils m‟ont envoyé dans un autre camp à Virbaden, c‟était aussi à la frontière
lituanienne … Là, j‟étais pas mal, j‟étais /rires/ … j‟étais den kommandant Hilfsmann … il
m‟a dit "Frantsuz?" J‟ai dit oui, alors il m‟a dit de venir avec lui, je devais nettoyer sa
chambre et il avait sa copine là! /rires/ Oje, il était gentil! Il a dit: «après la guerre, j‟irai à
Paris et je viendrai te visiter». (Lutz 2009/05/22)
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Breitel: To wind them up by hand …His wife: They probably thought it was a
bomb ... (Breitel 2009/04/28) 100

In the same register, there is an anecdote about a Russian soldier snatching a
watch from a prisoner and extracting the winder. The Russians, in the
interviewees' accounts, are not only backward but dangerous too because of
their stupidity:
Breitel: And there was this guy ... he was sitting a few metres from me and
suddenly ... he was searched too ... he still had ... the Schloss //the lock// of a
machine gun ... he had it in his pocket, it was a spare piece ... he had it in his
pocket ... the Russian took it from him ... oh it was that big //shows with his
hand the size of the item// ... Some Germans who had already been two years
there in Russia, they could already speak a little bit Russian, they wanted to
explain to him what it was ... But he took his gun. Three shots. He killed him.
Three shots ... “My god”, I thought it is possible he will continue in this
direction //shows with his hand// ... I will be the next or the las t... He /the
Russian/ put it back in his pocket ... but this one, he killed him. The Russian
he didn‟t know why ... I don‟t know why ...
His wife: You have often thought about it, haven‟t you?
Breitel: Yes ... It is a harsh moment. When you see that at two, two-three
metres someone kills ... kills for nothing (Breitel 2009/04/28). 101

The stereotyped views showing Russia as a backward country are
widespread in the collected narratives. As we have seen previously, their
view can be the result of their indoctrination during their military training,
which influenced their way of perceiving and interpreting the reality around
100

Breitel : Ensuite ils nous ont fouillé ... ils ont tout, tout pris ... y avait des Russes qui se
promenaient avec des montres l‟une à côté de l‟autre. Il y en avait d‟autres qui les jetaient par
terre et les cassaient ... puisqu‟ils entendaient quelque chose.
Son épouse : Parce qu‟à l‟époque il fallait encore les remonter.
Breitel : Les remonter à la main ...
Son épouse : Ils croyaient que c‟était des bombes … (Breitel 2009/04/28).
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Breitel : Et il y avait ce gars … il était assis à quelques mètres de moi et tout à coup ... il a
été fouillé aussi comme nous et ... il avait ... le schloss d‟une mitrailleuse ... il avait encore ça
dans la poche, c‟était une pièce de rechange … il l‟avait encore dans sa poche … et le Russe il
lui a pris ... oh c‟était cette grandeur //il montre avec sa main la taille de l‟engin// … Des
Allemands qui étaient déjà deux années là-bas en Russie, ils savaient déjà parler un peu le
russe, ils voulaient lui expliquer ce que c‟était … Mais il a pris son revolver. Trois coups. Il
l‘a tué. Trois coup ... Là je me suis dis, mon Dieu, c‟est possible qu‟il fasse le tour par ce sens
//montre avec les mains//... je serai le prochain, sinon le dernier ... Il /le Russe/ a remis ça dans
la poche ... mais celui-là il l‟a tué. Ce Russe il ne savait pas pourquoi ... Je ne sais pas
pourquoi ...
Son épouse : Tu as souvent repensé à ça, hein?
Breitel : Oui … C‟est un moment dur. Quand tu vois qu‟à deux, deux-trois mètres qu‟on tue
... pour rien (Breitel 2009/04/28).
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them. But their view can also have been reinforced by the anti-soviet
atmosphere during the cold war in the Alsatian countryside.
The Russians were not able to count, they calculated with their fingers. They
were simple guys. We taught them how to count and multiply. We had to
count planks by batches of 50 at the sawmill, then in the wagons (Nussbaum
2011/03/07).102

The experience of Russians unfortunate reactions constitutes the most
dramatic and emotional part of their narratives. The sense of drama is not
only due to the event itself but emerges through the way it is recounted. As
Barbro Klein advises, the narrative's message should not be reduced to the
content, even the paralinguistic aspects, such as pauses, intonation, accent,
emphasis and tempo, must be taken into account (Klein 1990: 52). Aloïse
Klein's escape is particularly dramatic:
So with my two friends, there was one from Habsheim and the other from
Soufflenheim, I said … I think that it is time that … as it was a mess, we saw
none of our chiefs ... // he swallows // I said to my friends, I think the best
thing is to desert right? And it was 4 July 1944 in the afternoon around 4pm
… //He seems to have a problem speaking and therefore he regularly
swallows his saliva// we took the opportunity to … to desert right? … So it
was 4 July 1944, it was near Boborisk … Well we dodge in and out of the
bushes, we throw away all that we were carrying, I had a hand gun, my
friends had a submachine gun and a rifle. We throw everything away in the
bushes right? Even the documents, the German documents from the
Wehrpost and we were throwing it all away right? … We dodge in and out of
the bushes and then we arrived … at a place where a few prisoners were
gathered. I was guarded by a young Russian, he was not even 17 years old …
So all together we were ten or so … //breathes with difficulty, groaning even//
Well the next day … so the next day //sigh// this young Russian, he had a
submachine gun, right? //swallows// In the morning around 10 o‟clock, all of a
sudden he was saying … he ordered us to stand up right? //swallows// and he
made signs for us to walk, a path, in one direction and then … not far there
was also a forest … the beginning of a forest and then, and … I was thinking
err where is he taking us? … And I was walking ahead, I was the first ahead
… to my right my friend from Habsheim … he was next to me … The young
Russian behind //sighs// He was always saying “DAVAĬ, DAVAĬ”. Move
forward right? And … all of a sudden I see errr … I think that there must have
been fights in there, there was a long trench ... and the Russians did not
construct trenches, they would make holes to protect themselves, right? The
Germans constructed the trenches in zigzags, right? //he swallows several
times // So we were walking along the trenches. All of a sudden I hear a sound
and it was going bang, bang, bang. He was shooting us, the young one with
102

Les Russes ne savaient pas compter, ils calculaient avec leurs doigts. C'étaient des gars
simples. Nous leur avons appris à compter et à multiplier. Nous devions comptabiliser les
planches par lot de 50, à la scierie, puis dans les wagons (Nussbaum 2011/03/07).
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his submachine gun. And when the first shot went, I let myself fall in the
trenches, right? And my friend next to me, he jumped in it too, right? He was
lying on me. So err he also tells me “don‟t move!” // he has tears in his eyes //
And I could hardly breathe underneath, because he was much taller than me
right? I was 1m64, 60kg at the time //swallows// And all of a sudden I hear the
last sound of a shot just above me and then nothing. When I could not hear a
sound anymore … I err … I tried to get out of the weight //swallows// and I
find out that my friend is dead //swallows// one shot in the neck. And I was
covered with blood right? And the other friend … was no longer walking
behind, he was from Soufflenheim //rubbing his hands// … Charles … his
name was Charles … I stare … They were all dead, right? … I was
devastated, right? Upset. I did not know what to do - - - I was … I did not
know how to talk even … you see your friends like this right … they died for
whom? For what? (Klein 2008/04/22) 103
103

Et alors avec mes deux camarades, y en avait un de Habsheim et l‟autre de Soufflenheim,
j‟ai dit … je crois qu‟il est le temps de … comme c‟était le bordel, qu‟on voyait plus nos
chefs … //on l‟entend avaler sa salive// Moi, j‟ai dit à mes camarades, je crois que le mieux ce
serait de déserter, hein? … Et c‟était le 4 juillet 44 ... dans l‟après-midi, vers 4 heures - - - //il
semble avoir du mal à parler, avale souvent sa salive// qu‟on en a profité pour ... pour déserter
hein? … Alors c‘était le 4 juillet 44, c‟était près de Boborisk - - - Ben, on se faufilait entre les
buissons, on jetait tout ce qu‟on avait sur nous, moi, j‟avais un revolver, les camarades avaient
une mitraillette, un fusil. On jetait tout dans les buissons hein, même les papiers, les papiers
allemands de la Wehrpost et tout ça, on les jetait hein? … Nous nous faufilions entre les
buissons et nous sommes arrivés .... à un lieu où étaient déjà rassemblés quelques prisonniers.
J‟étais gardé par un jeune Russe, il n‟avait même pas 17 ans … Bon, ensemble, on était une
dizaine … //il respire difficilement, presque un râle// Ben, le lendemain alors … le lendemain
... //soupir// le jeune Russe, il avait une mitraillette, hein? … //bruit de déglutition// le matin
vers 10 heures, tout à coup il nous a dit, il nous commandait de nous lever, hein?
//déglutition// et il nous faisait signe de marcher, un chemin, dans une direction et puis ... pas
loin, y avait aussi une forêt ... un début de forêt et comme, et ... je me disais euh où est-ce que
il va nous mener ... Et je marchais devant, j‟étais le premier devant ... à droite il y avait mon
camarade de Habsheim … Le jeune Russe derrière //soupirs// il faisait toujours «DAVAĬ,
DAVAĬ». Avancez, hein? Et ... tout à coup, je vois … euh, je me disais là y avait sûrement eu
des combats, y avait une longue tranchée, qui avait été construite … parce que les Russes ne
construisaient pas de tranchées, ils faisaient des trous pour se protéger, hein? Les Allemands,
ils faisaient des tranchées en zigzags, hein? //avale plusieurs fois sa salive// Alors on longeait
cette tranchée. Tout à coup j‟entends un bruit et ça faisait pang, pang, pang. Il tirait sur nous
le jeune avec la mitraillette. Et lorsque le premier coup est parti, je me suis laissé tomber dans
la tranchée, hein? Et mon camarade juste à côté de moi, il sautait aussi hein? Il était couché
sur moi. Alors, euh, il me dit encore «ne bouges pas!» //a les larmes aux yeux// Et je ne
pouvais presque plus respirer là en-dessous parce qu‟ il était plus grand que moi, hein? Moi,
j‟avais 1m64, 60 kilo en ce temps. //Il avale sa salive// Et tout à coup, j‟entends encore un
dernier coup juste au-dessus de moi et puis plus rien du tout. Quand je n‟ai plus rien entendu
... je me suis … j‟ai essayé de sortir en dessous de mon poids //salive// et je découvre que mon
camarade était mort //ravale sa salive// un coup dans la nuque. Et moi, j‟étais plein de sang
hein? Et l‟autre camarade ... ne marchait plus derrière, il était de Soufflenheim //se frotte les
mains// … Charles … Il s‟appelait Charles ... je regarde ... Ils étaient tous morts, hein? ... Là
j‟étais abattu hein? Énervé. Je ne savais quoi, quoi faire … j‟étais … je savais plus parler
presque … voir ces camarades comme ça hein? … Ils sont morts pour qui? Pour quoi? (Klein
2008/04/22)
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The sense of drama in this quotation is emphasised by the numerous
enumerations of verbs, the juxtaposition of short sentences that give a high
tempo to Aloïse Klein‟s narrative. Klein's highly emotional account has not
been chosen for its representativeness but to show the difficulties in
recounting such experiences. The narrator has to struggle to control his
feelings: he sighs deeply at the thought, swallows with difficulty and helps
himself with recurring words (right, right…right) or shows his determination
to continue his account with the use of adverbs like “so”.
The act of narrating their experiences was always difficult, not only due to
the lapse of time between the interview and the events. Although the
interviewed former POWs had recollected their experiences on other
occasions, and that more than 65 years have passed, recalling and talking
about the events was still a difficult task in itself since it often implies
reliving them. Their experiences of captivity in Tambov were especially
addressed with reluctance.

1.4 Captivity
All the men interviewed have experienced soviet prison camps, transitional
prison camps or work camps, such as the camps of Stalino or of Vitebsk.
Their conditions of detention were very different, some worked voluntary for
the Red Army, others had subaltern tasks in some Russian platoons, others
were interned in transitional prison camps, other worked at kolkhoz or
sawmills … The working conditions differed and could be more or less
rough. Jean Engel, when I asked him how he could remember Russian words
with such precision, unexpectedly recalled:
Yeah I cannot forget all that. We were in such misery and with us were
women … they were in the hole with us, they were in the holes and us … they
made us work from morning until dusk … with nothing in the stomach …
only kasha //gruel// they made them work; they were in the mud, in shit up to
their knees. So well, women worked all day with the wagons, they were
pushing the wagon … yeah … We were putting coal on stretchers, one at the
front, one behind, you had to carry them to the wagons. And the women were
pulling them further up … They had to pull; it was a real slave job … (Engel
2008/04/23) 104
104

Ouais, je ne peux pas oublier tout ça. On était tellement dans la misère et avec nous y
avait des femmes … elles étaient dans le trou aussi avec nous, elles étaient dans les trous …
ils nous faisaient bosser du matin au soir ... avec rien dans le ventre ... que du kasha … ils les
faisaient bosser, elles étaient dans la boue, dans la merde jusqu‟au genou. Et ben, elles
bossaient toute la journée avec les wagonnets, elles poussaient les wagonnets … oui … Nous,
on mettait le charbon sur des civières, un devant, un derrière, il fallait les porter jusqu‟aux
98

Captivity did not cease at the end of the war; war did not end “with
unconditional surrender but led into a period of captivity of varying length
and hardships" (Biess 2006: 4). Alsatians/Mosellans, as well as Germans
soldiers, were gathered into prison camps in order to organise their
repatriation. Most of the Alsatians/Mosellans at that time ended up in the
Tambov camp. Jean Engel remembers:
8 May, at the proverka, the morning call, we did not know that the war had
ended so the politruc there, a tall one; ”VOĬNA BLENUI. VOĬNA KONCHILI”.
Konchili means ended, the war is ended. “SKORE DOMOĬ ! FRANTSUSKI
NAPRAVA!” It means the French to the right. “FRANTSUSKI NAPRAVA I
SKORE DOMOĬ!” //The French to the right, you are going home soon// We
didn‟t know anything ... So some came out of the line, I knew them; they were
disabled, half dead. So they grouped us, gave us a little bit to eat and sent us to
Tambov. And this Tambov, it was the centre, the centre - - - /Regrouping
centre/ Yes, the regrouping centre for all the French (Engel 2008/04/23).105

Even for the Russians this camp seemed to represent an obligatory passage
for eventual repatriation to France. This emerges from Pierre Arnaud‟s
account. After his evasion from the German army, he had been writing
leaflets in which the so called “Malgré nous” (Against-our-will) were incited
to desert and join the Russians, and therefore he enjoyed good relationship
with the Russians. But his Russian officer, knowing that he wanted to enrol
and fight in the French army, suggested he should go to the 188 prison camp
near the town of Tambov. His decision to go to Tambov was hence
voluntary.
And one fine day, the Russian captain told me, he spoke French very well,
and he told me: “If you want to go to North Africa, you can go” (…) Then I
told him “Of course, I do not want to stay with you, what would I do here
after the war, what?” Then he told me “Alright, but you need to go via
Tambov”. They gave me my German clothes back, and they took the Russian
clothes I had on at this time back and they took me to Moscow. We did the
journey to Moscow, so that from Chernigov where I was, I was sent to
Moscow with one single soldier, with his gun. Consequently I had a beautiful
wagonnets. Et les femmes tiraient les wagonnets … Il fallait tirer; c‟était un vrai boulot
d‟esclave … (Engel 2008/04/23).
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Le 8 mai, c‟était la proverka, c‟était l‟appel le matin, on ne savait pas que c‟était fini la
guerre, alors le politruc là, un grand: “ VOĬNA BLENUI. VOĬNA KONCHILI!” Konchili ça
veut dire fini, la guerre est finie. “ SKORE DOMOĬ ! FRANTSUSKI NAPRAVA!!”. Ça veut
dire français à droite. “FRANTSUSKI NAPRAVA I SKORE DOMOĬ!” On ne savait rien du
tout ... Alors certains sont sortis du rang, je les reconnaissais, certains étaient mutilés, à demimorts. Alors ils nous ont rassemblés et donné un peu à bouffer et nous ont envoyés à Tambov.
Et là Tambov, c‟était le centre, le centre - - - / De rassemblement/ Oui, de rassemblement de
tous les Français. (Engel 2008/04/23).
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trip to Moscow. We were walking together; we were looking for the other
train station from which we could reach Tambov. He was as stupid as I was.
Moreover it took us half a day to find it. Meanwhile I received some kicks
because of my uniform … We went by metro; we did everything together the
two of us. And … but … anyway we found it ... he showed the papers and
there we were, both of us boarded in a train. 450 km by train to Tambov.
(Arnaud 2008/04/07) 106

The journey to Tambov is depicted as a difficult experience, even by those
who had been travelling under better conditions. Several interviewees
pointed out that, dressed in the German army uniform, they were easy targets
for the anger of the Russian population. In fact, most of them recall their
journeys to captivity as nightmarish. On this occasion they take up the topic
of physical sufferings and misery of the soul: countless trips from camp to
camp, walking barefoot in the snow or travelling squeezed into cattle
wagons, unaware of their destinations.
And during these eight days as we walked, there were … from time to //time//
... There were some who were wounded who had trouble following us, yeah
… And suddenly a „PAH‟ could be heard! A shot and that was it ... he was
liquidated; the one who couldn‟t manage following, he was liquidated ... there
were no problem for that! (Schmitt 2008/04/10) 107

Several of them evoke a desperate thirst that made them drink polluted water
from a river where a dead horse was floating on the surface. Drinking
spoiled water caused diarrhoea, something most of them mentioned in their
narratives. In his written testimony Antoine Husser summarised the terrible
ordeal:
106

Et puis un beau jour, il y a le capitaine Russe qui me dit, il parlait très bien le Français, et
qui me dit «si tu veux partir en Afrique du Nord, tu peux partir» (…) Alors j‟ai dit, «Bien sûr,
je ne veux pas rester avec vous, qu‟est-ce que je vais faire ici moi après la guerre, hein ?»
Alors il me dit «bon, mais il faut passer à Tambov ». On m‟a remis mes habits allemands et
on m‟a repris les habits russes que je portais à ce moment-là et puis on m‟a amené à Moscou.
On a fait le voyage jusqu‟à Moscou, donc de Chernigov où j‟étais, on m‟a envoyé à Moscou
avec un seul soldat, avec son fusil. J‟ai donc fait un beau voyage jusqu‟à Moscou. Je me suis
baladé avec lui, on a cherché la correspondance pour l‟autre gare qui allait vers Tambov. Il
était aussi bête que moi d‟ailleurs, on a mis une demi-journée pour la trouver. Entre temps, je
recevais quelques coups de pieds à cause de mon uniforme … On a fait du métro, on a tout
fait nous deux. Et … puis … on l‟a quand même trouvé ... il a montré les papiers, et nous
voilà tous les deux embarqués dans un train. 450 km en train jusqu‟à Tambov (Arnaud
2008/04/07).
107

Et pendant ces huit jours là où on a marché, y avait des ... Y avait de temps en //temps// ...
Il y avait des blessés qui avaient du mal à nous suivre, hein? ... Là d'un seul coup on entendait
un PAH! Un tir et hop … On le liquidait … celui là qui n'arrivait pas à suivre on le liquidait
… y avait pas de problème pour ça! (Schmitt 2008/04/10).
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The following two months were the worst ones of my life: multiple
interrogations, forced marches through the Russian winter, nightmarish nights,
cold, hunger, thirst, wounds, frostbite, a real hell (Husser 2005). 108

In this concise quotation Antoine Husser narrates the physical degradation
their bodies were subjected to as well as his feelings of loss of spatial and
temporal reference points. This loss of benchmarks represents their total loss
of individuality and becomes the metaphor of their depersonalisation.
Without benchmarks the journeys were experienced as endless paths littered
with ruins, interrupted only by vague distant sounds of warfare. Their
narratives give witness to loss of benchmarks while simultaneously
attempting to reconstruct their different trips in detail. On these occasions
during the interviews, a map of Russia is generally unfolded on which they
had drawn their movement during the war beforehand.
Tambov was perceived as a stage on their return journey back home to
France. It embodied liberty. In this camp they were recognised as French
citizens. As a matter of fact, the place was even called “the French camp”.
Nevertheless, what they discovered once there didn‟t correspond with their
expectations and the arrival in the camp is always depicted as a shock. Often
in their account they take up the vision of barbed wires surrounding the
camp.109
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Les deux mois qui suivent sont les plus pénibles de ma vie: interrogatoires multiples,
marches forcées à travers l‟hiver russe, nuits cauchemardesques, froid, faim, soif, blessures,
gelures, un vrai calvaire. (Husser 2005 autobiographical account)
109

Since 1943, camp 188 was surrounded with a 2.400 meter long and 2.5 meter high double
enclosure. The fence consisted of barbed wire with five to seven sharp points along one linear
meter in 24 rows. Furthermore, there were watchtowers and 27 lamps lit the fence at night
(see Baty 2011: 197).
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Picture 1: The barbed wires surrounding the camp. Drawing Bruno Hoehn

The registration process at the camp also seemed to have made an
impression on them. All of the interviewees mentioned this specific process,
when they had to answer a long questionnaire of inquisitorial character.
And arrived at the spot, I thought, well, here is the camp ... here is the camp. I
told myself: “well, you will be fine here, while waiting for them to gather
everybody to leave”. It was the French camp, wasn‟t it? But when I came into
the camp, “zioup”, locked up. And everything had to be done all over again:
“Where have you been? Are you a member of the communist party? Where
are your parents? Where are you born?” and so on. Everything started all over
again. It was rather sad (Arnaud 2008/04/07). 110

The purpose of these interrogations was to get information on the German
troops and more specifically to determine whether they really originated
from Alsace or Moselle, or were pretenders and fakes. As Eugène Schmitt
remembers they were shown pictures and had to say what they saw in their
dialect. The example given to make me understand the problem of this
110

Et arrivé là-bas, moi je me suis dis, ah, voici le camp, voici le camp ... Je me suis dit:
«bon, tu seras bien là, en attendant qu‟on rassemble tout le monde pour partir». C‟était le
camp des Français, hein! Mais quand je suis rentré là dedans, «zioup», tout était bouclé, tout à
recommencer à zéro : «Où étiez-vous? Est-ce que tu faisais partie du parti communiste? Où
sont vos parents? Où est-ce que vous êtes né?» Et ainsi de suite. Tout avait recommencé.
Alors là c‟était plutôt triste (Arnaud 2008/04/07).
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'exercise' was the word umbrella, since the French word is used and not the
German one to designate this item in both dialects. In this way, the Russians
tried to unmask eventual Germans. The fact that they all recalled this
moment which such accuracy, indicates that the event was a cause of great
stress and uncertainty. They might have been insecure about daily words in
their own dialect since they had exclusively been in daily contact with
German-speaking soldiers over several years. In contrast, the stay in
quarantine is mentioned but not developed further. After the arrival at camp
188, follows a state of mind described in terms of „confusion‟, „loss of
memory‟, of „disorganisation‟, of „anaesthesia‟. These terms refer to the
technique of destruction of what the sociologist Michel Pollack called “their
civil I”: their being undressed, the confiscation of their personal items, the
shaving of their bodies, the substitution of their names by a prisoner‟s
number (See Pollack 2000: 257ff). The former POWs have thus been
subjected twice to the destruction of their 'self'. Firstly on the occasion of
their forced enlistment, their civil 'I' was destroyed, turning them into
German conscripts (their names were germanised on that occasion).
Secondly, on the occasion of their internment in a Soviet prison camp, they
were attributed a number and turned into prisoners of war.111
From this point in their narratives, they usually go on to give a distanced
description of the camp, by retracing the geography and layout of the place.
Drawings of the barracks are often shown to substantiate descriptions and
statements. The barracks at camp Tambov were partly underground and
covered with earth, which had the advantage of retaining warmth during
winter.112 250 to 300 people were crammed into the barracks, on some sort of
huge bunk bed.
We were put up on planks. There were no straw sacks, or anything … So they
were lying there, an important number of guys, we couldn‟t lie on our back
(…) Roughly, people were lying on their flank, on the planks, never
undressed. You were always dressed and in uniform all the year round. (…)
Well, we washed once every four-five weeks. There were some small
institutions called Bannia. It was baths, that is to say, it was small
underground barracks where there were wooden pot. You were given little
water … and a bit of soap too … little warm water and we could wash
111

According to Regis Baty, no treatment of favours was reserved for the Alsatian/Mosellan
POWs, despite the fact that they were French. From the point of view of the Soviet authorities
nothing could excuse someone who put on the fascist uniform. Furthermore, the
Alsatians/Mosellan were considered as suspicious, in the eyes of the Soviet authorities, as the
Soviet POWs who chose captivity over death (Baty 2011: 76, see also Dahlin 2012: 11).
112

The barracks in which the prisoners were gathered, called Zemilianka, are semi-buried
buildings. Three-quarters of the walls are made of the ground in which they were dug (see
Baty 2011: 57ff).
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somehow. In the meantime ... clothes were sent the „boiler room‟ for the
parasites. There were plenty of parasites. Fleas, they were masses. But above
all there were lice. (…) So that was the sort of hygiene, you see. One shirt,
one year. When I came back, I had a shirt. I should have kept it as, as … a
souvenir. (…) I remember the shirt, it was torn to pieces. You shouldn‟t pull
it. It was rotten … (Brandt 2008/04/08) 113

Picture 2 and 2 bis. The outside and inside of a barrack in the 188 camp. Painting
Emile Roegel

113

On logeait sur les planches. Il n‟y avait ni sacs de paille, ni rien du tout ... Alors ils étaient
couchés là, les gars dans un nombre très important puisqu‟on ne pouvait pas se coucher sur le
dos. (…) Donc en gros, les gens étaient couchés sur leur bat-flanc, sur les planches, jamais
déshabillés. Vous êtes toujours habillés et en uniforme pendant toute l‟année. (...) Bon, on se
lavait toute les quatre-cinq semaines. Il y avait des petites institutions qu‟on appelait des
bannia. C‟était des bains, c‟est-à-dire, c‟était des petites baraques souterraines où il y avait
des godets en bois. On vous donnait un peu d‟eau ... et un morceau de savon aussi ... un peu
d‟eau chaude aussi et on pouvait un peu se laver. Pendant ce temps là … les habits passaient à
la chaufferie pour les parasites. Il y avait pleins de parasites. Des puces il y en avait en masse.
Mais surtout aussi des poux. (…) Alors voilà le genre d‟hygiène, vous voyez. Une chemise,
une année. Quand je suis rentré, j‟avais une chemise. J‟aurai du la garder comme, comme ...
souvenir. (...) Je me rappelle la chemise, elle partait en lambeau, il ne fallait pas tirer trop
dessus. C‟était pourri ... (Brandt 2008/04/08)
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The accounts of life in the camp focus on the disastrous living conditions:
their slow perishing, the absence of decent and sufficient clothing, the
presence of parasites (lice, fleas, bugs), the continuous presence of death, the
lack of hygiene and the presence of diseases.114 The deprivation of sufficient
food and their suffering of malnourishment is a recurring topic in their
narratives of life in the camp. Antoine Husser wonders, for instance, how it
was possible to reach the stage in which two prisoners would fight for a fishhead that a guard had thrown to them with derision.
It was around a fire, there was a guard … the two guards had shared a big fish
and had thrown the head and bones of the fish, and, and … one of my fellows
and myself, we thrown ourselves on this fish-head and quarrelled ... I do not
even remember how it ended. It is an episode which is a little //sigh// which
makes me //his voice disappears while trembling// which, which, which,
which still touches me, which touches me (Husser 2008/04/22). 115
114

The camp 188 was built on a swampy area. No source of drinking water was available in
its compound. The camp was surrounded by wetlands which rendered difficult the prevention
of germs and disease infiltration, with the resurgence of groundwater. Furthermore, the
groundwater was in contact with the mass graves zones (Baty 2011: 61).
115

C‟est là autour d‟un feu, il y a un gardien … les deux gardiens s‟étaient partagés un gros
poisson et avaient jeté la tête et les arêtes du poisson et, et ... un de mes collègues et moi, on
s‟est précipité sur cette tête de poisson et on s‟est disputé ... Je ne sais même plus comment ça
s‟est terminé. C‟est un épisode qui est un petit peu, //soupir// qui me //sa voix disparait en
tremblotant// qui, qui, qui m‟émeut, qui m‟émeut (Husser 2008/04/22).
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Quarrels about food among prisoners often affected the prisoners more than
the physical abuse they were subjected to by their guards. But as previously
mentioned, the conditions of detention also varied very much, something
that can be confusing for a listener or a reader, who needs a stable pattern in
order to comprehend and interpret the narratives.
We took a van and we were taken 40 km away from where we were in
Lithuania … They made us get out and showed us some petrol barrel that had
to be moved out. The petrol barrels had been hidden so we had to take them
out … Once the Russian, who guarded us, put his gun next to him and fell
asleep. When he woke up, he was checking whether we had gone away … I
looked at him and told him ‗Frantsuzi net pikaĭ‘, ‗Frantsuzi net pikaĭ‘, it
means, you understand? /F: No, pikaĭ, I do not understand/ It means, „do not
run away. I told him that every day. And once, it was at lunch time (…) they
filled up our food bowls … we ate, we ate … they laughed … we could not
walk anymore. //laugh// And it was like that, that they gave us … in the
beginning we ate and ate, but afterward we ate normally, gäl //right?// (Lutz
2009/05/22) 116

At one point or another during their detention at Tambov most of them were
occupied by some sort of work with wood: felling trees, moving timber,
chopping wood, and working in locks or in the sawmill ... The experiences
of captivity were, nevertheless, not homogeneous and depended not so much
on their status of escaped or captured but rather on the period of their arrival
and the length of their stay in Tambov. The interviewees who had
experienced winter in a prison camp are the most affected. Moreover, the
living conditions seem to have been different during different periods,
depending on how the camp functioned (see Baty 2009 and 2011). Anyhow,
when the interviewees had the opportunity to work outside the camp, their
health and subsistence was improved as they could pick mushrooms, berries,
nettles, or even catch frogs.
Let‟s say my stay in Tambov was ... was a bit toned down one could say.
During the six months at Tambov, I had been four months in the forest … in a
quite special commando unit, without surrounding walls, without any guard so
to say. So everything was relatively well. (…) In this commando unit, we
116

Ils nous ont embarqué dans une camionnette et ils nous ont amenés à 40km de là où on
était en Lituanie … Ils nous ont descendus et ils nous ont montré des barriques à essence qui
étaient à déplacer. Ils les avaient cachés et il fallait les sortir … Et là une fois le Russe, qui
nous gardait, il a mis le fusil à côté et il s‟est endormi. Quand il s‟est réveillé, il a regardé si
on était parti … je l‟ai regardé et je lui ai dit «Frantsuzi net pikaĭ, Frantsuzi net pikaĭ», ça
veut dire, vous comprenez? /F : non, pikaĭ, je ne comprends pas/ M : Ça veut dire «ne se
sauve pas». Tous les jours je lui ai dit ça. Un jour, c‟était midi (…) ils nous ont rempli les
gamelles … on a bouffé, on a bouffé ... ils ont rigolé … on pouvait plus marcher //rires// Et
c‟est comme ça qu‟ils nous ont donné … au commencement, on mangeait et mangeait, mais
après on mangeait normalement, gäl ? (Lutz 2009/05/22).

106

could catch frogs, we could, we could … pick nettles to improve the soup.
And we chewed the little green shoots of pines, you know? We were always
on the lookout for something to eat. It was our main preoccupations, gäl?
//right//? (Husser 2008/04/22) 117

Other interviewees describe their “good luck” when they got the opportunity
to work outside the camp. This was especially the case after the war when
the Russians used prisoners of war to help them reconstruct the country.
Amongst my interviewees a significant number had, for instance, worked on
the reconstruction of railways. But the luckiest amongst them, as they
expressed it, were men who had the opportunity to join the “1500” and fight
in the French army in 1945. But as Pierre Arnaud mentioned while recalling
his return with the "1500": “It was luck, only luck that allowed us to be
distinguished”.118 This statement implies the existence of two categories of
prisoners of war: firstly, the “1500” who were able to return dressed in the
French uniform and secondly, the ones who returned directly from the Soviet
Union to France dressed in German army uniforms. Some of the
interviewees even made a point of the fact that they had been wearing five
different uniforms during the war, questioning the sense of wearing a
uniform.119 This can also be viewed as an indirect way of addressing the later
French suspicion of treason.
In the accounts of the life in the prison camps the interviewees rarely
mention the daily routines or activities. Maybe they think that there was
nothing interesting to be said about everyday life in contrary to more
memorable moments which, however terrible and unpleasant, seem worth
talking about. In their narratives everyday life appears as a flow without any
distinguishable points on which they could have anchored their memories.
Sometimes certain flashes of memory emerge in unexpected ways. When,

117

Disons voir mon séjour à Tambov a été ... a été un peu édulcoré on peut dire. Pendant les
6 mois de Tambov, j‟étais 4 mois en forêt ... dans un commando un peu spécial, sans
enceintes, avec pas de gardien pour ainsi dire. Donc ça s‟est relativement bien passé (…)
Alors dans ce commando, on pouvait pêcher des grenouilles, on pouvait, on pouvait ....
ramasser des orties pour améliorer la soupe. Et on mâchait les petit‟ pousses vertes des pins,
vous savez? On était tout le temps entrain de chercher quelque chose à manger. C'était notre
principale préoccupation, gäl? (Husser 2008/04/22)
118

C‟est la chance, seulement la chance qui nous a permis de nous distinguer (Arnaud
2008/04/07).
119

Those who were among the “1500” did indeed bear the Reicharbeitsdienst‟s uniform, the
Wehrmacht uniform, the Russian uniform (during their transfer from Tambov to Tehran), the
British uniform (from Tehran to Algiers), and the French uniform.
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for example, Victor Brandt was describing the barracks at the camp and
mentioning the absence of a blanket, he suddenly recalls:
I have the impression that I was at the isolation ward for six weeks with
dysentery. (…) In theory, I shouldn't have recovered, but afterwards I left.
And there, there was at least a blanket for two or three … a thin blanket
(Brandt 2008/04/08). 120

A sense of powerlessness and loss of dignity emerges from the interviewees‟
narratives about the camp. The focal points in their accounts are perishing,
disease and death, while the rest of their lives are only skimmed through.121
They found it very difficult to make sense of the arbitrary. As mentioned
earlier the issue concerning why some people survived while others did not
was easily translated into guilt. Following Bar-On‟s statements on survivors
of the Holocaust, one can assume that survivors may have internalised the
aggression of the man-made destruction processes from which their fellowsufferers perished. Their reluctance to relate this period could be further
found in the fact that survivors remembered moments of their own animallike struggle for survival or moments of complete helplessness (Bar-On
1990: 209). As Jean Engel remembers with tears in his eyes:
Some of them were falling … at night, they were picked up, placed on top of
each other, in a hole and that was it … (Engel 2008/04/23) 122

The contact with death formed part of a daily reality. In the passage
concerning their internment period, the presence of death is even more
tangible than in the passage related to war. This could be explained by the
fact that the presence of death on a battlefield is expected, while death in a
prison camp where they were gathered as Allies was much more striking.
Prisoners arrived often in terrible condition and things got worse upon
arrival. The most common cause of death was dysentery; yet the real causes
were inadequate water, poor food, cold, and disease spread by parasites,
intense crowding, and lack of medical care.123
120

J‟ai l‟impression que j‟étais dans le lazaret pendant six semaines avec une dysenterie (…)
En principe, je n‟aurai pas dû en guérir, mais après j‟en suis sorti. Et là il y avait quand même
une couverture pour deux ou trois … une vague couverture. (Brandt 2008/04/08).
121

The same observation was made by scholars who examined the Holocaust and war in
Finland. See Kirmayer 1996 and Kaivola-Brevenhøj 2006.
122

Y en avait qui tombaient … la nuit, ils les ramassaient, ils les mettaient l‟un sur l‟autre,
dans un trou et puis c‟était fini ... (Engel 2008/04/23).
123

For more details see Baty 2009: 429-62.8
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Difficulties related to survival seem to have hindered the creation of ties of
solidarity between prisoners. Prisoners seem to have been unable to establish
supportive relationships among themselves, with the exception of very small
groups struggling together and helping each other survive. The discovery of
a former schoolmate, a cousin, a neighbour is always remembered with
emotion. Nevertheless, during the interviews the incapacity of behaving
according to their ethical values is repeatedly mentioned: “In captivity,
brotherhood does not exist” (Brandt 2009/04/07).124 The topic is often
illustrated by a tale of someone stealing a piece of bread from a sick man or
through the mentioning of how the dead sometimes were not declared in
order for someone else to get their ration of food. The prisoners had to
repress their own sensibility to be able to adapt to the everyday presence of
pain and death, which lead to psychical desensitisation (Pollack 2000: 66).
Actually, they were evasive about their experience of captivity, mostly
mentioning generic facts about their living conditions in the camp. René
Boulanger even avoided the topic completely, arguing that the experience of
captivity still affects him too much. This type of laconism has also been
noted by scholars who have studied narratives of victims of the Holocaust.
For example, Kirmayer explains that victims may show reluctance to tell
others about their experiences because they fear the torment their memories
cause them (Kirmayer 1996: 174, see even Kaivola-Bregenhøj 2006: 36).
The episode of the interviewees‟ internment at Tambov has given rise to
numerous oral and written testimonies. One could, hence, expect that the
functioning of the camp and the conditions of life in the camp would be well
documented and well-known topics. But as Alfred Wahl points out, this is
not the case (Wahl 1983: 240). Survivors are unanimous on the topic of the
terrible conditions to which they were subjected: the deplorable food and the
non-existence of hygiene that finished off the men in poor health; and the
exhausting work that broke down even the healthiest. However, the issue of
the functioning of the camp is shadowed in their accounts in ways that
indicate an existing polemical atmosphere in which what to narrate of the
experience of Tambov and what not to tell is at stake. Thus they often
remain silent about an unpleasant topic: the existence of a hierarchy and
moreover the presence of French men in this hierarchy. The ambiguities
concerning the functioning of the camp are not yet dispelled. It was indeed,
as one of the informants specified, the “French leaders” who decided about
the chores and distributed the punishments. Some chores consisted in
burying the dead, others in burying items that had belonged to soldiers killed
during the battle of Stalingrad (clothes, shoes, etc…) to allow for

124

En captivité, il n'y a plus de fraternité qui tienne (Brandt 2009/04/07).
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decomposition. But the worst chores were undeniably those connected with
emptying the pits used as toilets.
It was one of the coldest winters of the century, and the Russians, you know,
they didn‟t need any gas chamber, nature took care of it with minus 25, minus
30°, the guys fell down … I‟ve seen some of them, the guys fell down in the
bog, in the holes, the guys had trouble to hoist up. They fell in the liquid, in
the excrement … the diarrhoea it was chronic … there were guys, me too, I
went 10 times, 15 times, in the snow … Well, the guys that fell into it, you
never saw him anymore, we had no strength to lift him up … You know with
this temperature, frozen as we were, undernourished, scrawny … (Keller
2009/05/19) 125

Even if the topic of the camp's „mafia‟ or the „capos‟ as the interviewees
called them, is mentioned in passing, they usually do not take the matter
further. The men I have interviewed remain discreet about the existence of a
system of privileges (hideout, functions…), such as the existence of an
„intellectual‟ hierarchy receiving better treatment, the creation of communist
groupings or the existence of a police hierarchy (to maintain order in the
camp), as is usually the case in the concentrationary universe (see Pollack
2000). But many of them mention that they wrote their memories to “put
things right”, memoirs that will be accessible after their death. This can be
seen as an indirect way of recognising that their reconstruction of the prison
camp's world still have its dark corners and silenced part. In other words, the
interviewees admit that they still cannot speak about everything, or
everybody. This indirect confession of the construction of a consensus can
be seen as a response to the quarrel between the different associations but
can also be seen as the difficulty in approaching a subject of deep discomfort
and guilt: e.g. the fact that the dark work of maintaining order, power and
domination was done by those of the same ethnic group. As the postcolonial
scholar Ruth Ginio suggests, these sorts of political silences are useful
strategies for negotiating such difficulties (Ginio 2010: 139).
Though most of them did not dwell on the experience of captivity, they
never lacked persuasive power when talking about the ordeals that had been
experienced. Their silence and the expressions on their faces shows that they
often lacked the words and the emotional power to describe what this time
125

C‟était un des hivers les plus froid du siècle, et les Russes, vous savez ils n‟ont pas eu
besoin de chambre à gaz, la nature fait ça avec moins 25, moins 30° les gars tombaient … j‟en
ai vu des gars qui tombaient dans les chiottes, dans les trous, les gars avaient du mal à se
hisser. Ils tombaient dans le liquide, dans les excréments … la diarrhée c‟était chronique … Y
avait des gars, moi aussi, qui y allait 10 fois, 15 fois dans la neige … Ben le gars qui tombait
on le revoyait jamais, on n‟avait plus la force de le soulever … Vous savez avec cette
température, gelé comme on était, sous-alimenté, squelettique … (Keller 2009/05/19).
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had been like for them in a structured and directed narrative. When they
attempted to describe their situations explicitly they would often draw on
general phrases like “horrible”, “awful” or “unbearable”, which they uttered
with emotion.
It is indubitable that Tambov has been and still is a painful experience. In the
collective memory of Alsace-Moselle, Tambov is remembered as a place of
death. Nevertheless, it constitutes a paradox in itself. It should have been the
symbol of liberty, yet it became the symbol of death.
Tambov, it was a camp for survival … only survival mattered … There was
no violence in Tambov, none. The idea was to get rid of us … you were not
given enough food … and at the first dysentery, you died, they were done in.
No immunity left and it is over? It was a destruction of the body through the
lack of food, wasn‟t it? While German camps were intended to kill rapidly …
there we were killed slowly; they made us die a slow death. We knew death
was at the end. But they didn‟t kill directly. That was the difference between
the two sorts of camps (Arnaud 2008/04/07). 126

Surprisingly the interviewees do not harbour any feelings of animosity
towards the Russians. They all, without exception, pointed out that the
Russians were as badly off. As Victor Brandt suggests:
I think it was due to pilfering. The Russians were not rich either, right? … so
sometimes, when they‟ve got an amount of food, they served the civilians, the
Russians soldiers and then the prisoners. And there was almost nothing left for
the prisoners. It is probably what happened … The syndrome of Stockholm;
there is most probably something of that too, because there is a high sympathy
towards the Russians in our groups. Well, at first sight we should have some
antipathy, shouldn‟t we? No-one was responsible, it was the War which was
responsible for this misery, and further it was the Bolshevik system. There was
no respect towards lives, was there? They didn‟t care about the dead. The
Russian population was the first under their heel (Brandt 2009/04/07). 127
126

Tambov c‟était un camp de survie … Il y avait que la survie qui comptait … Donc il y
avait aucune violence à Tambov, aucune. L'idée était de nous supprimer … on nous donnait
pas assez à manger ... alors à la première dysenterie, on meurt, on est expédié. Plus
d‟immunités et puis c‟est terminé? C‟est la destruction du corps par le non-manger, hein?
Alors que dans les camps nazis c‟était destiné à tuer rapidement ... là on tuait lentement, on
tuait à la longue. On savait que la mort est au bout. Mais on nous ne tuait pas directement.
Voila la différence entre les deux natures de camps (Arnaud 2008/04/07).
127

Je crois que c‟était dû au coulage. Les Russes n‟étaient pas riches non plus, hein? … alors
quand il y avait des fois des arrivages de nourriture, on servait les civils, les militaires Russes
et puis les prisonniers. Et il restait presque plus rien pour les prisonniers. C‟est comme ça que
ça c‟est probablement fait ... Le syndrome de Stockholm, il y a surement un peu de ça, parce
qu‟il y a une forte sympathie pour les Russes dans nos groupes. Bon, à première vue on aurait
plutôt envie d‟avoir une antipathie, hein? Mais il n‟y a pas de responsable. Le responsable de
cette misère c‟est la guerre, et c‟est, et c‟est le système bolchévique. Il n'y avait aucun respect
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The possibility that the former prisoners were suffering from the Stockholm
syndrome128 as suggested by Brandt is appealing. However, the sympathy
towards the Russians cannot in my opinion be fully explained by this. My
suggestion is that the interviewees have adapted their stories to fit the
framework of victims‟ and survivors‟ narratives. Yet in these sorts of
narratives there is no place for stories regarding human solidarity between
adversaries or stories of romance. Instead, such stories sometimes emerged
in more informal conversations, generally when the recorded part of the
interviews was over. At the end of the interview, Arthur Keller offered to
show me some photos of his pilgrimages to Tambov. As he tells me about
what had motivated him to undertake journeys back, he remembers a snowy
day when he was on his way to Tambov during the war. He was waiting
among other prisoners to take the train when an old woman pointed at him
and spoke to a Russian guard. He was told to follow the old woman. At the
old women place, he was given some bread. With tears in his eyes, he told
me: “without this piece of bread, I might not have survived”.
Aloïse Klein, also on his way to Tambov, remembers:
The Russian soldiers who were with us told the women in the train that we
were French men who had gathered together to fight the Germans. So, they
gave us food … Apples, everything they had … Potatoes … maybe they
thought that we could cook them. Above all … apples and … some quetsches
//sweet purple plums// … the first quetsches we had seen again … (Klein
2008/04/22) 129

The quetsches in the quotation turns Klein‟s attention to Alsace, since these
sort of sweet plums are one of the specialities of the region.
Emile Munsch as well as Lucien Lutz showed me pictures of young Russian
women they met during their stay in Russia during the war. They also
mentioned some friendships with Russian people and assured me that if it
had been for the cold war they would have met again after the war. Pierre
Arnaud framed the white flower of the marsh he had got from a Russian
devant les vies hein? Ça ils s‟en foutaient, des morts. Le peuple russe était le premier sous la
botte (Brandt 2009/04/07).
128

Stockholm syndrome is psychological phenomenon, named after a robbery in Stockholm,
Sweden, in 1973. On this occasion, the bank employees, held hostage became emotionally
attached to their captors. The phenomenon is viewed as a form of traumatic bonding.
129

Les soldats Russes qui étaient avec nous ont raconté aux femmes dans le wagon qu'on
était des Français qui étaient rassemblés pour combattre les Allemands. Elles nous ont donné
alors à manger … des pommes, enfin tout ce qu'elles avaient ... des patates … elles pensaient
qu'on pouvait encore faire la cuisine //rires// Surtout … des pommes et … puis quelques
quetsches ... les premières quetsches qu'on revoyait … (Klein 2008/04/22).
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female partisan above his desk in Alsace. This sort of off-the-cuff anecdote
reminds me of the story of the Russian woman giving my grandfather an
apple, the day I announced that I was going to study Russian at school.

1.5 Homecoming
One might expect that the interviewees‟ narratives would transmit a sense of
relief at moment of homecoming, but in fact the journeys back did not mean
the end of their suffering. Given the lack of sufficient food supplies and their
poor physical condition, more succumbing took place on their journeys back.
Many of the interviewees mentioned the fact that the French Croix-Rouge in
Warsaw had not being informed about their repatriation. By relating this
fact, the interviewees once more put forward the idea that France didn't
count them as French citizens, which reinforces their resentment and their
feelings of being “the forgotten of History”. Even the “luckiest”, the “1500”
had to lament more losses among the unit, given that food would cause more
deaths, as Pierre Arnaud relates about when he arrived at Teheran:
You begin to eat and you get sick. You just have a little part like this left as a
stomach (shows with his hand). You eat bread ... there were more deaths in
Tehran ... the stomach burst because they were given English white bread ...
they ate everything ... and “patch” ... (Arnaud 2008/04/07) 130

Some of them found themselves on the wrong side when the Americans and
Russians divided the masses of prisoners of war. For example, Arthur
Keller‟s brother-in-law was sent from Frankfurt-am-Oder back to the USSR
to a camp in Novosibirsk before being allowed returning to Alsace.
In their accounts of their arrival in France, the interviewees, except for the
ones who had belonged to the 1500, mediate a sense of uneasiness. Most of
them start telling about how they were first gathered for a few days in a
specific area before being allowed to go back home. During this stay, the
French authorities made several attempts to discover whether anyone of
them had been collaborating with the Nazis voluntarily. As my interviewees
explained, such soldiers had their blood group tattooed in their armpit as
opposed to those soldiers that were forced to join the German army, who
instead had their blood group engraved on an identification badge.

130

Tu commences à manger et tu es malade. Tu n‟as plus qu‟un petit truc comme ça
d‟estomac (montre avec les mains) … Tu manges du pain … y a eu encore des morts à
Téhéran … les estomacs ont éclaté parce qu‟ils ont mangé du pain blanc anglais ... ils ont tout
bouffé … pour après «patch» … (Arnaud 2008/04/07).
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At our arrival to the Wacken, we were received by French military authorities
who didn‟t understand anything about the Alsatian history. We were not well
received. This might be the reason why we didn‟t speak about it. We felt
ashamed. We were questioned individually in an inquisitive manner. It took
the whole day. The French army asked us many questions that we couldn‟t
answer. For instance, why I had not been enlisted with my class of 1924? How
could I know! The army did not understand us. Alsace had been annexed, not
occupied. For them, we were volunteers. When I have met former POWs of
others nationalities on the occasion of commemorations, I have realised that
the Italians, the Rumanians had been received with open arms. We were not
(Nussbaum 2008/04/07). 131

All the interviewees, even the one included in the "1500", bring up the fact
that the prisoners of war were not welcome in liberated France. Some of
them mentioned that on their arrival in France from the Soviet camps, they
were insulted by their inland compatriots with spit and sticks and called
“dirty Boches” or “Nazis”132. It shows here again their difficulty in avoiding
marginalisation and to end up once more in a liminal state. But as René
Boulanger mentioned, the problem was not only that the French people look
upon them as the German other, but that their fellow Alsatians or Mosellans
who came back from their inland refuge, considering themselves authentic
resisters, suspected their fidelity as well. In a more narrow sense he is also
referring to the fact that France was a country divided into three zones
during the war, which did not face the same reality. Most of the interviewees
also deplored that they were not allowed to join the national veteran‟s
association. This is, according to my interviewee René Boulanger, a
consequence of the conviction of treason by a French court of the
Alsatian/Mosellan men who enlisted in the German Air Force towards the
end of the war because they thought the war would be over during their sixmonth-long training (Boulanger 2008/4/24). By this vehicle they expressed
their feeling of resentment that all the forced conscripts were 'put in the same
bag'.
131

A notre arrivée au Wacken, nous avons été accueillis par des militaires français qui n'ont
rien compris à l'histoire de l'Alsace. Nous n'avons pas été bien reçus. C'est peut-être pour cela
qu'on n‟en a pas parlé. Nous avons ressenti une grande honte. Nous avons été interrogés
individuellement, de façon inquisitoire. Cela a duré toute la journée. L'armée française nous
posait beaucoup de questions, auxquelles nous ne pouvions pas répondre. Par exemple,
pourquoi, je n'avais pas été incorporé avec ma classe de 1924. Qu'est-ce que j'en savais moi!
L'armée ne nous comprenait pas. L'Alsace a été annexée et non occupée. Pour eux, nous
étions volontaires. En rencontrant les autres Anciens d'autres nationalités aux célébrations de
souvenirs, je me suis rendu compte que les Italiens, les Roumains ont été accueillis les bras
ouverts. Nous, non" (Nussbaum 2008/04/07).
132

“Boches” is a negatively connoted term used by the French to refer to German soldiers
during the First World War.

114

2 Construction of a master narrative?
In this chapter I have examined how survivors have formulated and
articulated their experiences. Interviews revealed particularly the problems
of talking about pain and suffering. Without falling into what Alexander
named lay trauma theories, it has to be acknowledged that some events are
harder to introduce into a discursive script than others (Alexander 2004: 23). As Bar-On pointed out, some experiences, mainly sensual perception,
emotion and suffering, are indescribable and cannot be fully expressed (BarOn 1990). All my interviewees felt a certain frustration at not being able to
express their experience in words: “I can‟t say otherwise… I can‟t tell
more…“ (Engel 2008/04/23).133 Often the interviewees argue that some
feelings cannot be verbalised: fear during warfare, feelings of horror in front
of heaps of frozen or decomposing corpses, feelings of helplessness in front
of dying fellow-soldiers or the wounded. During the interviews, I could often
experience how they lacked the ability to use words and also how emotional
they became when describing what they had experienced. When attempting
the description of their explicit situations, they used general phrases like
„horrible‟, „awful‟ or „unbearable‟ (See Gallinat 2006: 355). The collected
accounts as broken narratives (Drakos 2005) revealed how difficult it was to
evoke a past, which is still painful, in a way that could be understood, and to
transmit the distressing experience to others. The term “suffering” indicates
one of the elements of experience, which is partly inexpressible by means of
ordinary language, an aspect of the experience of other people, which
remains partly inaccessible (Scarry 1985, Kleinman 1997, Renault 2008).
The incommunicability of suffering creates a situation, in which sufferers are
isolated and stripped of their cultural resources, especially language
(Kleinman 1997: xiii). A sense of frustration arises from the asymmetry of
access to experiential knowledge. As Scarry pointed out, “to have pain is to
have certainty; to hear about pain is to have doubt” (Scarry 1985: 13).
Therefore, the difficulties related to expressing the experience create a
certain sense of frustration.
Yet the aspect of unrepresentability should be found ‟in the features of the
forms of representation” available to survivors to articulate and, thereby to
‟have their experiences” (Van Alphen 1999: 27). As the cultural critic Aleida
Assmann argues, traumatic experiences of suffering and shame are difficult
to articulate since they cannot be integrated into a positive or individual
image (Assmann 2006: 75). Indeed, one could argue that since the
133

Je peux pas dire autrement ... Je peux pas dire plus … (Engel 2008/04/23)
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experience of forced enlistment does not fit into the dominant cultural and
conceptual framework, it is impossible „to experience‟ and to voluntarily
remember or describe an event at the same time. Representations are
dependent on genre to be understood and appropriated. In the words of the
literary critic, Ernst Van Alphen, ‟the problem is not the nature of the event,
nor an intrinsic limitation of representation; rather, it is the split between the
living of an event and the available forms of representation with/in which the
event can be experienced” (Van Alphen 1999: 27).
The interviewees‟ experiences are described as a tragedy, both for
themselves as individuals and for their whole community. As Morris points
out, tragedy is the basic genre in which suffering is represented in Western
thought (Morris 1997: 35). To be understood by their listeners or readers the
situations are made ethical. Both what they encountered in their lives and the
physical sufferings they have been subjected to are produced using the tragic
genre.
The interviews show that the experiences of forced enlistment have been
memorialised differently by the interviewees and crystallised in different
events. While some choose to emphasise warfare, others emphasise the fact
of having worn enemy uniforms, or having been helpless. They choose to
emphasise or de-emphasise different aspects of their experiences but their
ways of recounting certain experiences are quite similar, which reinforces
the feeling of witnessing the construction of a master narrative. Indeed, the
fact that some life experiences are favoured whilst others remain silenced,
gives the impression that a sort of 'ideal' experience of forced enlistment has
been constituted. While some events recede into the background, others take
“particular prominence because of their relation to the narrator or to the
community to which he belongs” (Blustein 2008: 342). As the sociologist
Anselma Gallinat argues “good metaphors and „story seeds‟ become part of
a shared stock that is used for both convincing a public audience and for
creating meaning for the individual” (Gallinat 2006: 360).
A characteristic feature in life narratives is the effort to depict experiences
with a diachronic structure (Svensson 1997: 45ff, Nylund-Skog 2012: 44).
Approximately, the notable events succeed one another in time in the
narratives and a relationship of 'before/after', which is as factual as the
events themselves, can be distinguished: enlistment, warfare, escape,
captivity and return. But the chronological narrative is continually and
systematically interrupted to express the dichotomy between individual and
collective history. The personal experience of the interviewee is reframed
this way within the history of Alsace/Moselle, a region that has been
constantly torn between Germany and France. From the moment of the
Stellungsbefehl, the order of obligatory enlistment in the Wehrmacht, the fate
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of the Alsatians/Mosellans was sealed. The structure of the narrations further
evolves, describing the contents of this „fate‟ progressively. Their narrations
focus on their failure to act, yet simultaneously on their attempts at
resistance before turning to the physical and moral misery in the prison
camps. At this point in the narratives they often articulate feelings of total
distress:
That‟s it, how it was like in the camp. Unthinkable! Unarrable! (Brandt
2008/04/08)134

Such feelings of distress merge with feelings of dispossession of their
identity. Their feelings of being dispossessed due to forced enlistment in the
enemy's army are progressive: they describe how it all starts, first at the
instruction, then at the Front and finally during captivity. Indeed, the military
training was not only aimed at turning them into soldiers but also at making
them forget their French citizenship. The Prussian drill was hard and all the
accounts insist on the hardships of the military exercises and on the brutality
of the Nazi repressive systems. At the Front, they were caught in a world of
destruction, without knowledge about their destinations or about the
evolution of the war. The captivity then is presented as the culmination of
this experience of depersonalisation. The experience of captivity is presented
as the “top of the horror”, “the greatest suffering” and “the annihilation of
the individual”. In the accounts, the captive is described as a human being
that has been destroyed physically and morally, as “one of the living dead”,
“looking like death warmed up”. Thus, to the physical suffering in captivity
(harsh conditions, exacerbated climatic conditions, poverty, and undernourishment) has to be added the mental suffering caused by the
dispossession of their individuality. It is not a coincidence that all the
interviewees‟ accounts about captivity retell the prohibition of possessing
any personal items and the confiscation of all personal items, even anything
handmade after arrival at the camp. The confiscation of identity documents
or objects demonstrating the fact that they have been conscripted by force in
the Wehrmacht (French identity papers, French military book) seems to have
been particularly distressing. This meant the end of their hopes of being able
to prove their Frenchness, to be recognised as French citizens.
In the narratives, the forced conscripts express feelings of having been
dispossessed of their identity, of having been helpless, of having been forced
to act in contradiction with their own values. To such feelings of
dispossession is added their regret of having been unable of taking any
individual or collective action, which activates what could be called a
134

C'est comme ca que c'était au camp. Inconcevable! Innarable! (Brandt 2008/04/08)
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nostalgia of action. Feelings of distress, caused by an awareness that they
missed opportunities for action, follow as a consequence of remembering
and retelling about their incapacity to act. Hence it is retrospectively that
they regret having been unable to see any opportunities of action.
In this sense the narratives illustrates Katharine Young‟s assumption that:
“Stories are not recoveries of the past but reconstitutions in the present”
(Young 1987: 198). Here it is not the prisoners of 1942-45 who are talking,
but former prisoners of war in their 80s. There is indeed always an
intermediate stage of subjective totalisation (always in evolution) of the
lived experience between life as it is lived and life as it is told. Reminiscence
is, therefore, not only words and concerns but also feelings and bodily
perception. This is constitutive for all the mental materials from which a
subject tries to produce a story, which is at the same time made up of
memories, reflections, the results of a chosen focus, and of a retrospective
evaluation. Furthermore, the relation between the narrator and an emotion is
often reconstructed within the narrative, as it appears in Jean Engel‟s
quotation:
It always hurt when I think of it. We were poor … //shaking voice// We were
not volunteers … we were poor, poor, poor guys. Seventeen years old, what
did they want us to do? To rebel? Against who? The parents? (Engel
2008/04/23) 135

Personal experience narratives bring forward the idea that the narrator is
reliving the emotions felt during the specific circumstance. This could be
understood as a form of embodied experience. Nevertheless, as Young
argues: “the locus of emotions is neither the past nor the unconscious.
Emotion is constructed by and for the narrative in the course of which it
appears” (Young 2000: 80). Consequently, emotions are not derived; they
are not a representation of the emotion that the narrator had during the
experience but emotions created by the act of recollection.136 In Young‟s
words: “Narratives do not excavate emotions out of the past or the
unconscious but rather construct them in the present in the body” (Young
2000: 81). Thus the emotions perceived during the interviews are not the
emotions they felt during captivity, but emotions they feel during the
narrating process. It is the emotions they feel in retrospect. This points out a
135

Ça me fait toujours du mal quand j‟y pense. On était des pauvres … //voix tremblotante//
On n‟était pas volontaire … on était des pauvres, pauvres, pauvres gars. Dix-sept ans, qu‟estce qu‟ils voulaient faire? Se révolter? Contre qui? Les parents? (Engel 2008/04/23)
136

For the aspect of the receptors‟ emotions while listening or reading emotional narratives,
see Nylund-Skog 2012: 84.
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difference between the genre of narratives in an interview situation and
narratives in autobiographical texts, since the time of narration is temporally
different from the point in time of writing, “thus adding a second time gap to
that contained in the link between an event or experience and its narration”
(Weilnböck 2005: 246).
The experience of narrating this period of their life urged some of them also
to provide me with a written account of their experiences. Maybe they
perceive written words as having a higher and more authoritative status to
give credibility to their experience than an oral account. It may also be
considered as an attempt to avoid the oral narration of their experiences in
order to protect themselves from their subdued emotions. During the
interviews the narrative is not only shaped and constrained by the speech
genre in which it is expressed but it also becomes a process in which the
meaning is created in relation to other narrative situations.
At a verbal level not all the narratives appear to contain traces of emotions.
Some of them were impassive and tended to depict enlistment, evasion,
captivity etc, on a generic level. The use of the first person was avoided and
a generic “you” or “we” (“tu”, “vous”) used: “You start at … you live …
and you arrived at a certain …” (Arnaud 2008/04/07) 137 This way of
narrating can be seen as a means of avoiding personal involvement. As a
matter of fact, this was the approach chosen by the people who were most
involved in the associations of ADEIF. Being the spokespersons could have
turned them into “matter-of-fact narrators”, an expression borrowed from
Kaivola-Bregenhøj. Furthermore, it happens that witnesses tell their
experience through an emotionless narrative when having experienced so
much suffering; they block out the emotions related to this part of their lives
(Kaivola-Bregenhøj 2006: 34). Maybe they chose to narrate their experience
because of their official position, but it can also be seen as a means to protect
themselves, since the narration of their experiences represents an emotional
event that they do not want to relive over and over. In an intertextual
perspective, this choice could also be considered a result of their experience
of narrating this part of their lives, the awareness of the effect their
narratives have on the listener and therefore a way to protect the listener.
Yet, another interesting aspect of the act of narrating lies in its
performativity. Indeed, as mentioned in the theoretical section, following
Matingly‟s reflection, I drew my attention to what the storytelling is – and
does as a social act. Yet, it is difficult to know and evaluate if the narration

137

“Tu commences à … Tu vis … mais vous arrivez à un certain …” (Arnaud 2008/04/07).
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of their war experience helps them to bear the burdens of their past. As
Winter pinpointed:
Healing is a mystery. What matters, though, is that there are those who want
to tell their stories of dreadful events. They do so at times for the benefit of
their children and grandchildren, and at times to add their words to the
campaign against denial. By speaking out, they lose some of the passivity of
victimhood; by defining themselves, they set aside the story inflicted on them
years ago (Winter 2010b: 19).

Annex 1: Concise presentation of the former POWs
interviewed
1* Pierre Arnaud is born in 1924 in a suburb of Strasbourg (Bas-Rhin),
where he still lives with his wife. When war started he was studying to
become a teacher in a training college. He was enlisted by force in May 1943
and sent directly to the Eastern Front for his military instruction period.
Taking advantage of the chaos prevailing after a battle in January 1944 he
escaped and joined the Russians. He wrote leaflets for the Russians inciting
Alsatian-Mosellans to desert from German army. He was told that if he
wanted to join the French army in North Africa he had to go to the Tambov
Prison Camp. He left Tambov in July 1944, amongst the “1500” and came
back to Alsace in August 1945. Undertook a pilgrimage (interview)
2* Louis Barth is born in 1922 in a small Alsatian town (Bas-Rhin), where
he still lives with his wife. He is my grand-father‟s brother. He worked for
the German Railways from 1940. He was first sent to Detmold and then to
Denmark for the military instruction. He was captured by the Red Army in
March 1944 and escaped to join back the German troop. After the V-E Day
he was arrested and assigned to the reconstruction of the railways in Riga. In
August 1945, he was sent to Tambov and worked in a factory. He came back
to Alsace in October 1945. (Interview)
3* René Boulanger is born in 1924 in an Alsatian town where he still lives
with his wife. He was enlisted by force in 1942. He escaped from the
German army two days after arriving to the Eastern Front. He was first in a
special camp for German deserter before being sent to Tambov in December
1943. He was amongst the “1500” and left Russia in July 1944. (Interview)
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4* Victor Brandt is born 1925 in the suburb of Strasbourg (Alsace). He
lives now in the city centre of Strasbourg with his wife. He was in high
school during time of annexation. After the Reicharbeitsdienst, he was sent
to Denmark for the military instruction period. From May 1944 onwards he
is based on the Eastern Front firstly in to Romania and then in Russia. He
escaped and experienced several transit camps before ending in Tambov in
October 1944. He returned to France in August 1945. He undertook several
pilgrimages. (Interview)
5* René Breitel is born in 1925 in a little Alsatian town. He arrived the 5th of
July 44 at the Front and is made prisoner the 25 July 44 at Vilna in
Lithuania. He spent about one year at the prison camp of Tambov and
returned in august 45 to France. He returned once to Tambov with a
pilgrimage with his wife and son. (Interview)
6* Jean Engel, is born 1924 in a village of Alsace, where he still lives with
his wife. He was an apprentice to an organ builder when the war started. He
left Alsace in 1939 and returned home when the Armistice was signed in
1940 between France and Germany. Soon after, he was sent to the Eastern
Front, where he was wounded. He escaped and then was sent to different
prison camps, in Poland. He was then sent to the working camp of Stalino.
After the signature of the Armistice of the 8th May 1945 he was sent to the
Tambov prison camp. He left the camp in September 1945. (Interview)
7* Arthur Keller is born in 1926 and lives in the Haut-Rhin. After an
aborted attempt of escape during permission, he was sent to the Front in a so
called „death‟ platoon. He escaped with three others Alsatians and worked
two weeks for the Soviet military staff. He had experienced 13 months of
captivity, of which 10 at the prison camp of Tambov. He is one of the
founder members of the association Pilgrimage Tambov and returned
already in 1985 to Tambov with a German delegation. He has patronised an
artist from Tambov. (Interview)
8* Aloïse Klein is born in 1924 in an Alsatian village, where he still lives.
He was enlisted by force in 1943 and escaped in July 1944. He had
experienced several transitional prison camps before arriving at Tambov in
September 1944. He came back to France in October 1945. (Interview)
9* Antoine Husser is born in 1924 in Moselle. He was an only child. He
was sent to the Reichsarbeitsdienst in February 1943 for three month in
Leipzig. His parents tried to organise his evasion but failed. He was sent
immediately to Russia for his military instruction period (June to September
1943). He was on the front line in the Nevel Area. He escaped in November
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1943. He arrived at the prison camp of Tambov on the 29th December 1943.
He was amongst the “1500”. (Interview and autobiographical text)
10* Lucien Lutz is born in 1924 in an Alsatian village (Bas-Rhin) where
he was still living at the occasion of the interview. He had spent four years in
Russia during the war. He had been working three years as a mechanic
(civilian) on German airfields before being sent to warfare in November
1944. He escaped rapidly and was sent to a prison camp in Lithuania before
been sent to the prison camp of Tambov. He undertook a pilgrimage and had
established a close friendship with a Russian couple of Tambov. (Interview)
11* Emile Munsch is born in 1924 in the Haut-Rhin. He escaped in July
1944 and worked four months as a nurse auxiliary for the Red Army before
being sent to the prison camp of Vitebsk. He has drawn many illustration of
his experience of forced enlistment. He has not been interned at the prison
camp of Tambov but undertook a pilgrimage to Tambov. He never married
nor had children but “adopted” a Russian woman and her family. She comes
several times a year to take care of him. (Interview)
12* Ernest Nussbaum is born in 1926 in a suburb of Strasbourg where he
is still living. On the Eastern Front he was sent to a platoon of tanks. He was
made prisoner at Daugavpils in Latvia. He was sent to the prison camp of
Tambov but was positioned at a sawmill. In 2010, at the occasion of his third
pilgrimage to Tambov, he was able to find again the place of the sawmill.
(Interview)

13* Eugène Schmitt is born in 1922 in Strasbourg. He accomplished the
Reichsarbeitsdienst from October 1941 to April 1942 and his military
instruction in Bavaria from October to November 1942. He was then sent to
the Eastern Front and then to the Crimea Front from which he managed to
escape. He arrived in Tambov on the 1st of May 1944 and left with the
“1500” in July 1944. (Interview)
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Chapter V: Pilgrimages to Tambov

This chapter presents another strategy adopted by former POWs and their
descendants in order to deal with the legacy of forced enlistment and the
experience of captivity in Soviet prison camps: pilgrimages.138
War-related travel as a genre appeared in the wake of the wars of the French
Revolution (1792-1799) and the German Wars of Liberation against
Napoleon (1813-1814). Until this time, wars were the business of mercenary
armies. With these revolutionary wars, a shift in the paradigm of war
remembrance occurred (Mosse 1990). Wars involved a larger number of
volunteers who were committed to the revolutionary cause and to their
nations. Consequently wars touched societies and nations more deeply. After
World War I human attention had to be directed from the horrors to the
meaningfulness and glory of the war. Social memories were created with the
purpose to “honour and remember the dead, and provide justification for the
war and mass death” (Winter 2009: 607). Several symbolic public
commemorative strategies were introduced: military cemeteries were
organised in order to give to each fallen a perpetual resting place and tombs
138

The visitation to places such as prison camps, cemeteries, battlefields and murder sites, is
today referred to as „dark tourism‟ (Foley and Lennon 1996, Stone & Sharpley 2008, Stone
2012). The attractiveness of places associated with death, violence, sufferings or disaster is
not a recent trend and Seaton even argues that dark tourism emerges from „thanatoptic
tradition‟ (the contemplation of death) that originated in the Middle Ages (Seaton 1996). This
phenomenon has lately aroused academic interest and has been labelled „thanatourism‟
(Seaton 1996), „morbid tourism‟ (Blom 2000), „grief tourism‟ (Trotta 2006) and „atrocity
tourism‟ (Ashworth 2008). The topic is well documented and encompass studies of visitations
to natural and accidental disasters (Stone 2013), massacres and genocides (Wei Du, Littlejohn
and Lennon 2013), celebrities' graves (Margry 2008), Holocaust atrocities (Ashworth and
Hartmann 2005, Kverndokk 2007), prisons camps (Boyles 2005), slavery tourism (Richards
2005 and Buzinde & Santos 2009), battlefields (Lloyd 1998, Reader 1993, Walter 1993,
Gatewood and Cameron 2004, Hyde & Harman 2011, McKenna & Ward 2007). While all the
scholars agree on the fact that dark tourism is the visitation to places related with death, their
opinions differ on the motivation of the travellers. Seaton and Lennon (2004) suggest that the
tourist is motivated by a desire to witness the misfortune of others (Schadenfreude) or by an
urge of contemplating death, and Tumbridge and Ashworth (1996) see dark tourism as a
continuation and development of heritage tourism.

123

for unknown soldiers were established in the capitals of the European
nations, as symbolic places for honouring soldiers since cemeteries were
mostly established on battlefields (Mosse 1990: 93). Since it was not easy
for people to travel abroad and visit the gravestones, organised tours and
pilgrimages were organised (Walter 1993: 64).139 This sort of travelling
became very popular and was often called pilgrimage (See Walter 1993,
Sellars and Walter 1993, Bowman 1993, Lloyd 1998, Mosse 1990, Howard
2002, Winter and Sivan 1999, Winter 2009). As Lloyd suggests,
pilgrimages, along with a range of ceremonies and rituals of mourning and
commemoration, brought consolation to many people in the aftermath of the
World War I (Lloyd 1998: 5). The growing popularity of such travels is to be
seen in the light of changes towards attitudes to death. As Lloyd pointed out,
after the battle of Waterloo in 1815, the individual dead were buried in a
mass grave and largely forgotten. By the end of World War I an increasing
concern about the individual dead occurred, which gave greater meaning to
war cemeteries; “they became sacred places” (Lloyd 1998: 21). Throughout
the 20th century, as Gatewood and Cameron point out, “battlefields and
military cemeteries came to be seen as holy places, sanctified by the deaths
of soldiers. Such deaths were framed as sacrifices for the highly abstract
notion of a nation or what Anderson (1991) describes as an „imagined
community‟” (Gatewood and Cameron 2004: 193).
Yet, the practice of pilgrimage as a process through which Alsatian/Mosellan
people could reconstruct a sense of history and common values after World
War II, was prevented by the cold war climate on one hand and by the fact
that the fallen could not be framed as a sacrifice for the nation.
The pilgrimages to the former prison camp of Tambov in the 1990s are
nevertheless seen as the continuity of earlier travels organised to pay respect
to soldiers. But unlike the mentioned journeys to battlefields or cemeteries,
organised by travel agencies or at governmental level, the pilgrimages to
Tambov started as an informal bottom-up way and had not been triggered
from the top down.
The pilgrimages discussed in this thesis are a grassroots movement.
Originally, the initiative to organise the pilgrimages was not taken by the
state or even by the region of Alsace/Moselle, but was the initiative of one
individual, a survivor, Mr Charles Gantzer (Keller 2009/5719). Some
initiative had been taken previously and three former Alsatian/Mosellan
POWs joined a German delegation from the Volksbund Deutsche
139

The society of Barnaby and later on the British Legion (1927) organised pilgrimages for
veterans, widows and especially mothers, who could not afford a commercial tour.
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Kriegsgräberfürsorge (German War Graves Commission) in 1985 to
Tambov.140 But on that occasion, they were not allowed to access the site of
the camp, since the forest was still a military zone. It was only in 1994 that
Charles Gantzer, heading alone to Tambov in a camping-van, could finally
physically visit the place of his internment. When he arrived at the spot, he
discovered that the whole place had vanished. Nothing of his or the other
POWs' tragic past could be seen. Back in France he contacted former
fellows141 to inform them that no traces of the former camp could be found
and that no tombs or symbolic signs marked the place. Scandalised, they
decided to contact the local authorities of the town of Tambov. Nevertheless,
the joint project, brought about by a cluster of individuals, was not evident to
realise in the Russian political context of early 1990s. In order to get more
influence and weight, Charles Gantzer and Henri Stoeckle created the
association “Pèlerinage Tambov” on 7 July 1995.142 In September 1995, 100
people, in majority survivors, together with their close relatives and regional
representatives, made the first pilgrimage to Tambov. 143 In 1996, a special
subgroup for the third generation was created within the association, with the
explicit aim of achieving a memorial site for the POWs in the forest of Rada.
The site was called the French Square, though nothing enabled them to
know if French POWs were buried in just this specific mass grave. The site
prepared by the Youth between 1996 and 1997, was inaugurated in 1997 by
the Ancients, with the presence of the French Minister of Veterans‟ Affairs,
140

The interest organisation Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge was founded in 1919
with the explicit aim to upkeep German war graves in Europe and North Africa.
141

He got in touch with them through the interest organisation ADEIF.
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The activity of the association is not limited to the organisation of pilgrimages and the
supervision of the memorial site of Tambov but it is the focus of the current chapter. The
members of the association organise lectures in schools in order to increase pupils‟ awareness
of the POWs issue. This activity is considered very important by the members given that the
episode of forced conscription is not mentioned in French school books. Furthermore, several
attempts to pacify the relationships between the region of Alsace and Limousin have been
made. For instance, in 1998 Charles Gantzer took the initiative of a rapprochement between
the two regions through a visit of the younger people from the association to the site “Martyr
of Oradour-sur-Glane” (12 April 1998).
143

The journey was entirely self-financed, a fact often mentioned during interviews to
emphasise the neglect of France regarding the question of forced conscription. Indeed,
journeys to war cemeteries and battlefields have been subsidised by the ministry concerned
with veterans‟ affairs for French widows since after World War I and to prison camps after
World War II. The journey is often depicted as a remarkable achievement, especially in
regard to the fact that an Airbus plane and its crew had to be rented privately by the
association for three days to complete the journey (a Russian plane was, however, taken to fly
to Moscow-Tambov).
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Mr Jean-Pierre Masseret. During the same journey, a commemorative slab
was put down at the necropolis of Kirsanov, a town where the military
hospital was established during the war. Again this pilgrimage was entirely
self-financed by the participants. The pilgrimages succeeded annually until
2000, and have been arranged every two years since then. The number of
participants in the Ancients‟ pilgrimages fluctuates between 32 and 70. The
Youth pilgrimage was subsidised for about 15 people.

1 A space for commemoration
According to the interviewees, the primary reason for pilgrims to participate
in the journeys is their personal connection to the site. They say they go to
Tambov to pay their respects to the Alsatians/Mosellans who were interned
and/or died on the Eastern Front. The site carries a personal meaning for the
pilgrims, either because they are relatives of inmates or because they identify
with the heritage of forced enlistment. The participants do not arrive at
Tambov by chance since the administrative procedures to reach the town act
as a deterrent.144
If most of the pilgrims make the journey for their own sake, sometimes they
do it for the sake of a parent. One of the pilgrims that I interviewed did the
pilgrimage on behalf of her sick mother whose brother never came back
from Tambov. A second pilgrim, the son of a POW, buried in Morshansk (a
town lying 60 km from Tambov), also took part in the pilgrimage to Tambov
for the sake of his mother, who, as he wrote to me later on “waited until my
return, to die in peace”.

144

The administrative procedures in order to enter Russian territory are complicated, i.e. if
you do not travel with a tour operator, you need an invitation from a local person in order to
obtain a visa, which implies that you already know someone in the city of Tambov. Further,
the ancient prison camp in Tambov was long inaccessible since it is located in a military zone,
and was forbidden even to the local population.
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Picture 3: Ceremony at the necropolis of Morshansk 2010. Picture: Association
pèlerinage Tambov

The participants do not see themselves as tourists but as pilgrims. They are
“no sightseers but serious travellers”.145 This does not mean that there is no
time for more mundane activities like sightseeing during the journeys; tourist
activities are included in the week-long journey. A guided tour of Moscow is
proposed the first or last day of the pilgrimage, during which the participants
visit Red Square, Lenin‟s mausoleum, the Kremlin, the old Arbat, the
Sparrow Hills with its wonderful view of the city, the Novodevichy convent,
the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, the Poklonnaya Hill (the Victory park),
the Gulag museum... Several opportunities to explore the town of Tambov
(churches, parks, memorials, markets, museums…) are also included in the
program. In 2010 the Youth pilgrimage even included a day trip to
Stalingrad, which included a visit to the German and Soviet war cemeteries,
the very imposing, soviet-style memorial commemorating the Soviet
Victory, and a visit to the Second World War museum. The journeys I took
part in included even plenty of cheerful and relaxing moments. The fact that
the participants see themselves as serious travellers rather means that the
participants see themselves as being on a mission. Whereas the pilgrims had
145

This was also the case for the Vietnam veterans‟ pilgrimage studied by Dubisch (see
Dubisch 2008: 305).
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been interned or had had a relative in a Soviet prison camp, they are doing
the journey for those who cannot. In other words, they are undertaking the
journeys for something beyond themselves. The former inmates interviewed
are heading once more to Tambov to pay respect to their dead comrades.
Victor Brandt, Aloïse Klein, René Breitel, Arthur Keller and Pierre Arnaud
clearly expressed during the interviews that they felt “a debt of honour”, a
“debt towards the ones who died there”. During the pilgrimage, they
confront memories of their war experiences and the death of comrades. They
are confronted with their feelings of guilt, having survived the terrible
ordeal, unlike their dead comrades. This seems to have been the case even
for Emile Munsch, who had never been interned in camp 188. Unable to go
by himself to Vitebesk, where he was interned during the war, he joined the
pilgrimage to Tambov in order to pay respect to his comrades who never
came back. For him, Tambov symbolically and mythically materialised the
place of forced enlistment.
It has to be remembered that not all the interviewed former POWs wanted to
undertake a journey to Tambov. Four among the 13 interviewees said: “One
time was more than enough” (Boulanger 24/4/2008); “Who wants to revive
the horrors I‟ve tried to forget” (Engel 23/4/2008); or asked “Why should I
go back? To see what? There is nothing left there” (Barth 9/4/2008).146
Antoine Husser explained that a visit to the site would only be symbolic
since he had no deceased comrades to visit at Tambov; as all of them came
back with him with the convoy of the 1500.
No, no, I don‟t see the point in going back. I feel that I wouldn‟t get anything
out of it, except for the symbol … the symbol … No, I don‟t feel like going
there … Besides … the people going there … who were there … find nothing
left … apart from the vegetation, maybe, the trees … No, I don‟t see the point
in going back. It is not as if I had some close people who are buried there, is
it? The ones I knew, they all came back with the 1500, didn‟t they? (Husser
22/4/2008).147

Nevertheless, the interviewed former POWs who went back to Tambov
explained that the return to the place of their imprisonment helped them
146

Une fois, c‟est plus que suffisant (Boulanger 24/4/2008), Qui voudrait revivre toutes ces
horreurs que j‟ai essayé d‟oublier toute ma vie? (Engel 23/4/2008), Pourquoi je devrais
retourner? Pour voir quoi? Il reste plus rien là-bas. (Barth 9/4/2008).
147

Non, non, je ne vois pas l‟intérêt d‟y retourner. J‟ai l‟impression que ça ne m‟apporterait
rien du tout, sinon le symbole … le symbole … Non, ça ne me dit rien … D‟ailleurs … les
gens qui y vont … qui y étaient … ne retrouvent rien … à part la végétation, peut-être, et les
arbres ... Non, je ne vois pas l‟intérêt. Ce n‟est pas comme si j‟avais des proches qui étaient
enterrés là-bas, hein ? Ceux que je connaissais, ils sont tous revenus avec les 1500, hein?
(Husser 22/4/2008).
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trigger their memories. For them, the pilgrimage was a painful experience.
The journeys open up a space for them to face their own struggles and
suffering since their return from the war. All of them pointed out that during
and after the pilgrimage, they were overwhelmed by a strong sense of
foreboding and uneasiness. Mrs Breitel, accompanying her husband to
Tambov, recalled that her husband was unable to speak during their stay and
only fully regained speech two weeks after their return to France. Marianne
Blum, an orphan, recalling her first pilgrimage in 1995, points out the
atmosphere of the journey:
My first pilgrimage was in 1995, it was just extraordinary … to be there … I
didn‟t know where my father lies, but to be there … it was … it is
indescribable. And in 95, it was also the first prisoners who met again, often
for the first time since captivity … It was indescribable scenes … They cried
for two days, they were not speaking … they could not speak, they were only
crying … the third day they began to speak again … and this atmosphere
overcome also the other … (Blum 3/3/2011).148

The sharing of emotional pain and suffering is a central aspect of the
dimension of pilgrimage. As Reader has pointed out, the dimension of
physical hardship, common to religious pilgrimage, is almost absent in
secular forms of pilgrimage. This does not mean that the idea of hardship
disappeared, but rather that emotional pain replaced the painful physical
hardship (see Reader 1993: 225).
Yet, the pilgrimage is not solely a deep emotional experience for the former
inmates. The entire pilgrimage, as a grief-centred journey, relies on the
sharing of emotional duress (Reader 1993: 225). For the other participants,
beyond the desire to pay respect, the motivation for undertaking such a
journey is related to the concept of mourning or caring. 149 Adèle Kremmer, a
148

Mon premier pèlerinage en 1995, c'était extraordinaire … de se retrouver là ... je ne savais
pas où reposait mon père, mais d'être là … c'était … c'est indescriptible. Et puis en 95, c'était
aussi les premiers prisonniers qui se retrouvaient pour la première fois depuis la captivité …
c'étaient des scènes indescriptibles … ils ne faisaient que pleurer pendant deux jours, ils ne
parlaient pas … ils ne pouvaient pas parler, ils ne faisaient que pleurer … le troisième jour ils
commençaient à reparler … et cette ambiance elle gagnait aussi les autres … (Blum
3/3/2011).
149

According to Casey, mourning is “a process of intrapsychic memorialisation” and “is itself
a form of commemoration” (Casey 2000: 273). The term mourning derives from memor
(“mindful” in Latin) and murman (“to grieve” in Old English) which are both traceable to
smárati (“he remembers” in Sanskrit). Caring is very close mourning: “caring also implies
remembering, that is to say, keeping the other person (or thing) in mind. (...) Remembering is
caring for what we remember – intensified, once more, in commemorating. Indeed, it can be
loving as well, via minna: this way lies the heart-memory link” (Casey 2000: 274).
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very alert and dynamic lady in her 70s, has gone three times to Tambov in
memoriam of five young men of her village who never came back from the
Eastern Front. It is a way for her to show that someone still cares for these
men who have no siblings or children alive to remember them. During the
interview, while specifically referring to one of them (Auguste) she
remembered:
He was a much older boy. He was around 17 … I was maybe 12 years old at
the time ... He was always so kind … nobody could harm me when I was
playing … it was really something deep … And what bothers me the most is
that I don't even know where he lies in Latvia … that's why I go to Tambov. I
have been there three times, in 2006, 2008 and 2010. And I intend to go back.
(…) You understand, I knew them, I loved them so that I have to … at least
there is one person who do not forget them … And I had each of their names
carved … on the graves of their respective families (Kremmer 26/02/2012).150

Many interviewed pilgrims, as Adèle Kremmer expressed in this quotation,
motivated their journey by mentioning a sense of compulsion. Even the
grandchild, Theo Schneider expressed during the interview this feeling of
compulsion: “it is as if I fulfilled a wish, a vow of my grandfather”
(Schneider 13/4/2011). Somehow, the grandchildren take over the
grandfathers' feelings of compulsion to pay respect to the Fallen. This is how
they see it after decades of exclusion from the site due to the cold war. If
most surviving POWs could make the journey to Tambov in the 1990s and
pay respect to their dead comrades, some of them were too sick, old or
disabled to make such a journey.
For the orphans interviewed, pilgrimage is clearly an attempt to confront the
past. In most cases the main motivation is to discover the location where
their father is buried, and in others it is to look for traces of their fathers or
proof of their death. Many pilgrims are still seeking the whereabouts of a
grave. The pilgrims of the second generation interviewed were all drawn to
Tambov in a mourning purpose. As a matter of fact, all four of them had lost
their fathers, two during the war and two during the last 10 years.

150

C'était un garçon bien plus âgé. Il devait avoir 17 ans ... et moi je devais avoir 12 ans à
l'époque ... Il était toujours tellement gentil ... personne n'aurait pu me toucher quand je jouais
dehors ... c'est vraiment quelque chose de très profond ... Et ce qui me chagrine le plus c'est
que je ne sais même pas où il repose en Lettonie ... C'est pourquoi je vais à Tambov ... J'y ai
été 3 fois en 2006, 2008 et 2010. Et je compte y retourner. (...) Vous comprenez, je les ai
connu, je les ai aimés donc il faut ... ils ont au moins une personne qui ne les oublie pas ... Et
j'ai fait graver leur noms ... sur la tombe de leurs familles respectives ... (Kremmer
26/02/2012).
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The whole pilgrimage is an act of caring for dead comrades, and for
ancestors. Even those without relatives who were directly involved could be
seen as engaged in an act of caring, in the sense that they motivate their
journey by a desire to pay respect to the soldiers who were caught in this
“tragic history”. The interest for these pilgrimages can be put in parallel to
the growth of pilgrimages to battlefields, cemeteries and others sites related
to wars in the 1980s. Walter explains this phenomenon by the fact that the
veterans and their widows reached retirement, and enjoyed enough money
and time to undertake such trips. But the increased numbers of pilgrimages
tally also with the shift in approaches to death and bereavement. As Walter
has put it; “the dignified dying or bereaved person is no longer the one who
stoically declines to mention the subject, but the one who expresses their
feelings” (Walter 1993: 69). This shift also had an impact on the children of
the war generation, who began to feel that “rather than sweeping their loss
under the carpet as was done in the 1950s and in the 1960s” (Walter 1993:
69) they should go and visit the graves or the places where their parents were
during the war. When I asked the former POW René Breitel about his
motivation to undertake the journey to Tambov, he answered: “It is my son.
He told me „come on, Daddy, you have to go‟. Otherwise I don‟t know if I
would have gone. Because I was already … in 98 … 73 years old” (Breitel
28/4/2009).151

1.1 The commemorative script
The pilgrims are engaged with intensive remembering (e.g. with keeping the
forced enlisted soldiers in mind). The entire pilgrimage in itself is a
commemorative act, “an act arising out of a conviction, shared by a broad
community, that the moment recalled is both significant and informed by a
moral message” (Winter 2008: 62). The motto of the journeys is to
remember “ceux qui nous suppliaient de ne pas les oublier” (the one, who
begged us not to forget them). This motto sets the honorific tone that
prevailed throughout the journeys and articulates the solemn purpose of the
pilgrimages, e.g. to pay tribute to the Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts
who fell on the Eastern Front. Thus visiting and engaging with the legacy of
Tambov is a cultural and political statement as well as an act of
remembering. The pilgrim‟s agency is a clear challenge to the paradigm of
the French war remembrance, in which the experience of the AlsatianMosellan POWs could not be articulated. Indeed, as I pointed out in previous
151

C‟est mon fils. C‟est lui qui m‟a dit : « allez papa il faut y aller. Sinon je ne sais pas si j‟y
serai allé. Parce que j‟avais déjà ... en 98 … 73 ans (Breitel 28/4/2009).
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chapters, the war has been remembered and commemorated in the paradigm
of the national frame, in which the memories of the POWs could not be
expressed, since they did not conform to the heroic image of the French
resistance cultivated by official history. What is at stake here is the fact that
the winners of war write history and determine heritage. Above all, heritage
is almost inevitably about ‟good things, events and cultural and communal
pride in identity” (Smith 2006: 58). Furthermore, the heritage narrative of a
nation explicitly promotes the experience and values of elite social classes,
in which the experiences of ordinary soldiers of modest background do not
fit. Therefore, I suggest here that the pilgrims at Tambov are engaged in
showing to themselves and the world that they, too, can pay tribute to their
dead.
As an act of commemoration, pilgrimages offer a space in which the former
POWs as well as their descendants can remember and mourn the losses of
the war. It creates a space in which the pilgrims can address the memories
that still haunt them and confront the grief that some still feel. Remembering
is further intensified by taking place in the setting of a pilgrimage, and
through the social rituals which shape spaces for remembrance and
commemoration. Both Youth and Ancients pilgrimages are daily punctuated
with visits to a place related to the internment of the Alsatian/Mosellan
forced conscripts in the region. Each of the visited places is viewed as a
sacred destination for the pilgrimage, though the perception of the place as
shrine or holy place depends on the pilgrim‟s individual relationships to the
events and/or the place.
Five places can be viewed as sacred destinations for the pilgrimage.152
Amongst the five sites visited, three memorials are situated in the forest of
Rada, nearby the former prison camp 188: an international memorial site, the
French Square and the old French churchyard. The journeys are called
pilgrimages to Tambov for a practical reason, as none of the five places
visited during the pilgrimage is situated in the town of Tambov. The two
others sites visited are situated in the nearby towns of Kirsanov and
Morshansk. It is to the military hospital of Kirsanov, a town located 80 km
East of Tambov that the sick POWs were sent during the war. The
necropolis of Kirsanov, where a special area has been reserved for mass
graves, is visited every pilgrimage. The visit to Morshansk, a town situated
90 km North of Tambov where some POWs from the camp of Tambov were
152

According to Boris, one of my Russian informants, 18 memorials are erected on the
territory of the former prison camp in honour of the deceased POWs (Boris 26/8/2010) and
according to the official Soviet data, a total of 22,200 bodies of 42 different nationalities are
buried in the forest of Rada.
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sent, was first included in the program in 2010 because one of the pilgrims
had learnt that his father was buried in a nearby mass grave.

Picture 4: The necropolis of Kirsanov 2010. Picture: Association pèlerinage
Tambov

On the day of their arrival in Tambov, the participants in both the Youth and
Ancients pilgrimages are immediately taken to the forest of Rada. The first
stop is at the international site, a place dedicated to all the POWs who were
interned in prison camp 188.153 This site was chosen by the Russian
authorities for a practical reason as it is near a main road. On the site a huge
cross is standing in the middle and seven plates are placed at its bottom in a
semi-circle shape. The texts engraved on the plates are in different
languages: Russian, German, Austrian, French, Hungarian, Romanian and
Italian (relating to the nationalities of the men imprisoned in the area). In
addition, small crosses and stone poles are disseminated on the site here and
there in order to remind the visitor that this part of the forest is a huge mass
grave. A secular ceremony is held at the international memorial site on the
first day of the pilgrims' respective arrival. In 2008, when the Youth arrived
at the site, the Russian French-speaking girls in charge of the group, recited
poems on peace and a minute of silence was observed. The ceremonies
153

In the prison camp of Tambov were gathered POWs of many different nationalities over
the years: German, Austrian, Hungarian, Rumanian, Italian, Luxembourgian, British,
Japanese, Belgian and French (See Baty 2009 and 2011).
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taking place on the day of the Ancients‘ arrival were more structured and
solemn. Sermons and homilies were held by the two chaplains
accompanying the group of the Ancients. Again, the Russian girls recited
poems and a wreath was laid in front of the cross, symbolically by a Russian
girl and an Alsatian boy. Finally, a minute of silence closes the ceremony.

Picture 5: The International site 2010. Picture: Association pèlerinage Tambov

After the ceremony, the pilgrims often pay a short visit to the railway station
of Rada, the station where the POWs arrived and departed from the prison
camp. Since the whole prison camp 188 has been destroyed, the railway
station of Rada is the only physical witness of this period. When the railway
station had been renovated and repainted brown instead of blue, the pilgrims
were very disappointed. In the eyes of the pilgrims, the railway station
stands for authenticity.
The first-day tour is followed by a visit to the French Square. This memorial
site, especially dedicated to the French POWs, is located deeper in the forest
of Rada and is seen as the most important. The site is in fact composed of
two zones next to one another. The main zone features two rectangular stone
plates with each top corner cut in an opposing triangular shape. The plates
and the pedestal are made of pink sandstone and work as a symbolic
reference to the cathedral of Strasbourg, which is built in the same stone.
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Both plates point to and frame a big wooden cross. On the left plate, a text
engraved in the stone explains the reasons for the monument:
To the French of Alsace and Moselle forced to enlist despite the Law in the
German army from 1942 to 1945 who died in thousands in Tambov Rada in
the 188 camp named to reassemble the French when they were hoping to
rejoin the Allied forces.154

On the right plate, a map of Alsace/Moselle is embossed. The pedestal is
composed of 20 slabs with the name of cities of Alsace/Moselle inscribed on
them. Under each slab of stone, there is an urn with some earth from the
mentioned city.155 A footbridge crossing over a trench surrounding the area
is the access to the second zone. The area is a rectangular surface delimited
by trunks of wood and marks out a mass grave. Six couples of three smaller
white crosses are raised to signify to passers-by that this is a place of death.
Behind the small white crosses stands a big wooden doubled cross, i.e. two
parallel pillars joined by one horizontal pole. This double cross was designed
by the Alsatian artist Tomi Ungerer and represents the fate of
Alsace/Moselle during the war. The double cross corresponds to the reality
of those mourning the death of relatives, and deaths from two enemy armies
(those having died among French soldiers and those others among German
soldiers).156

154

The text is "Aux Français d‟Alsace et de Moselle incorporés de force au mépris du droit
dans l‟armée allemande de 1942 à 1945 qui périrent par milliers à Tambov Rada au camp 188
dit de rassemblement des Français alors qu‟ils espéraient rejoindre les forces alliées".
155

Ceremonies also took place in the towns of Alsace/Moselle when the urns were filled.

156

Reminder: The men of Alsace/Moselle were conscripted in the French army until 1940 and
in the German army from 1942. Some men were, however, part of the French army in exile in
1944 and 1945, as well as the 1500 men liberated from Tambov in 1944 who joined the
French troops in Alger via Tehran.
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Picture 6: The French Square 2010: the monument and the double cross.
Picture: Association Pèlerinage Tambov

This site was chosen, as I mentioned previously, in 1996 by the first pilgrims
to devote a particular place to the fate of the Alsatian/Mosellan POWs. In
this sense, the site can be seen as the shrine of the pilgrimage. Somehow the
visit to the French Square represents the emotional climax of the pilgrimage.
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Only one common commemorative ceremony is held at this site and it takes
place on the first day of the arrival of the Ancients and corresponds to the
last day of the Youth journey in Tambov. The Youth, as mentioned
previously, are also brought to the French Square on the day of their arrival,
but no ceremony memorialises the moment. On this occasion the Youth get
acquainted with the place and evaluate the work to be done during their stay
in Tambov. The purpose of the Youth pilgrimage is to make the site perfect
before the arrival of the so-called 'real' pilgrims: the pilgrims of the second
pilgrimage that gathers wives and/or children and close relatives of the
POWs.157

If the first day of the pilgrims‟ arrival follows the same pattern year after
years, the following days are not structured in the same way from one
journey to the other. In 2008, the participants of the Youth pilgrimage
dedicated the second, fourth and fifth days of their journeys to the work of
maintenance on the French Square. The work consisted of collecting leaves,
weeding, cleaning the ditches and paths, and cleaning the monuments. The
third day was devoted to a visit to Kirsanov and the last day was dedicated to
the reception of the Ancients and the common ceremonies.
The second Youth pilgrimage (2010) was slightly different, as some
participants had planned in advance to visit Stalingrad (Volgograd).158
Consequently the usual program, i.e. the visit of the international memorial
site, the French Square, Kirsanov and the work of maintenance had to be
compressed in the remaining days. Furthermore in 2010, the cleaning up of a
new site was added to the maintenance of the French Square. It turned out to
be the old French cemetery. The Russians in charge of the group made us
clean a new site on which several mass graves could be discerned. The
participants did not understand the motive of this surplus of work until the
arrival of the Ancients. Indeed after the common commemoration at the
French Square, two participants of the pilgrimage were shown the specific
place where their father and godfather were buried.

157

The 'real' pilgrimage gathers the first and second generation affected by the events at the
difference of the so-called Youth pilgrimage gathering the third generation.
158

Two nights by bus and one day in the city.
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Picture 7: The old French cemetery 2010. Picture: Association pèlerinage
Tambov

The pilgrimage of the Ancients included more or less the same activities as
the pilgrimages of the Youth with the exception of the maintenance work.
Nevertheless, the presence of two chaplains gave the ceremonies an
ecumenical dimension and, especially, a much more religious dimension
through prayers, sermons, cross-signings, etc. As I mentioned previously, the
first day of the Ancients arrival is dedicated to commemorative ceremonies,
with the Youth‟s pilgrims, one at the international site and another at the
French Square. The day after, while the Youth pilgrims headed to Moscow,
the Ancients went to Kirsanov, where a ceremony was held in the churchyard
for the POWs who died at the military hospital. On the afternoon of the third
day, a French-Russian ecumenical ceremony was held in the catholic church
of Tambov.159 On the fourth day, the group went for the first time to
Morshansk, a town situated 90 km North of Tambov, where some POWs
were sent during the war. On this occasion, the pilgrims were invited to join
the Russian commemorative ceremony for the end of World War II (the end
of the war in the Pacific Ocean, 2 September). During the fifth and last day a
final visit to the sites in the forest of Rada was organised.
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The majority of the churches in Tambov are orthodox. The Catholic church, which had
long been forbidden during the Soviet era, was renovated in the year 2000. Since most of the
pilgrims are Catholic or Protestant, an ecumenical mass is held in the Catholic church in the
presence of the Russian Catholic priest and the French Catholic and Protestant chaplains.
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1.2 To let the past matter
Although the pilgrims were not moved in the same ways by the events of
World War II or that of the 188 camp, they undertook the journeys because
something of significance to them, either as individuals or as a group, drew
them together. While some participants are bearers of direct memories of the
events, others are bearers of postmemories (Hirsch 2001), but they, as a
group, indicate an effort to give sense to the past in the situation of their
collective present.
In Tambov, the public commemorations function as a matrix of activity,
through which the pilgrims express a collective shared knowledge of the
past, on which their sense of unity is based. The claim being dramatised and
asserted here is We Alsatians/Mosellans are 'One people' through time and
space, sharing a single and common identity and destiny. The participation
in the common rituals and ceremonies of the pilgrimage is an occasion in
which axiomatic symbols, being an Alsatian/Mosellan, are activated and
used to fuse disparate domains of experience, to dramatise an 'imagined'
version of them and to provide them with a sense of individual and collective
continuity (see Myerhoff and Moore 1977: 218). Symbolic tools are used to
sustain the claim: the Alsatian language is spoken or sung and the Alsatian
and Mosellan flags are exhibited. It is nevertheless worth noting that
different 'styles' of commemoration are activated during the pilgrimages,
oscillating between religious or military profane rituals, between local
(French) or global traditions of commemoration. Sometimes, the genre is not
determined in advance and the Youth in 2008, for instance, did not know
how to react after the speech of the Russian representatives at Kirsanov.
Since the head of the administration of Kirsanov wondered why we were not
singing the Marseillaise (French national anthem), we eventually did. But,
the singing of the Marseillaise, proposed by some of the Youth, was
considered out of place on the occasion of the Ancients' arrival at the French
Square. It seems, furthermore, that there has been a constant hesitation about
which identity to emphasise. Should the French or the Alsatian/Mosellan
identity be put forward? I was told of an interesting incident which had
happened some years earlier among the Youth and the Ancients regarding the
same matter. The Youth organising the ceremony at the French Square hung
the Alsatian and the Mosellan flags and other regional symbolic markers on
the site, elements which were not appreciated by the former POWs present.
These elements were inappropriate because these former POWs had strived
all their lives to be recognised as French citizens, victims of Nazism. This
does not mean that they rejected their regional identity but highlighted their
'Frenchness'. In contrast, the second and especially the third generations,
disappointed by the non-recognition of their fathers and grandfathers
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suffering, withdrew into regionalism. This withdrawal into regionalism can
be explained by the fact that the desire for integration had not been satisfied.
Accordingly, the pilgrimage functions as a means to help participants to
position themselves in their family and their community, as well as in their
cultural, social and physical world. Cécile Bossong‟s motivation to
undertake the journey is noteworthy:
My grandfather is Alsatian and I am born in Strasbourg. I feel at home here in
Alsace. It is a part of the Alsatian history and thus of my history … I am
looking for my roots. (…) I want to understand the problem about the
Alsatian's identity, the love/hate relationship with the Germans, the problem
with the extreme right movement in Alsace. (…) So why Tambov? Because I
wanted to get some insight in what happened in Alsace during the war, I
wanted to understand the rift between France and Germany, but also to
understand how it felt to have been French, German, French … for the people
who went through the last century. I think that these people already
represented Europe, since they already had – despite themselves –a double
identity and for me, they would have been the best representatives of Europe.
But I also understand that amongst the families war has created sufferings,
and with the glazes of the others … incomprehension. (…) So why Tambov?
Because this past questions me, I feel concerned and … I went to Tambov and
then to Oradour … to compare … I wanted to be able to feel both … The
Alsatian memory is in the Limousin … and the Alsatian memory is also in
Tambov. At both places, there are monuments, but at one place, in Tambov,
they are beloved and at the second place they are hated … I needed to have a
look at both parts and to get different point of view, I wanted to meet people
who were trapped in their blindness out of hate and people who were blind out
of victimisation … (Bossong 28/02/2012).160
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Mon grand-père est Alsacien et je suis née à Strasbourg. Je me sens chez moi ici en
Alsace. C'est une partie de l'histoire alsacienne donc de mon histoire ... Je cherche mes
racines. (...) Je voulais comprendre les dérives identitaires de l'Alsace, les relations
d'amour/haine qu'il y a quelquefois avec les Allemands, le problème de l'extrême droite en
Alsace. (...) Alors pourquoi Tambov? Parce que je voulais comprendre ce qui s'est passé en
Alsace pendant la guerre, Je voulais comprendre le déchirement entre la France et
l'Allemagne, mais aussi de comprendre ce que ça fait d'avoir été Français, Allemand, Français
... pour les personnes qui ont traversé le siècle dernier. J'ai trouvé que ces personnes
représentaient déjà l'Europe car ils avaient - malgré-eux - déjà une double identité et pour
moi, ils auraient été les plus beaux représentants de l'Europe. Mais je comprends que dans les
familles la guerre a crée des douleurs, et avec le regard des autres ... de l'incompréhension.
(...) Alors pourquoi Tambov? Parce que toute cette histoire m'interpelle, je me sens vraiment
concernée et ... je suis allée à Tambov et ensuite à Oradour ... pour comparer ... J'avais envie
de pouvoir sentir les deux ... la mémoire alsacienne elle est dans le Limousin ... et la mémoire
alsacienne est à Tambov. Sur ces deux lieux, il y a des monuments, mais sur un lieu, à
Tambov, ils sont chéris, et dans l'autre lieu, à Oradour, ils sont haïs ... J'avais besoin de faire
le tour des deux et d'avoir des avis différents, je voulais côtoyer des gens qui étaient dans leur
aveuglement haineux et d'autres dans leur aveuglement de victimisation ... (Bossong
28/02/2012).
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In this quote Cécile clearly expresses that her motive to undertake a journey
to Tambov was to understand her identity and to connect to her own
heritage.161 She expresses here a desire for emotional involvement, a need to
get in touch with history in a deeper, affective and personal way. This
impulse for personal emotional involvement in the past and identity
construction was identified as key factors for visiting heritage sites.162
Heritage is without any doubt about a sense of place (Smith 2006: 75). The
participation in the pilgrimage enables pilgrims to place themselves on a
temporal and a spatial level. At the temporal level, it provides an individualbiographical continuity (the individual‟s sense of unity as a person), and a
collective – historical continuity (the sense of being 'One people' on the part
of the whole group). The pilgrimage helps participants to create a sense of
place (spatial level): their place as Alsatians/Mosellans in the French nation,
their place as an individual in their own family, and their place in their
cultural, social and physical world. Here the pilgrimages as commemorative
rituals serve not only to “reaffirm community but also to narrow and bound
it” (Verdery 1999: 108). Furthermore, to embark on a pilgrimage is a way to
reassess the place of one's ancestors in history (temporal level) and to ‟revise
national genealogies, inserting the person as an ancestor more centrally into
the lineage of honoured forebears” (Verdery 1999: 105).
In other words, during the ceremonies people are engaged with the
legitimisation of the power of their social identities (Smith 2006: 45).
Beyond this background, the agency of the participant in the pilgrimage can
be seen as a claim from the 'excluded of history' (or person feeling excluded)
against the state, which is pictured as the 'winner of history'. Given that the
death of a friend, a brother, a husband or a father during war could not be
framed as a 'death for France' in the official commemorative narratives, new
meanings needed to be found in order to give sense to the death of these
men. During the 2008 and 2010 ceremonies, the dead POWs could not be
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The importance of pilgrimage as a means of discovering one's cultural roots and finding a
sense of identity has been put forward by Ian Reader in his study of Japanese pilgrimages to
Shikoku (See Reader 1987).
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See Gatewood & Camerion 2003, Poria 2003, Reichel & Biran 2006, Buzinde & Santos
2008, Prentice & Andersen 2007.
Scholars such as Gatewood and Cameron (2003: 67) use the term numen impulse to describe
this impulse for personal emotional involvement. They distinguish three features: (1) deep
engagement and/or transcendence (losing the sense of time passing, intense concentration,
feeling mentally transported, and flow) (2), empathy (imagining earlier people's thoughts,
feelings, and experiences, imagining hardships and suffering, and a feel for the time); (3) awe
or reverence (being on hallowed ground, spiritual communion with objects, a feeling of being
on a pilgrimage and in the presence of something holy).
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portrayed along the line of those that were sacrificed for a homeland.
Through the speeches and the sermons the concept of suffering „without a
cause‟ emerged and the POWs, who died „for nothing‟, became the
'sacrificed of Alsace/Moselle'. Initially, death was understood as a „sacrifice
for the family‟ (given the fact that withdrawal from enlistment would have
meant reprisals for their families). The notion of 'sacrifice for the family' was
then extended to that of a sacrifice made by the Alsatian/Mosellan societies,
which in its turn became a debt for the Alsatians/Mosellans to commemorate
their sacrifice. The use of the regionalist tropes of suffering and sacrifice
engage deep feelings. As Verdery pointed out: “When it can be said of a
dead person that, like Christ, he suffered – for the faith, for the nation, for
the cause – then that gives his corpse both sanctity and a basis for empathic
identification” (Verdery 1999: 114).
With regards to the ceremonies, it must be remembered that the act of
commemoration is the performance and the materialisation of a consensus,
"an agreed interpretation of the past linked to shared views of the present"
(Burke 2010: 108), and that only a particular chosen part of the past will be
highlighted. As a matter of fact, the focus is drawn to the Alsatian/Mosellan
forced conscripts in the German army and imprisoned in the camp of
Tambov. The fact that some POWs might have enlisted voluntarily in the
German army is not mentioned. Furthermore, nothing is said about former
POWs who watched over their countrymen and consequently enjoyed a
better treatment. Also not mentioned is the fact that some POWs had
'softened' their captivity period by collaborating with the Soviet authorities.
These men enlisted in special schools to propagate communism after the
war. Since ceremonies are 'commemorations', e.g. collaborative acts of recall
or recollection (Burke 2010: 107), the focuses during the ceremonies are
clearly directed on the Alsatians/Mosellans as victims. Furthermore, it has to
be mentioned that neither is any special attention addressed to the French
POWs gathered at the camp of Tambov before the arrival of the
Alsatian/Mosellan POWs. Indeed, some French prisoners, as well as British
and Belgian soldiers interned in German prison camps in East-Prussia or
Pomerania were sent to Tambov when the Nazi camps were taken over by
the Red Army.163 The ceremonies do not take up the fate of the French
prisoners from the Charlemagne mission (an anti-Bolshevik brigade active
on the Eastern Front) gathered in the camp of Tambov either. Consequently,
the distinction between the different sorts of French prisoners and their fates
at the prison camp is blurred. The statements made during the ceremonies or
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According to Baty, in June 1941 when Nazi Germany attacked the USSR, about 250
Western soldiers were present in the camp. Among the 218 French prisoners was the French
Lieutenant Boissieu, de Gaulle's future son-in-law (see Baty 2011: 71).
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the story pilgrims speak out to themselves, are performative, they somehow
enable the creation of another reality. As Burke suggests:
Commemorations are rituals which 'canonise' particular events, in the sense of
giving them a sacred or exemplary quality, making them 'historic' as well as
historical. They tell a story, present a 'grand narrative', or make it grand by
performing it. They reconstruct history or 're-collect' or 're-member' it in the
sense of practicing bricolage, assembling fragments of the past into new
patterns (Burke 2010: 107).

For Smith, remembering is “an active process in which the past is both
collectively and individually negotiated and reinterpreted, not only through
the experiences of the present but also the needs of the present” (Smith 2006:
58). The pilgrimages to Tambov are performative occasions during which
pilgrims reaffirm their collective identity and present a selected and
consensual interpretation of the past events within the context of the present.
Commemorations are deeply communal and communalising activities. As
Casey pointed out, "Whenever commemorating occurs, a community arises.
Not only is something communal being honoured, but the honouring itself is
a communal event, a collective engagement" (Casey 2000: 235).

1.3 To mourn the loss of war
Pilgrimages are performative experiences which involve the entire human
sensorium. The ceremonies taking place on the memorial sites not only
represent the most ritualised part of the pilgrimage, but they also create a
moment when the collective grief is the most tangible and explicit.
Both secular and religious patterns of commemorations are activated here as
is often the case in the context of military ceremonies. The secular aspect
could be observed during the ceremony which took place on the
International site, where some symbolic components are exhibited: flags,
wreaths with tricolour flowers (blue, white and red representing the colour of
the French flag), guard of honour, minute of silence in the honour of the
dead POWs, “as if to mimic the sealed silence of death itself” (Casey 2000:
227) and the laying of a wreath by an Alsatian young man and a Russian
young woman, symbolically embodying the perdurance of the
commemoration. For the ceremony taking place at the French Square, both
military and religious components were included.164 In those cases, the
chosen form of the commemoration is tied to the ways wars are remembered
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Myerhoff would have called it a nonce ritual, which she defines as "a complex ceremony,
parts of which are sacred and parts secular, parts unique improvisations (openings) and parts
stable, recurrent and fixed (closed)" (Myerhoff and Moore 1977: 200-201).
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and commemorated within the national frame. We can see how the religious
imaginary or the rituals are in dialogue with the genre of journeys to
battlefields, cemeteries and war graves. As Lloyd points out, in the process
of remembering and commemorating the dead and the war, the sacred
emerges and is in tension with the profane: “Pilgrimages merged the secular
rhetoric of service to the State with the religious language of sacrifice”
(Lloyd 1998: 173). Indeed, the ritual practices in Tambov reveal the intimate
relation between the sacred and the profane. Nevertheless, even when a short
religious service is held during the commemorative ceremonies, the event is
less a religious experience than an emotional catharsis. The ceremony held
on the International site in 2008 clearly shows how the participants became
commemorators, bound together by the common aim of honouring the
deceased.
When the Catholic chaplain started his sermon, he began with the symbolic
age of 18 years, which is not only the age of national service but also, as he
stressed, the age of all dreams. He went on by reminding the congregation
that the men buried in the forest of Rada died alone, without the presence of
their relatives and far away from their fatherland. The underlying message
there was that the notion of a 'good death' is incompatible with the fact of
dying alone, prematurely and far from home. Rather, good death is
associated with the presence of a relative or at least the idea that “the dead
person is in the Highest hand” or the feeling that “time has come” (see
Robben 2010: 5). The notion of 'good death' is especially important for the
bereaved relatives, to whom it soothes the sorrow and grief (Peltonen 2007:
172). To emphasise the message, two poems were read: We were 18 years
old ... or a little more by André Bechtel and Deportee by Jacqueline Lorich.
Excerpt from Bechtel's poem:
We were 18 years old, or a little more,
We loved life, noise, and even a little more,
We loved our home, our village, and even a little more, (…)
We loved our fathers, mothers, and much more, (…)
But They broke our dreams, hopes and much more,
They took our joy, our hope, and much more, (…)
Some came back … They were 20 years old, or a little more,
They had lost an arm, a leg, and much more,
And the other, a thousand or so, never came back,
They stayed there, at Stalingrad, at Tambov, in the heart of the vast
Russian steppe, (…)
We should remember them much more, (…)
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First verse of Leriche's poem:
No, you are not dead, You, who never came back,
From camps and prisons, from obscures fortress,
Young trees moved down at the dawn of all promises,
No, You are not dead, You, dear Brothers

Ritual and text are here combined in the effort to promote participation,
enabling the mourners to feel at one with the deceased. Both poems call
upon commemorators to identify themselves with the dead POWs, and
function as a catharsis in the release of strong emotions: “all eyes were
facing the ground; everybody was avoiding eye contact with each other. It
seemed that everyone was about to cry” (Field notes 30/08/2010). The
pathos of the poems swept over the audience and triggered the regrets that
the young lives of the dead POWs were cut off before they could even begin.
Here we are confronted with what Reader called “some nostalgic yearnings
for what has been, as much as for what was: what has been lost is not an
imagined past, but an imagined future” (Reader and Walter 1993: 232). As
Walter put it, grief for an unknown father, for a brother, for a friend or a
fiancé is not grief for “a mythological version of what was, but grief for what
might have been; grief not for a lost past, but for a lost future” (Walter 1993:
70).
What is important to note here is that the ceremonies provide the bereaved
with an opportunity to confront their sense of loss. My suggestion here is
that the ceremonies at the French Square provide the pilgrims with the
opportunity to give a symbolic sepulchre to the ones who died there. Hence
the ceremonies in the forest of Rada could be seen as a re-enactment of the
burial process. As Ricœur pointed out, the sepulchre is not only a place set
apart in our cities, called a cemetery, but it also represents the act of burying
in itself: “The sepulchre remains because the gesture of burying remains; its
path is the very path of mourning that transforms the physical absence of the
lost object into an inner presence. The sepulchre as the material place thus
becomes the enduring mark of mourning, the memory-aid of the act of
sepulchre” (Ricœur 2005: 366).
"The dead must be somewhere", states the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy in
Partir – Le départ (2011: 44). Proper burying is a prerequisite for the
memory of the dead in our world view. As the anthropologist Johanna
Dahlin (2012) shows in her thesis, war is not finished until the last fallen
soldier is buried. Thus Dahlin examines a voluntary search movement in
Russia which is looking for remains of missing soldiers in action in the
woods and bogs of the Kirov district nearby St. Petersburg and is reburying
them properly. It is through a belated funeral in this case that war is brought
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to an end. As Aleida Assmann argues, “it is precisely this cultural and
religious duty of laying the dead to rest that is so shockingly disrupted after
periods of excessive violence” (Assmann 2011: 21). Yet, a human being's
passage on earth is annihilated when s/he is refused a place of sepulchre or at
least a ritual through which the place and time of her/his departure is
attested. As a matter of fact, the act of throwing away in a mass grave or
leaving human beings in the anonymity of a communal grave is a powerful
statement: it erases/blots out their passage in life. This is the reason why
relatives and next of kin engage in identification of the victims‟ bodies after
catastrophes (earthquakes, tsunamis, flight crash). This process attests that
“she or he has lived and is dead”. The refusal of this last homage to a human
being is, as Nancy pinpoints, to steal his/her death.
The fallen on the Eastern Front, who died in the prison camp of Tambov, in
other prison camps, or somewhere else in the immensity of the former
USSR, did not receive any funeral. In this sense their passage in life is
erased. The fact that the deserters were declared 'missing in action' (MIA) by
the German authority, a fact well known by the family, did not help the
families in their mourning process, since they kept hoping that the MIAs
would reappear from their Soviet captivity (the last POW came back in
1955). This hope of an eventual return postponed and complicated the
families' mourning.165 What is important to note here is that the ceremonies
provide the bereaved with the opportunity to confront death. Hence, the
ceremonies provide the bereaved families with a space to come to terms with
the past; they can be seen as a substitute for the missing funerals. Funerals
create an audience of „mourners‟ and serve both to create and to reorder
community.
After the ceremony on the International site, all the pilgrims and the Russian
people left, to take the buses to the French memorial place. The journey to the
French Square was difficult since only one bus at a time could make it up on
the uneven trail. The Youth participants (Russian and French) were
transported first in order to allow for last minute arrangements before the
arrival of the “real” pilgrims. French, Alsatian and Mosellan flags were
rapidly hung on trees. All the Youth, Russian and French people alike, rushed
to align themselves in two opposing ranks along the side of the path leading to
the monument. When the “real” pilgrims arrived, they solemnly went through
this guard of honour and gathered together in front of the monument. When
everybody stood in front of the monument the president of the association
welcomed the pilgrims. Her voice was quivering. The speech was very
emotional as she was herself very moved by the fact that her grandchild was
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For a discussion about the soldiers missing in action in the Soviet context see Dahlin 2012:
11.
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present among the younger group.166 The faces were hard or in tears. The fact
that a mass was to take place helped the audience hold up. The focus quickly
turned to the priests, who then invited the pilgrims to cross themselves. The
Catholic chaplain began and read two psalms. He pleaded for peace and
acknowledged that forgiveness is not easy but necessary. A poem was then
read in Alsatian. This poem was sent to the association with a request that it
should be read out loud in front of the memorial. The people around me could
not hold back. A young Russian girl read a religious poem in French on the
“Immaculate virgin” and Genadiĭ, a former professor of French at the
University of Tambov, sang the “Ave Maria” in Latin. At this point,
everybody was moved to tears and the chaplains once more helped the
audience to pull themselves together in suggesting a closing song. After the
service the pilgrims dispersed across the site. Some pilgrims wandered around
in lonely meditation, nursing their grief in solitude, others talked in groups,
relying on others pilgrims‟ emotional support ... People behaved religiously.
Some seem lost in their own thoughts, contemplating ... venting deep
emotions (Fieldwork 30/08/2010).

Here, the different stages which structure the commemorative process move
the pilgrims towards and then out of the emotional highlights (see also
Walter 1993: 82). First of all, the guard of honour directs the movement of
the Ancients pilgrims towards the shrine, e.g. the monument. The pilgrims‟
attention is rapidly caught by the speech of the president of the organisation.
During the speech, the pilgrims become more and more overwhelmed by
their emotions. Their focus is soon recaptured by the two chaplains and
channelled by a religious ritual, a mass. The sign-crossing, a familiar ritual
for most of the participants, helps the bereaved to reframe their attention to
the religious ritual. After the religious service, the empathic speeches and
songs articulated by the Russian people present put the pilgrims in an
emotional state again. The singing of a song, which closes the ceremony,
provides the bereaved with a momentary space to move out of their
overwhelming emotional state. After having crossed themselves the pilgrims
disperse on the site for individual contemplation and private ceremonies
(take or scatter earth, take some pictures with symbolic items).
For Sheff, rituals perform a vital function, e.g. “the appropriate distancing of
emotion”, since they provide a frame to discharge a recurring emotional
distress (Sheff 1977: 488). Sheff sees rituals as a distanced re-enactment of
situations of emotional distress that are virtually universal in a given culture.
The ceremony is a regulated emotional catharsis, which provides a context
that is “both a psychologically enabling and a socially acceptable occasion
for repeated catharsis” (Sheff 1977: 488). As in a funeral, which the
ceremony recreates, the words cannot express what is felt. The feelings are
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Since Marianne Blum is the daughter of a forced conscript (second generation), her own
grandchild become the fourth generation.
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expressed through the ritual. Beyond the formal ceremony with sermons,
poems and the formal laying of a wreath, the ritual is taken over privately by
the individual mourner. If each pilgrim as an individual has its own personal
objective, which culminates with the realisation of the pilgrimage itself, the
pilgrimage also creates a group climax during the commemorative
ceremonies. Rituals are unique in that they meet individual and collective
needs simultaneously. Throughout the ritual, individuals are given the
opportunity to discharge accumulated distress and to create social solidarity
in the process (Sheff 1977: 489).
As I have shown hitherto, commemoration is an embodied ritual action, but
pilgrimage is also a spatial activity. The physical dimension of the journey is
of particular importance.

2 The emplacement of memory
2.1 Memory space
There is an intimate relationship between memory and place. As Casey
pinpoints, memory is itself place-oriented or place-supported.
Only consider how often a memory is either of a place itself (e.g. of one's
childhood home) or of an event or person in a place; and, conversely, how
unusual it is to remember a placeless person or an event not stationed in some
specific locale (Casey 2000: 183).

Furthermore, memory itself is "a place wherein the past can revive and
survive; it is a place for places” (Casey 2000: 187). As a matter of fact,
places furnish convenient points of attachment for memories and offer an
emplacement from which past experiences can be recollected.
The importance of the place is due to its character as holder of the past
events: cracks in the soil and mounds of earth attest the presence of a mass
grave, for instance (see also Dahlin 2012: 150). The traceability of the place
is made possible thanks to nature. As Cécile Bossong noticed, it is as if
nature pointed out the place and is the place at the same time. As a matter of
fact, the place where the wooden barracks fell was blanketed with flowers …
the wood became compost. Further bones and corpses, as material objects,
are indisputably there: “Bodies have the advantage of concreteness that
nonetheless transcends time, making past immediately present” (Verdery
1999: 27). During my conversation with Philippe Kraemer, a participant of
the Youth pilgrimage, the issue of the bones and skeleton was raised:
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Florence: When we were at the French Square, while we were working with
our hands on the mass graves, did you think about the fact that there were
bones under us?
Philippe: Yes, I did ... we knew that there were bones and that people were
buried there, but it was the day when we found bones ...
Florence: It was the second day, wasn‟t it? The first day, we didn‟t see any,
did we? I remember because I was a bit worried about digging up bones …
the soil was so loose, it was very sandy … it was moving so much, so when
we were digging up roots, I was afraid of digging out bones …
Philippe: Yes, it eventually happened. But the second day, we discovered a
grave that had been vandalised … Some people had dug a hole in the soil, no
one from the group … there was a hole and we filled up the hole again … it
did not disturb me so much … maybe because we were working in a cemetery
… maybe we didn‟t pay so much attention … I didn‟t feel uncomfortable
(Kraemer 23/4/2011).167

The place becomes a memory holder. As Casey pointed out, "place holds in
by giving to memories an authentically local habitation: by being their placeholder” (Casey 2000: 189). It is in this property that place makes memorial
sites and has an effect on the visitors. The past permeates the site and many
pilgrims confessed that the thought of standing on the ground where men
had died was an overwhelming experience. As the human geographer, Tuan
suggested, “What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place when we
endow it with value” (Tuan 1977: 6). Place and space are notoriously
difficult concepts to define. For the purpose of this study, I use the term
space to refer to the three dimensional coordinates of things (height, depth
and width) within which all things exist and move. Yet, when the term space
is not used in a metaphorical sense, it is viewed as the realm in which
physical and intangible processes flow through. The term place is seen here
as a particular space that has meaning. This does not mean that place is only
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Florence: Quand on était au Carré Français, qu'on travaillait avec nos mains sur les fosses
communes, tu pensais au fait qu'il y avait des ossements en dessous ?
Philippe: Ben oui, bien sur ... on savait qu'il y avait des ossements, qu'il y avait des gens
enterrés, mais en fait c'est le jour où on a trouvé des os ...
Florence: C'était le deuxième jour, non? Le premier on n'en a pas vu, n'est-ce pas? Je m'en
rappelle parce que je craignais de déterrer des os … Le sol est tellement meuble, c'est du sable
... ça bouge tellement alors quand on sortait les racines, j'avais peur de ressortir des os ...
Philippe: Oui, ça arrivait. Mais le deuxième jour, on a découvert une fosse qui avait été
saccagée ... Un trou avait été creusé, mais pas par des gens du groupe ... il y avait un trou et
on l‟a rebouché ... Mais bon ça m'a pas tellement dérangé ... peut-être parce qu'on travaillait
sur un cimetière ... peut-être qu'on faisait abstraction ... je me suis pas senti mal-à-l'aise
(Kraemer 23/4/2011).
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a physical „container‟. Yet, place is the most fundamental form of bodily
experience: “Given that we are never without perception, the existence of
this dialectic means that we are never without emplaced experiences. It
signifies as well that we are not only in places but of them” (Casey 1996:
19).
Since one is never outside culture (Casey 1996), it is the people visiting the
site who charge the landscape and place with meanings. This means also as
Verdery suggested that “the significance of corpses has less to do with their
concreteness than with how people think about them”. The former POW,
Arthur Keller while recalling his first pilgrimage to Tambov, told me, “It
was as if we could sense the dead's presence in the branches, the hedge, it
was as if the trees sensed”168 (Keller 19/5/2009). Yet, the meanings inscribed
in the site by the visitors are historically contingent, they are “the product of
a particular set of historical forces and circumstances” (McKenna and Ward
2007: 145). Théo Schneider‟s reflection concurs with the assumption that
place is generative.
Concretely I expected to see more. I expected to see the hold of the camp, the
barracks … When I arrived in the forest, I tried to immerse myself in the
atmosphere … I tried to think about what happened at that particular spot,
even if there was nothing physically left that could enable me to visualise … I
remember that I was thinking that my grandfather had been there some 60
years ago and that he really had a harsh time there. It upset me at the time … I
am not mystical but to be on that particular spot … even if there is nothing
left, you are on the spot … it can‟t be explained, it is a feeling … there are no
relics left, but you know it was this forest, these trees … it really affected me
… And also to see the Ancients crying … all these people who are doing the
journey after all these years, all these years … You had heard of Tambov …
Tambov, Tambov … and finally you are on the spot … (Schneider 13/4/2001)
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Several authors have pointed out the power of the natural environment in
creating a sensory experience. Seaton speaks about the “auratic quality”
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C‟est comme si on pouvait sentir la présence des morts à travers les branchages, les haies,
c‟est comme si les arbres sentaient (Keller 19/5/2009).
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Concrètement je pensais qu'on verrait un peu plus de chose. Ben, je pensais qu'on verrait
un peu l'emprise du camp, les baraquements ... Quand je suis arrivé dans cette forêt, je me suis
imprégné de l‟ambiance ... j'ai essayé de réfléchir à tout ce qui s'est passé à cet endroit là,
même s'il n‟y avait pas physiquement des choses qui auraient pu me permettre de visualiser
… Je me souviens que j‟ai pensé que mon grand-père a été là il y a près de 60 ans et qu'il en a
chié à mort. C'est vrai que ca m'a fait quelque chose sur le coup ... Je ne suis pas quelqu‟un de
mystique, mais d‟être sur le lieu même … même s'il y a plus rien, tu es sur l'endroit ... ça
s'explique pas, c'est un ressentiment ... Il n‟y a plus une relique mais tu sais que c'était cette
forêt là, ces arbres là ... ça m'a vachement marqué ... Et aussi de voir les Anciens qui
pleuraient ... tout ce monde qui se déplace après toutes ces années, toutes ces années ...Tu
entends parler de Tambov ... Tambov, Tambov ... et là tu y es ... (Schneider 13/4/2011)
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(2009a: 96) of a site while the human geographer, John Agnew (1987),
speaks about “a sense of place” to refer to the subjective and emotional
attachment people have to a place. Geoffrey Bird, referring to the geographer
Tom Mels, links the sense of place “to the geography of rhythms, a
resonance fostered from the significance of a place, the interconnecting of
sensory feelings from the experience – seeing, smelling, touching, tasting
and hearing – to meanings associated with the human condition (Bird 2013:
170). Pilgrims are undoubtedly affected by the site and sense some kind of
imagined presence of those who are not physically there, “some kind of
sacred electric charge about the place” (Bell 1997: 822). The place is what
the sociologist Michael Mayerfeld Bell (1997: 813) describes as a
“landscape of ghosts”.170 Ghosts are not seen here as scary spirits of
unsettled dead but in the broader sense of “a felt presence – an anima, geist,
or genius – that possesses and gives a sense of social aliveness to a place”
(Bell 1997: 815). But as Bell pinpoints, the ghosts of a place should not be
reduced to mere memories, but should rather be conceived as presences,
which appear to us “as spirits of temporal transcendence, of connection
between past and future” (Bell 1997: 816).
Above all, recollection thrives on places. “It is in my presence”, wrote
Casey, that a place “releases these memories, which belong as much to the
place as to my brain or body” (Casey 1996: 25). As a matter of fact, places
are congealed scenes for remembered contents, and as such they serve to
retrieve memory, as attested by Ernest Nussbaum's obsession throughout the
whole pilgrimage to go once more to the place where he had been working
during his detention during World War II. On the very last day of our stay
the Russian staff helped him find the sawmill.
Departure. Four people accompany Ernest Nussbaum in the car: Boris, Karina
(translator), a close friend to the survivor (to take pictures), and myself. First
we drive 30 km from Tambov to a place where a sawmill was in action during
WWII. It could be the place. Ernest Nussbaum remembers that it took half a
day drive to reach the place. Expectation … The end of the trip is difficult
since it necessitates slaloms to avoid huge pot-holes. Boris goes on repeating
that the place had certainly changed and that Ernest Nussbaum won‟t be able
to recognise it. Nussbaum, for his part, is very aware of this fact but wants to
see the place once more. After the trip it turns out that this place is not the
right one. (…)
We set on again. I am a little bit afraid that Boris will give up as he mentioned
that the place he thought of could well be situated in a military zone. If that
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For instance when we visit a museum or the house of a famous person, we are told where
the person lived, slept and so on. Somehow we are acquainted during the visit to the ghost of
the person.
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was the case he warned us that we would only be able to have a quick look
from a distance.
After a while, we stop in front of an “Izba” (small wooden house). And there,
miracle ... Ernest Nussbaum says that the place looks familiar and then that it
is the place! We go around the house. Goats and hens are walking freely in the
huge enclosed garden. Boris tells us that an old woman used to live in the
house, but that given her age she is probably dead by now. In fact she is alive!
Alexandra Stepanova came out of the house putting a shawl on her head.
Nussbaum is very moved. The translator tries to explain the situation.
Alexandra Stepanova, 85 years old and Ernest Nussbaum, 86 years old sit
down on the stairs in front of the house. Ernest Nussbaum asks questions to
Alexandra Stepanova, Karina translates. Nussbaum takes her hand in his and
strokes her head. He remembers and Alexandra confirms. Yes, there was an
older man during the war who had hurt his leg and constructed his own
crutches. His name was Piotr. Nussbaum tells her that he has nice memories
of his time in the sawmill. He remembers going mushroom picking and being
treated to a delicious meal by the Russians. He also remembers that one day
he was allowed with fellow prisoners to leave the sawmill in order to attend a
wedding in a nearby village. He remembers that the sawmill functioned with
steam. He said that one day his leg hurt so much that he was not able to work.
The Russian commissioner exempted him from the heavy work of tree felling.
Instead he was made to help a young woman feed the boiler. He also
remembered that when he was released he gave his warm black coat to the
woman … Alexandra Stepanova nods in agreement. Yes, she said she knew
the girl … She says that she was there with her sister. Confusion …
Nussbaum finally understands that the young girl he worked with at the time
was Alexandra‟s sister. The situation was even more touching (Field notes
day 11, 2010).

It is on the occasion of his third pilgrimage to Tambov that Ernest Nussbaum
was at last able to visit the site where he had been working during the war.
The memory of his work at the sawmill had faded away with the years. By
physically being at this place once again, he could refresh and re-emplace his
past experiences. The scholar in geography, Stephen Legg, suggests that
“experiences of space are vital for locating and provoking memories that are
often identified solely with the body” (Legg 2005: 499). In a sense, the 'visit'
to the place of internment provides the former inmates with the opportunity
of reviving the memory trace of this event and to recollect in the present the
experience that has been long silenced, or even, suppressed. Casey‟s
assumption that place subtends memory, being the ground and resource, the
location and scene of the remembering we do in common is proved real here
(Casey 1996: 25ff).
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Picture 8: At the sawmill 2010. Picture: Brigitte Florian

Nussbaum‟s visit was also a way of re-emplacing the experience in the
present and of reappropriating it. As a matter of fact, the former POWs are
linked to their past experiences through place and body. As Casey suggested,
the intimate relationship between memory and place is realised through the
lived body: “As psycho-physical in status, the lived body puts us in touch
with the psychical aspects of remembering and the physical features of
place” (Casey 2000: 189). Their return to the place of their captivity might
also be seen as a way to attest their survival. This might be a means of
coming to terms with their haunting past. Furthermore, the journeys,
undertaken voluntarily this time, enable the former POWs to lose some of
the passivity of victimhood. The process of returning to the place of their
internment gives them the opportunity to put aside the experiences inflicted
on them during the war and to redefine themselves in the present. To pay
homage to their fallen comrades is also a way to restore their humanity.
Indeed, the former POWs' accounts concerning their internment focus on
their loss of humanity (lack of mutual aid and solidarity among prisoners).
Their existences were, during this period, characterised by their daily
struggle for survival. By undertaking the journey, the former POWs are
creating a physical space and a significant place where things might
retrospectively be put into place. They are given the occasion of restoring
themselves as the empathic, sensitive individuals they strive to be. In the
153

present they can take leave of their comrades, an act that was not possible at
the time of their internment. In the present they can regain their humanity
that was out of reach during the war.
For the interviewed orphans the importance of place has another meaning
and is often an attempt for them to confront the loss of their fathers.
Marianne Blum, for instance, an energetic woman in her 60s, always
wondered where her father, a man her mother seldom spoke off, and whom
she never met, was buried. During her pilgrimage in 2010 her father‟s grave
was finally revealed by Russian officials. In a moment of great emotion she
explained:
I was trying to come across any trace of my father. I was trying to know what
had happened to him because nobody talked about this period. My mother
didn't speak about it, nobody spoke about it. And I always felt the need to
know more, to get to know as much as possible because somehow we never
managed to mourn … so to go there following his track, going to the place
where he had been, where he lost his life … somehow it was a relief for me …
I always believed that once in my life I would go to Tambov … And in 1995
when I had the opportunity to go I didn't hesitate. It was so difficult to get
there. The tour operators went to St. Petersburg or Moscow, but not to
Tambov … nobody went there (Blum 3/3/2011).171

I here suggest that the journey to Tambov provides the bereaved with an
opportunity of giving a presence and a place to silence, to the absence of
their loved ones. It enables orphans to give a presence to what was
impossible to admit, e.g. loss. Many pilgrims were obsessed with the idea of
not knowing where their relatives are buried. This refers to the missing
gravestone syndrome which prevents a person from mourning (Young 1993:
7). As a matter of fact, a funeral rite is a social rite par excellence: “Its
ostensible object is the dead person, but it benefits not the dead, but the
living” (Firth 1951: 63). Since no funeral rites had been accomplished, the
bereaved relatives were unable to face the reality of death. The sepulchre
attests to someone's death. In this sense, place can be said having a
sustaining power. So to fully realise that one's relative is dead requires one's
attendance at the funeral rite or to see with one's own eyes the place where
171

Je cherchais à retrouver les traces de mon père. Je cherchais à savoir ce qui s'est passé
parce que personne n'en parlait. Ma mère n'en parlait pas, personne n'en parlait. Et moi, j'ai
ressenti ce besoin d'en savoir plus, d'en savoir un maximum parce que quelque part on arrivait
pas à faire notre deuil ... alors de pouvoir aller là-bas sur les traces, là où il est passé, là où il a
perdu sa vie ... quelque part c'était un soulagement pour moi ... j'ai toujours su qu'un jour j'irai
à Tambov ... Et en 1995 quand l'occasion s'est présentée, je n'ai pas hésité. C'était tellement
difficile de se rendre là-bas. Les voyagistes allaient à Saint-Pétersbourg et Moscou, mais à
Tambov ... personne n'y allait. (Blum 3/3/2011).
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the dead person lies. In this way, the bereaved can incorporate the loss, can
assimilate (absorb the fact in their body and mind) something he/she might
have difficulties realising otherwise. The discovery of the specific mass
grave in which a relative lies helps the bereaved to come to terms with the
uncertain past. During the pilgrimage of 2010, at least four orphans
discovered the specific mass graves in which their fathers lie.
Not all the orphans were obsessed by the past before undertaking the
journey. Paul Beck, a very active man in his 70s told me that he ‟didn't care
about all this stuff” until he retired. At the time, after reading an article in the
local newspaper on the pilgrimage to Tambov, he decided to take part in the
journey with his wife.
It wasn't really bothering me. I just ended a very busy period in my life like
many others. You know, for 60 years we hardly ever talked about it … And
honestly, I didn't think about my father at that time, neither about Tambov …
I had a company, I had no time but when I retired we began to live and we
saw the article. (…) And when I read the article I started to remember, and we
made the journey more out of curiosity because nobody talked about my
father anymore, he was dead and my mother as well … in any case she hardly
spoke about him either … it was something which happened during a period
of freedom since I had stopped working and wanted to begin to live. At first it
was just a trip; we were not in the mindset of making a pilgrimage. I was more
driven by curiosity … (Beck 3/3/2011).172

After his decision to make the pilgrimage, Paul Beck remembered that his
godfather was also buried in the forest of Tambov. While declaring at the
time of the interview that he was not bothered with ‟all this stuff”, he
became, since that first journey, involved in the interest organisation and
eventually became one of its most active members. He does not know where
his own father is buried but has not given up hope of finding the specific
place, especially since Marianne Blum found the grave of her own father on
the occasion of her sixth trip to Tambov.
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Cela ne m'a absolument pas travaillé. Je suis sorti d'une période occupée comme tout le
monde un peu. Vous savez, pendant soixante ans on en a très peu parlé … Et très
honnêtement, je n'ai pas pensé à l'époque à mon père, à quoique ce soit sur Tambov … J'avais
une entreprise, je n'avais pas le temps et puis j‟ai pris ma retraite ... on commençait à vivre
quand on a vu l‟article. (…) C'est quand j'ai vu l'annonce que je me suis rappelé, mais on a
fait le voyage plutôt par curiosité puisqu'on ne parlait plus de mon père, il était mort et ma
mère était morte aussi à ce moment ... de toutes façons elle en parlait pas souvent ... c'était un
évènement qui arrivait, à mon avis, un tout petit peu dans la décontraction du fait que j'ai
arrêté l'entreprise et que je voulais commencer à vivre. C'était une première sortie en quelque
sorte, mais alors on n‟était vraiment pas dans l'idée du pèlerinage. C'était la curiosité … (Beck
3/3/2011).
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In the survey, one recurrent factor to explain the reason for making the
pilgrimage is the yearning to tread places where their fathers trod (or
uncles/grand-uncles/grandfathers). It might be a way for the pilgrims to feel
that they are physically not so far away from their relatives and a way of
showing to themselves and to the world that they are caring.
Florence: You wrote in the survey that your motivation to undertake the
pilgrimage was “to tread where your father trod”.
Béatrice: Yes, it was to do a full circle … Since my father rarely spoke about
it … I don't know if he would have liked to go back, I don't think so … for
me, it was important to go there, to know where he has been and … to
discover the environment. And in fact, the more research I do, the more I
realise that the ones who came back must have had a strong character … an
exceptional force of character to come back … well to come back and survive
(Faber 7/3/2011).173

There is indeed something visceral about touching the earth and walking on
the soil where it all actually happened (see Frykmann and Ehn 2007: 49). As
Bird wrote: “There is a resonant dimension gained by being physically
proximate to where the event occurred” (Bird 2013: 172). The physical
encounter with the actual place offers the opportunity to link the past with
the present (Aronsson 2009: 16). Yet, many pilgrims are drawn to Tambov
by a sort of fascination for the site. Benoît Friedman, a dynamic man in his
60s, whose father committed suicide in the 1990s, decided in 2010 to
undertake a journey to Tambov. While showing me pictures of his father,
Benoît expressed his sorrow:
We had several albums with pictures at home but he //my father// got rid of
them before he died that August. And it hurts … I found only two, three
photos left in which he was young. I do really regret that I didn't take more
pictures at that time in order to do some copies ... It seems that he wanted to
say: ‟I was born, and after me, forget me”, well … it's how it feels … I was on
holiday with the caravan … when I learned … I came back in a panic (his
voice is trembling) … and a tough guy, you see … I never would have
thought … I was told that he might have kept proofs of his captivity. They
were marked, weren‟t they?
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Florence: Tu avais écris dans le questionnaire que ta motivation de réaliser les pèlerinages
était de « mettre les pieds dans les pas de ton père ».
Béatrice: Oui, de boucler une boucle ... Comme mon père n'en a jamais trop parlé ... je ne sais
pas s'il aurait eu envie d'y retourner, je ne pense pas ... pour moi, c'était important d'y aller, de
connaitre là où il a été et ... de découvrir un peu l'environnement. Et en fait, plus je me
documente, plus je me dis que ceux qui sont revenus, devaient avoir un caractère d'enfer ...
une force de caractère exceptionnelle pour revenir … pour revenir et survivre (Faber
7/3/2011).
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(Speaking to me) Have a look at this picture ... it is my parents; they are
celebrating their 50th anniversary of marriage. It was three months before …
And then … I still don't understand what went through his mind … I would
never had thought … they found him in the shed … I would never had thought
… he was a tough guy, and calm, nothing could have shaken him … Well, it
appals me … he was as pure as strong … and that's why I still want to find out
… (Friedman 6/3/2011). 174

Benoît Friedman goes on explaining that he wanted to go to Tambov “to take
a little bit of his father's suffering”. The pilgrimage might represent a way of
exorcising his own feelings of guilt as he was on holidays when his father
ended his life. But what is really striking here is the fact that Benoît
Friedman's father might have spent “only” one year in Tambov and that in
relation to his whole life, this “one” year is viewed as the determining factor
and even the reason for him to have committed suicide in the 90s. This
tallies with the fact that former POWs present their war experience as a
turning point in their lives.
For other relatives and descendants, place takes on another dimension and
usually might represent a mise-en-scène to anchor the fragment of memory
heard about the experience of forced enlistment. Knowledge which was on a
cognitive level gets an emotional and affective presence (Aronsson 2009:
16). Place serves in this sense to em-place and im-place postmemories.
Postmemories as fragments of past experiences handed over by POWs are
placeless memories. The places in postmemories have never been
physically/bodily dwelled in by the recipient of the narrative. Since memory
is dependent on a place, as Casey has proved, the physical presence of the
following generation in the forest of Rada might be a way to em-place the
memory (to give it a place). At the same time it can be seen as a process of
im-placing the vicarious memory in one‟s own lived body. In other words, to
physically be at the place is to take over this part of the family or
community‟s past, a way of appropriating the memory and of making it a
part of oneself (one's own). Places offer a mise-en-scène for memories and
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On avait plusieurs albums mais il a tout viré avant de mourir au mois d‟août. Et ça me fait
mal … j‟en ai trouvé encore deux ou trois où il était encore jeune, mais je regrette de ne pas
en avoir raflé plus à l‟époque pour faire des copies … Donc il voulait dire, je suis né, j‟ai vécu
et après moi, oubliez-moi, hein? … c‟est ce que moi je ressens … J‟étais parti en vacances
avec la caravane … quand j‟ai appris … je suis rentré en catastrophe (voix tremblotante) … et
un gars dur, hein ! Je n‟aurai jamais pensé que … alors beaucoup m‟ont dit qu‟il avait dû
garder des traces de sa captivité. Ils étaient marqués, hein?
Regarde cette photo … C‟est mes parents à leur 50 ans de mariage. C‟était trois mois avant …
Et après … je ne sais pas ce qui lui a pris … j‟aurai jamais cru … ils l‟ont retrouvé dans la
grange … j‟aurai jamais cru … c‟était un gars dur, et calme, rien de pouvait l‟ébranler …
Enfin moi, ça me révolte … il était pur comme un dur … c‟est pourquoi je veux encore
chercher pour voir. (Friedman 6/3/2011)
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provide a setting to anchor postmemories, as can be seen in the following
excerpt of my field notes:
A few minutes later the bus stops and pulls to the side as the road is now
impassable. The memorial site is then reached by foot. A broader path leads
the pilgrims to the place called The French Square. The forest is very dense
and essentially composed of maples and birches trees. There are trunks as far
as the eye can see. I cannot stop thinking that these trees witnessed the
existence of the prison camp. Prisoners of war might have sat under one of
these trees. I could feel their desperation, their feeling of having been
abandoned to their fate, their feeling of hopelessness and loneliness
(Fieldwork 2008/8/19).

This process of imagination can be seen as a process of mourning, since it
construes “a way of establishing an internal memorial to (and of) the lost
other, and in this very activity it commemorates that other” (Casey 2000:
240). The combined acts of commemoration via identification and of
commemoration by ritualistic action converge in the perdurance of the object
of commemoration.
The appropriation of place takes an additional aspect for the participants in
the Youth pilgrimage: they appropriate the place not only by being on the
spot but through their physical work. They take in the place through their
own lived body. By putting their hands in the earth, they become one with
the place. Further, they can be said to physically absorb the place; breathing
in the air, moving with their body onto the place, digging their hands in the
soil. At the same time, they are altering, changing, and transforming the
place with their bodies.
The place is cleaned up: the leaves and branches are picked up and gathered
in mounds, the brambles are cleared, the leaves are collected in
wheelbarrows or garbage bags and thrown away, out of sight; the stones of
the memorial are cleaned and scrubbed, the path and the location of the mass
grave are raked, the crosses are scraped and repainted ... They show much
enthusiasm in this task, pulling out the roots of any visible weed on the mass
grave. The French Square is cleaned up, almost manicured and the regular
traces of rakes are visible on the surface of the mass grave.
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Picture 9 and 9 bis: Cleaning up the French Square 2010. Picture: Association
pèlerinage Tambov
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According to Walter this tradition created by the British War Graves
Commission expresses “respects, a loving care, and a sign that those who
gave their lives will not be forgotten” (Walter 1993: 76). I argue that this act
of tidying a place is also a symbolic way of creating order out of chaos.
Indeed chaos (death) is recaptured and given meaning through the taming of
nature (culture). The Youth pilgrims transform the space with their body into
a place. Throughout this process, they appropriate the place, experience it
with their lived bodies. They make the place their own “by making it one
with” their “ongoing life” (Casey 2000: 192). They make it familiar and
incorporate it (put inside their bodies).175 In this sense, they can be seen as
embodying care. They embody the motto of the pilgrimage, the injunction of
remembering "the ones who begged us not to forget them". They show that
this part of the contentious past is taken care of by the young generation.
These Youth pilgrims become co-creators of the site and consequently part of
this history through their agency on the site and as bearers of the memory of
Tambov.
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Picture 10: The cleaning of crosses. 2008. Picture: Association pèlerinage
Tambov
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Incorporate: to put in one‟s body. The word „corp-‟ comes from the Latin word corpus
meaning „body‟.
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2.2 The creation of a site of memory
The constitution of a memorial site is a purposeful and intentional act which
aims both at materialising the past and creating a tangible heritage. The
memorial is orienting the remembering and perception of the place. The
memorial is not only a physical reminder that people were buried at this
precise location, but it also shows that someone cares about the dead. As
Frykman and Ehn argue, monuments help make tragedy human and the
incomprehensible bearable (Frykman and Ehn 2007: 33). For the pilgrims
the construction of a monument can be seen as an attempt to reconstruct the
past in the “enduringness of materials” but at the same time it functions as a
catalyst for remembrance, it bridges back into the past and attests that this
selected past should be held in public awareness rather than forgotten
(Ricœur 2005: 150). In that sense, monuments serve the purpose of
connecting place and time: place is given a historical signification and
history is given a spatial dimension (Kverndokk 2007: 263). Furthermore,
monuments have a double function as they become reminders of the past
and, at the same time, remind the passers-by of the significance of the past
(which is associated with the monument) (Eriksen 1999: 95). As Casey
pointed out, “Things congeal the places we remember, just as places congeal
remembered worlds – and as the present remembering congeals the past
remembered. Things put the past in place; they are the primary source of its
concrete implacement in memory” (Casey 2000: 206). Above all, the
creation of a memorial provides the pilgrims with a shrine, which “enables
people to crystallise and affirm their images of the past” (Reader 1993: 232).
This notion is also a fundamental key to distinguish between pilgrimage and
tourism. Pilgrimage is “always a quest with a quarry that is usually an
extraordinary place" (Badone & Roseman 2004: 142). And as Walter
suggests, "any pilgrimage must have a sacred destination, and where none
exists some families create their own” (Walter 1993: 78). Remembering her
first pilgrimage in 1995, when the group was visiting the site of the former
prison camp, Marianne Blum told me:
We were lost … we had to persuade ourselves that it was the right place
because we couldn‟t see anything … In 1995, there was no monument … the
forest was naked, empty … and we found ourselves there, lost, didn‟t we ?
There were also ceremonies, but first, everybody was wandering around,
scattered and was crying … people didn‟t gather straight away, as we do
nowadays. We were lost in this huge forest; there was no monument, no
special place to engage in private prayers … (Blum 3/3/2011) 176
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Vous vous retrouviez là dedans perdu ... on devait se persuader que c'était le bon endroit
parce qu'on pouvait rien voir ... En 1995, il n'y avait pas de stèle … la forêt était nue, vide …
et on s‟est retrouvé là dedans, perdu, hein ! Il y avait aussi des cérémonies mais d'abord tout le
monde allait dans son coin, éparpillé et pleurait … et les gens ne se regroupaient pas tout de
161

Yet the site was chosen amongst several mass graves by the first survivors
who went back in 1995 in order to create a memorial site for the French
POWs since the Alsatian/Mosellan corpses were scattered in various
unmarked burial sites. The French Square becomes a place to compose one's
thought and feelings (Frykman and Ehn 2007: 28).
As Katherine Verdery reminds us, even nowadays, “when ideas about
vampires and the undead have gone out of style, one common rule about
proper burial still in force is that "our sons must be buried on our soil"
(Verdery 1999: 48).177 The pilgrims attempt to consecrate the space as ours.
The place is re-appropriated and implicitly made French. It is transformed
into culturally meaningful landscapes with the placement of physical
artefacts such as crosses, signs and plaques. The chosen aesthetic, the stern
and ascetic style, used to mark the place is similar to that of other war graves
sites (battlefield and military cemeteries). And the place is additionally made
'Alsatian/Mosellan'. The memorial is made of the pink sandstone from
Alsace, which represents a tangible French component in the forest of Rada.
The fact that the cathedral of Strasbourg has been constructed in the same
stone provides a sacred dimension to the site. The embossed map of
Alsace/Moselle, as well as the 20 slabs with the name of a city of
Alsace/Moselle inscribed is an additional means to make the place 'French'.
The double cross designed by the Alsatian artist Tomi Ungerer also acts as a
reminder, for the participants and spectators, of the identity of the buried
men.178 As Odile Jansen suggested: “The staging of the past, making use of
the stabilising function of symbols, images, and effects, always implies a
form of community self-staging” (Jansen 2005: 163). The place is thus made
French by inscribing it in the tradition of erecting war monuments, but is
also made Alsatian/Mosellan through the uses of regional symbols and
images. The chosen aesthetic and regional symbols elicit an emotional
response in people. It is in this sense that memorial sites can be said to act
affectively on the participants. Further, as several scholars have noted
throughout the 20th century, the death of soldiers was framed as sacrifice for
the nation and was commemorated through a religious-style rhetoric (Mosse
suite comme on le fait maintenant. On était perdu dans cette forêt immense, il n'y avait pas de
stèle, rien pour se recueillir … (Blum 3/3/2011).
177

The return of the bodies of the fallen of Alsace/Moselle was unthinkable in the French post
war context. It has nevertheless to be mentioned that the Japanese corpses had been exhumed
and repatriated to Japan after the war.
178

As already mentioned, the double cross symbolises the fate of Alsace-Lorraine during
World War II shared between Germany and France. Hence one cross represents Germany and
the other France, since families often mourned two sons, one who died in the French army
and one in the German army.
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1990, Winter 2005). Yet, the fact that battlefields and military cemeteries
were gradually considered as holy places, the visitors' experience of the
place was orientated so as to make them think of themselves as pilgrims
(Gatewood & Cameron 2004: 194).

Picture 11: The double cross and the Alsatian flag. Tambov 2012. Picture: Greg
Matter

2.3 To make the place sacred
No places are, however, intrinsically sacred. Places are social constructions
which are sacred through the actions of the pilgrims. Yet, as I suggested
previously, experiencing spirits in a particular space can give it social
meaning and thereby turn it into a place. As the sociologist Mayerfeld Bell
wrote, it is precisely “when we, through ghosts, make space place" that "we
treat that spirited space with ritual care. We approach it with more measured
step ... we treat a place as a shrine” (Bell 1997: 819). The „sacralisation‟ of
the place is performed during the collective and individual rituals. The
individual performance might involve conventional objects such as flowers,
wreaths and candles, but also personal items, letters, photographs (see also
Frykman and Ehn 2007: 35). The external reminder might symbolise some
facet of the deceased's life, as is a pipe brought by Benoît Friedman, but can
also represent the relationship with the pilgrims, such as for example, the
chain bracelet offered to Paul Beck‟s by his godfather. Usually pictures of
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the external reminders are taken on the spot. As Benoît Friedman explained
to me:
I brought with me some pipes of my father … Before leaving for Tambov on
Saturday morning, I thought that I should take an object that belonged to him
with me … so I took the pipes … At the French Square, after the ceremony when
everybody left … it didn't concern anyone else, did it? … I wanted to be alone
(...) For some people, it has no value but for me it was very important … I
thought … here is the pipe my father had in his hand before dying and now the
pipe is back in Tambov (Friedman 6/3/2011).179

Picture 12: The pipes at the French Square 2010. Picture: Bernard Fournaise

Here we can really sense how the pipe symbolically represents the deceased
father. Objects can help the bereaved to express what is difficult or
179

J'ai amené des pipes de mon père ... Avant de partir pour Tambov, le samedi matin, je me
suis dit que je devais prendre un objet à lui ... alors j'ai pris les pipes ... Au carré Français,
après la cérémonie quand tout le monde était parti ... ça regardait personne, hein? ... Je voulais
être seul. (...) Pour certains, ça n'a pas de valeur, mais pour moi, c'était très important ... Et j'ai
pensé ... voici la pipe que mon père avait en main avant de mourir et maintenant elle est
retournée à Tambov (Friedman 6/3/2011).
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impossible otherwise (Nylund-Skog 2012: 143). In addition, taking pictures
of the pipe on the French Square might have been a way of marking the
place, of distinguishing one individual from the thousands of POWs who
were imprisoned at this prison camp.
Béatrice Faber, as well as three others pilgrims, brought soil from
Alsace/Moselle and dispersed it on the French Square.
Somehow I took all my family with me to Tambov … we were six brothers
and sisters … I dispersed the soil there … as a way to make peace with this
part of history (Faber 7/3/2011).180

Through her gesture, Béatrice consecrates the place as „ours‟. This tallies
with the former POW, Arthur Keller‟s idea that: “Tambov is the biggest
Alsatian cemetery” (Keller 19/5/2009).181
With a few exceptions, most of the pilgrims take some soil from the
memorial site with them back to France. The earth collected enabled the
pilgrims to carry home a tangible link with the memory of the dead.
Sometimes earth was taken from Alsace and dispersed on the French Square
or another site and then earth may be collected and taken back to Alsace,
thus connecting Tambov to those back home. The symbol of earth/clay is
very important in Christian imaginary, since mankind was shaped from clay
and human beings are said to come from ashes and return to ashes (after
their death).182 Earth can be used for the symbol of death (ashes) as well as
birth (clay). Stéphane, one of the grandchildren, took some empty jam jars
“Bonne maman” (from the brand “Good mum”, a popular jam brand in
France) to fill up with soil from Tambov. He put some soil in the jars, which
could symbolise not only childhood but also the motherland (the good
mother and the mother‟s body), which he then brought back to Alsace. Here,
we could even interpret Stéphane Lehn's gesture as reunifying the dead with
the motherland. His gesture supports Reader's idea that the souvenirs
collected by the pilgrims enable them “to carry home a tangible link with the
memory, or even the spirit, of the dead” (Reader 1993: 146).

180

D'une certaine façon, j'ai emmené toute ma famille à Tambov ... on était six frères et sœurs
... J'ai déposé de la terre là ... une façon de faire la paix avec cette partie de l'histoire (Faber
7/3/2011).
181

Tambov, c‟est le plus grand cimetière alsacien ! (Keller 19/5/2009)

182

For further discussion about the symbol of earth during the funeral process, see Dahlin
2012: 131 and 134.
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Several pilgrims brought mementos back home with them, often flowers or
seeds from the plants growing there. So the pilgrimage experience does not
end when the participants are back in France. The flowers or seeds are
replanted. The dispersion of soil collected at the site of the former prison
camp or at the French Square usually gives rise to another symbolic
ceremony in France. Béatrice Faber dispersed the soil collected at Tambov
on her father's grave in Alsace in front of her mother and siblings. She also
offered a bottle containing soil to her aunt, who met her father on his return
from Tambov. This aunt died some days after the return of Béatrice, “as if
she was waiting and could die now” explained Béatrice. The day of the
funeral, her cousin told her that he took the bottle with the earth from
Tambov and will take care of it.
The pilgrims‟ beliefs regarding the site and its meaning clearly oriented their
emotional experiences. As Belhassen, Caton and Steward suggest:
“Pilgrims‟ experiences of existential authenticity are the result of socially
constructed understandings about the places they are touring and the actions
they are undertaking in those places, combined with their own direct,
empirical encounters” (Belhassen, Caton and Stewart 2008: 684-685).

Picture 13: "In memory of Charles Larchez". Private ceremony 2010. Picture:
Association pèlerinage Tambov
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3 The performativity of commemoration
As I have shown hitherto, the meaning of place and the significance of selfin-place are determinant features in the transformative process undergone by
the pilgrims. Indeed, commemoration relies on performativity.

3.1 A space to come to terms with the past
The theme of curing or healing is recurrent in the lore of pilgrimage. In the
Middle Ages, people made pilgrimages in order to seek miraculous healing,
as medicine was not able to cure them. The process of ritual transformation
during secularised pilgrimages refers more to an emotional healing rather
than a physical one. As Reader wrote:
Going to special places at particular times and sharing in an emotional
outpouring along with countless others (...) provides an emotional outlet and
cathartic solution to psychological sufferings and needs that may not be
adequately dealt with by other means (Reader 1993: 230).

On the occasion of medieval pilgrimages, the pilgrim was healed when (s)he
arrived at the shrines. It is in the presence of the bones of the Saints that the
ritual transformation takes place. At Tambov it is in the presence of the
bones of the "sacrificed of Alsace/Moselle" that the emotional healing might
happen.
These features clearly permeate the pilgrims‟ interpretation of the outcome
of the pilgrimage, as they said or wrote that the pilgrimage allowed them to
be able to “come full circle”, “complete my life”, “grant a vow”, “be able to
die in peace”, “fulfil my duty”. For the interviewees who had a relative
imprisoned in the camp of Tambov, paying respect had a particular meaning.
Béatrice Faber told me, while explaining her yearning to “tread where her
father trod”, that the pilgrimage enabled her to “do a full circle” and “to feel
complete”. Again and again pilgrims were talking of fulfilling a yearning, a
vow, of completing their life, of being able to die in peace. As Walter
reminds us: “They are pilgrims, not tourists. Pilgrims talk of their journey as
completing their life, of being able now to die in peace, tourists do not”
(Walter 1993: 87).
Pilgrimage can be considered as a process of coming to terms with the pain
of bereavement by confronting the sense of loss. In other words, the journeys
to Tambov enable the pilgrims to confront their grief for the dead and to let
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go of the past. As a matter of fact, the journeys to Tambov might help former
POWs to assuage their feelings of survivor's guilt, and might enable
bereaved relatives who had never been able to hold a symbolic funeral for
their loved ones to find some measure of closure. Here we can observe that
secular pilgrimage performs roles similar to religious ones by providing the
bereaved relatives with a sense of completeness and fulfilment, of making
whole that which was previously in some way incomplete.

Stéphane Lehn, after his first pilgrimage to Tambov, where one of his grandfathers was imprisoned during the war, decided to head to Hungary where
his other grandfather‟s brother lies.
Stéphane: My grandfather and his brothers had been enlisted by force. Billy
died in Hungary 23 December 44; my grandfather was in the Waffen SS in 44.
He managed to desert with another Alsatian after a Russian offensive. The
two brothers were very close, there was only two years between them … and I
don‟t know … I was told that my grandfather saw, or believed to have seen
his own brother among the dead that were carried … Apparently he saw him,
my grandmother told me not so long ago. But he couldn‟t leave the (prisoners)
row to check ... He would have been shot … But he was convinced that it was
his brother … but he never spoke about it …
So I went to Hungary. I felt like going there … I don‟t know … somehow
a fulfilment … I couldn‟t say why … as if it was a will of my grandfather that
I fulfilled … Because in the family nobody knew where he was … I came
back with a photo of his grave //his grandfather‟s brother//… they were
impressed …
Florence: You see that as a fulfilment, a will of your grandfather … But did
your grandfather express this will?
Stéphane: I felt like that … when he died … because it was a taboo in the
family. The mother (means their mother, so Stéphane‟s great grandmother)
had burnt everything, all the photos, everything … She cleared everything
away … and the remaining black and white photos she gave them to the
grand-children to be coloured (Lehn 13/4/2011). 183
183

Stéphane: Mon grand-père et ses frères ont été incorporés de force. Le Billy, il est tombé
en Hongrie le 23 décembre 44, mon grand-père lui était dans la Waffen SS en 44. Il a réussi à
déserter après une offensive russe avec un autre Alsacien. Les deux frères étaient très proches.
Ils n‟avaient que deux ans de différence ... et puis je ne sais pas … on raconte que mon grandpère parmi les morts qu'on transportait a vu ou a cru voir son frère ... Apparemment il l'aurait
vu, c'est ma grand-mère qui m'a dit ça il n'y a pas longtemps. Mais il n‟a pas pu sortir des
rangs pour vérifier … Il aurait été fusillé … Mais il était persuadé que c'était son frère ... Mais
bon il n'en a jamais parlé ...
Donc je suis allé en Hongrie. J'avais envie de voir ... je ne sais pas ... un peu
l'accomplissement ... je ne saurais pas dire pourquoi ... comme si c'était une volonté du grandpère que j'ai exhaussé ... Parce que dans la famille personne ne sait où il était ... J'ai ramené la
photo de sa tombe ... ils étaient impressionnés ...
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Martin Kuntz, a student photographer living in Paris, discovered the
pilgrimage almost by chance. He was working on a project about veterans
from World War II when he heard about the pilgrimage. He joined the Youth
pilgrimage, as he told me, only to document it, purely for artistic ends. He
knew that his own grandfather had been on the Eastern Front but did not
know more about his grandfather's past. Before leaving for Tambov, his
grandfather confessed that he had been interned in the prison camp of
Tambov without giving more details. Martin, though undertaking the
pilgrimage as a “spectator”, came back deeply moved: “You can‟t come
back unscathed” (Kuntz 20/12/2011). It was on his return that he was
overwhelmed by an uncanny feeling:
When I came back I was under the weather. When I came back, my cat had
died. I think I made transfer on my grandfather. I collapsed with grief for 24
hours (Kuntz 20/12/2011).184

The pilgrimage affected him retrospectively, after his return. Even as
“spectator‖, Martin was drawn into the process of the pilgrimage. As a
matter of fact, in the course of the pilgrimage, the participants are moved by
the collective emotions of those around. Pilgrims usually undertake the
journey out of an emotional need and their feelings have an effect on their
experience and that of the others. During the pilgrimage, emotions and
memories that were often long buried resurface. The presence of others,
undergoing similar processes, helps to give vent to feelings.
Yet the participants are drawn into the social process of the pilgrimage itself.
The actual experience of the pilgrimage becomes real because the social
construction surrounding the experience (e.g. the frame of the pilgrimage)
cannot be separated from the experience itself. As McKenna and Ward
suggest: “The very idea of pilgrimage embodies religiosity of some kind,
either as transplantation or as the seeking out of sacred ground. Pilgrims
carry the sacred within. They do not discover the sacred. They merely seek
confirmation of what is already known to them” (McKenna and Ward 2007:
146).

Florence: Donc toi tu vois un accomplissement ... une volonté du grand-père ... Mais ton
grand-père il l'a exprimée cette volonté?
Stéphane: Je l'ai ressenti comme ça … quand il est décédé ... parce que c'était tabou dans la
famille. La mère elle avait tout brulé, toutes les photos, tout ... elle a fait table nette ... et elle
faisait colorier les photos noirs et blancs par les petits enfants (Lehn 13/4/2011).
184

On ne peut pas en revenir indemne. Quand je suis rentré je ne me sentais pas bien. Quand
je suis rentré mon chat est mort. Je crois que j‟ai fait un transfert sur mon grand-père et j‟ai
été effondré pendant 24h (Kuntz 20/12/2011).
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The pilgrimage as a commemorative activity thus enables the participants to
come to terms with the legacy of forced enlistment and its lingering effects.
But as the prefix 'com' pinpoints, commemoration is "an interpersonal action
(...) undertaken not only in relation to others and for them but also with
them, in a common action of communalising" (Casey 2000: 225).

3.2 „Participating communitas‟ and wit(h)nessing
It is through the process of commemorating that the participants form a
“horizontal participatory communitas” (Casey 2000: 247). The journey can
be seen as a liminal period, a moment “betwixt and between” and “in and out
of time” (Turner 1995). One feature characterising liminality is precisely
communitas, e.g. a profound feeling of togetherness. Turner defines
communitas as “a transformative experience that goes to the root of each
person's being and finds in that root something profoundly communal and
shared” (Turner 1995: 138).
From the outside, the participants of the pilgrimage seem to compose a
united group, brought together by the same ideas and ideals. Yet, the
pilgrimage can be seen as creating or reiterating a sense of group
consciousness that does not exist at the onset of the pilgrimage.
At our meeting point, at the railway station square in Strasbourg, in 2008,
the Youth participants did not know each other (with the exception of two
couples, and two former friends). It was also difficult to understand who was
taking part in the journey given that family members or friends accompanied
most of them. During the bus trip, which took us to Frankfurt, in order to
take the plane to Moscow, the participants, with the exception of the two
couples and a group of friends, each took a seat on their own. The rented bus
was indeed a large bus so there were plenty of vacant seats. Nobody seemed
to be in charge of the group. Afterwards we understood that two people from
the group that had already been to Tambov were to act as such. The
atmosphere in the bus was quite tense. The fact that the participants did not
know each other could explain the situation. Another explanatory factor is to
be found in the fact that the journey to Tambov represented for many of the
participants their first trip to Russia, a country often described in negative
terms within the French media and in the stories told by their grandfathers.
In 2010, the journey was organised differently in comparison to the 2008
journey. In the 2010 journey most of the participants had met some months
before, during a drink in Brumath, a little town in Alsace not far from
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Strasbourg. That way, newcomers were able to meet the 'regulars' and got
acquainted with the journeys.185
At the start of the pilgrimage a ritual separation from the familiar and
habitual social structure takes place when the participants gather together at
the railway station in Strasbourg. The spatial separation occurs when the
participants of the pilgrimage bid farewell to their close relatives, the
representatives of the association and the local journalists at the railway
station before heading for the bus. The bus will take them to the airport of
Frankfurt-Hahn, from where they will fly to Moscow and then take a train to
Tambov. Here it is worth underlining that the pilgrimage route follows the
same itinerary as that of the forced conscripts during the war. From
Strasbourg they were sent to Germany by train, from there they were sent to
the Eastern Front and then, all of them arrived at Tambov by train. The
difference is that they did not arrive at Tambov railway station but at Rada (a
little village nearby Tambov, which was a military railway station).
It is throughout the journey that a sense of connection is created. For the
Youth pilgrimages I noticed that the first night outing represented a sort of
group constitution. This was even more obvious in 2010, when the
participants met in the centre of Tambov at the same bar Pirat where two
years before they had had drinks. On this occasion it seems that the initiated
introduced the newcomers to Tambov. Beer, vodka, music and dance… the
tone of the journey was set. The first evening had an initiatory aspect, as
newcomers got included in the group. The shared experience of the journey,
as well as the shared work on the memorial places, promotes and encourages
the creation of community spirit (see Dahlin 2012: 76).186 Yet, the feeling of
communitas is not limited to commemorative ceremonies. As a matter of
fact, besides the moments when the participants solemnly recalled the dead,
the journey also included occasions when the pilgrims would behave more
like tourists. I was sometimes very astonished to witness the cheerfulness of
the participants. Jokes, humour and even bawdy songs could be heard. The
sociologist Ian Reader had also observed that during journeys to battlefields,
groups could swing from reverent and pious behaviour at the sacred site to
highly playful and often irreverent behaviour outside (Reader 1987: 143).
This confirms Turner‟s assumption that “the non-liturgical features of
185

Unlike the meeting of the first pilgrimage, there was no problem in knowing who the
participants were since everybody had met before. And even though it was raining and
pilgrims took refuge in the hall of the railway station, nobody had trouble finding the others
(with the exception of the journalist that had more difficulty finding the group).
186

Dahlin borrows Wenger (1991) notion of "community of practice" to designate the strong
community feeling emerging from realising common work.
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pilgrimage also give rise to communitas, even if such activities are not
declared legitimately „religious‟” (Turner 1978: 37).
The feeling of communitas should nevertheless not be idealised. Tensions
could be felt in the group, especially among the Youth. Indeed while
pilgrimage may involve consensus and communitas, it also involves
divisiveness and discords (Badone & Roseman 2004: 5). First, it has to be
mentioned that participants are not bound together all day long during the
journeys. Even if no spare time was planned, participants would split into
small groups or even leave the bigger group to fulfil some personal goals.
Some men could leave the group to flirt with Russian girls, for instance. The
men especially interested in the period of World War II, the 'collectors' as I
call them, for their part, left the group when they had the opportunity to visit
a market or some shops where soldier‟s books, photos, badges, or other
relics from World War II could be bought.187
The enthusiasm of the collectors for the period of the Second World War
spread rapidly through most of the other male participants. During the
second pilgrimage, the idea of visiting Stalingrad was brought up. The link
with the Alsatian/Mosellan forced conscripts is very small since Stalingrad
was already encircled by the Russian troops by the time forced conscript
recruits were sent to the Eastern Front. In other words, with the exception of
some voluntary enlisted or some insubordinate that had been positioned
prematurely as a means of punishment, no Alsatian nor Mosellan men were
buried in Stalingrad. Anyhow, the idea of going to Stalingrad was accepted
and the visit was included in the program of the 2010 pilgrimage. The outing
to Stalingrad was, however, to be paid by each of the participants. Before the
departure, the extra cost of the journey to Stalingrad was estimated at 50
Euros. But on the spot, the price raised to 120 Euros. On this occasion the
group split between the participants who really wanted to visit Stalingrad
and could afford the journey and those who didn‟t really want or could not
afford to go. The split between the participants created a division between
the newcomers and regulars and then damaged the feeling of cohesion
amongst the group. The episode reveals also the fact that not all the
participants undertake the journey with the same expectations and
preconceptions. It is also on this occasion that my “neutrality” was strongly
challenged.
What should I do? Should I go to Stalingrad, an essential outing according to
the collectors or should I stay in Tambov and spend some more time with the
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Three men were especially interested in relics from World War II. Among these, one was
the grandchild of a former POW.
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newcomers? At the same time, as a “regular” participant, I was bound to
follow the regular group.
I decided to join the majority and told the rest of the group. The problem was
that a couple could not make up its mind, deciding one morning that they
would join and then changed their mind at the last moment.
What really annoyed me was the fact that the wish of some took over the
whole group. The Russian staff was meant to accompany the Stalingrad
group, which resulted in the fact that no one stayed in Tambov to take care of
the newcomers. No activities or lunch was planned for them, neither was a bus
reserved (the hotel is located in the suburbs of Tambov). I felt that something
was wrong and asked the Russian staff to organise something. At this stage,
the French participant leading the Stalingrad group became very unpleasant
and accused me of persuading others not to come to Stalingrad. After that, the
atmosphere was spoiled. (…) Finally, I went to Stalingrad unwillingly (Field
notes 2010/08/27).

Besides the Stalingrad episode, most tensions in the group could be detected
during the maintenance work. The fact that some men cured their previous
night's hangover by sleeping in the thicket instead of working was a source
of tension. Yet, tensions could emerge on any occasion and were certainly
made worse by the lack of sleep. A conversation could easily degenerate into
a tense atmosphere. The conversation would not get out of hand but the
cohesion of the group would be damaged. Homophobic or racist jokes were
not rare. Jokes were quite common and sometimes served the purpose of
lessening the tensions created by the daily encounter with death (bones were
unearthed while cleaning the mass graves, for instance). In a way, the
homophobic and racist jokes could well be seen as a way of some
participants getting an outlet for their repressed emotions. But in all, it
seemed that the real aim was to create a sense of 'us' against an imaginary
'them' (the foreigner, the homosexual), which did not work out and rather
contributed to the splitting of the group. At the end of the second Youth
pilgrimage, two participants confessed that they were relieved that the
pilgrimage came to an end since they could not stand the racist comments of
some other participants anymore. They were informed of the prevailing
racism, warned by former participants but the “reality surpassed their
expectations”. For me, as well, the situation was sometimes unbearable. I
tried not to influence my 'field' even when at times it proved very difficult.
At this stage, I reached the limit of my 'neutrality'. Should I react and be
myself or should I keep silent at the cost of being a passive bystander. Even
if the goal of the sexual jokes might have been to reinforce the male‟s
virility, could I let them pass without a comment? I still feel uneasy with
these verbal excesses and cannot make up my mind whether they were
provocation or simply unwholesome behaviour, especially in view of the
context. There is something uncanny in the fact that these young pilgrims
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were commemorating victims of Nazism, and reproducing racist discourse at
the same time.
Nevertheless, the tension in the group did not prevent the Youth as well as
the Ancients participants becoming com-memorators and co-mourners. It is
through the sharing of the common goal of the pilgrimage that a 20-year-old
person gets on with a unknown 90-year-old former POW or a 70-year-old
orphan. The participation in commemorative activities creates “new forms of
sociability, new modes of interconnection: between past and present, self
and other, one group and another, one sex and another (...) In this sense
commemorating brings about a mystical community of essence between
beings” (Casey 2000: 251). As Martin Kuntz put it; “During the pilgrimage,
a sort of family has been constituted. But it hasn‟t been constituted on the
basis of our grandfathers‟ internment in Tambov, neither on their experience
of the soviet prison camp, but because we went through the same
pilgrimage” (Kuntz 20/12/2011). 188
The interest of the younger participants gave the older pilgrims an
appreciation not usually accorded to the elderly in our society. In fact, the
Youth and the Ancients participants are complementary. The Youth pilgrims
realise the 'impact' of their physical work when they welcome the Ancients at
the railway station of Tambov.
When the Ancients came, we could realise how this history is charged with emotions. It is
for this human adventure that I went back (Kraemer 23/4/2011).189

Anne Lejman and Bertrand Lejeune agreed. Reflecting on the most powerful
moment during the journey, they told me:
Anne: It was definitely in 2008 when we were standing in a rank of honour at
the French Square … with all these Ancients crying and crying … and when
we saw them crying …
Bertrand: Yep, it was a very moving moment …
Anne: And we saw them //the Ancients pilgrims// go aside and we didn‟t
know if they were speaking with the dead. We didn‟t know how to react, we
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Lors du pèlerinage c‟est comme si une famille se formait. Mais, ce n‟est pas parce que nos
grand pères ont été internés à Tambov, qu‟ils ont vécu la même chose, mais parce qu‟on a
vécu la même expérience (Kuntz 20/12/2011).
189

Quand les Anciens arrivent, on remarque oh combien cette histoire est chargée d‟émotions.
C‟est pour cette aventure humaine que j‟y suis retourné (Kraemer 23/4/2011).
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didn‟t know if they wanted to be left alone or if they wanted some support.
(Lejman and Lejeune 22/12/2011) 190

Picture 14: Rank of honour at the French Square 2010. Picture: Association
pèlerinage Tambov

Cécile Bossong also particularly valued this moment:
I really valued the moment when we welcomed the Ancients. It was our last
hours in Tambov, and, for me, it was what I had been waiting for during the
whole week … in fact, I have been very moved when we were standing in
line, in a rank of honour with our red caps. On the other hand, they //the
Ancients// were so overwhelmed with emotions when they went on the site …
they were so crushed … it was so intense and too fresh for them that they
were walled in silence … in their pathos, in their personal, private pain … and
they were not, at that moment, able to speak, to explain us … But as a result it
has been very powerful, because I was realising at that moment why I had
190

Anne: C‟était en 2008 quand on a fait la haie d‟honneur au carré Français … avec les
Anciens qui pleuraient qui pleuraient … quand tu les voyais pleurer …
Bertrand : Ouais, c‟était vraiment un moment émouvant …
Anne: Et on les voit se mettre à l‟écart et on ne sait pas s‟ils sont en train de parler aux morts.
On ne savait pas comment réagir, s‟ils voulaient être seuls ou s‟ils voulaient être accompagnés
(Lejman and Lejeune 22/12/2011).
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travelled all these kilometres … and why I spent one week of my summer in a
forest in Russia … it was very powerful for me because I was in expectation
that this moment will come … it was the most powerful moment for me
(Bossong 28/2/2012).191

As the quotations of the Youth participants show, the Ancients‟ emotional
state spread to the Youth. This emotional transfer becomes especially
tangible on the occasion of the common ceremonies in the forest of Rada. I
suggest that in the course of the pilgrimages the pilgrims are given the
opportunity of wit(h)nessing trauma. By the term wit(h)nessing trauma,
Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger means that the individual becomes “a
participatory witness to somebody else's trauma, a process or mode of
knowledge that is non-cognitive, non-linear, and affective” (Holmgren Troy
2007: 52). During the grieving ceremonies, participants are wit(h)nessing
trauma when they share the anxiety and the sorrow endured by the bereaved
relatives at the French Square. A physical transmission happened. Hence,
through this “intersubjective and trans-subjective memory process” (idem),
pilgrims without direct connection to forced enlistment, as well as the
grandchildren, become bearers of this part of their past. I argue that it is
through this process that memorialisation is achieved.
And in this process both the Youth and the Ancients are necessary. It is
through the Ancients that the transmission of the experience is handed down
and it is through the Youth that the experience continues and lasts. I suggest
that for the Ancients the Youth symbolically embody the perdurance of the
experience. It is through the common participation of the different
generations that the goal of the commemoration is achieved, e.g. the
memorialisation and the perdurance of the memory. But, if commemoration
thrives on communitas, commemorabilia can be achieved only if a
“intrapsychic memorialisation” takes place. Identification, a psychical
process, involving the process of identifying part of one‟s psyche with
another person and to incorporate it is, according to Casey, an integral part
of the memorialisation of the events (Casey 2000: 239). Théo Schneider‟s
reflections attest to this process of identification:
191

Oui, j'ai bien aimé quand on a reçu les Anciens. C'étaient les dernières heures à Tambov et
moi, en fait c'était ce que j'avais attendu pendant toute la semaine ... en fait j'ai été très émue
quand on a fait notre alignement, notre haie d'honneur avec nos casquettes rouges. Par contre
ils étaient tellement submergés par les émotions en revenant sur ce lieu ... ils étaient tellement
anéantis … c‟était intense et trop frais pour eux et du coup ils étaient emmurés dans leur
mutisme ... pathos, dans leur douleur personnelle ... et ils n'étaient pas capables à ce moment
là de parler, de nous expliquer ... Mais du coup ça a été très, très fort, parce que je réalisais
enfin pourquoi j'avais fait ces kilomètres ... et passer une semaine de mon été dans une forêt
en Russie ... ça a été très fort pour moi parce que j'étais comme en suspend en attendant que
ça vienne ... c'était le moment le plus fort pour moi (Bossong 28/2/2012).
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Théo: Often during the winter here in Alsace, when it is really cold, when it
has been snowing … I think about my grandfather … He was to sleep in a
barrack without heating or blanket and it was minus 20 … I often have this
image.
Florence: Yes, I wonder also how they had been surviving; they didn‟t even
have any real coat …
Théo: Yeah! And they did not even have the prospect of a good meal and a
fire to warm them home in the evening. We, we can comfort us by thinking
that we will get home in the evening. For them, it must have been three times
harder. That‟s why I have an admiration for my grandfather, even if he had
not killed many enemies. Only for that, I have an admiration for him … as
well as for all the Against-our-will that have been interned at Tambov. They
were really in big shit … (Schneider 13/4/2011).192

Yet, “commemoration consists in an action of carrying the past forward
through the present so as to perdure in the future” (Casey 2000: 249).
Through the pilgrimages, not only is a memorialisation process taking place
but a new shared memory is created. Throughout the pilgrimage, as I have
proved previously, a new narrative is put together in which the legacy of
forced enlistment is repositioned as part of French history. Yet, the success
of the reframing process is contingent upon its reception in Russia. In this
sense, the Russians‟ role in the 'rehabilitation' of the POWs is crucial.
The fact that both the Youth and the Ancients pilgrims are officially
welcomed and greeted in a friendly manner by the Russian authorities in
Tambov, Kirsanov and Morshansk, is of special importance in this context.
In Kirsanov, the chief of the administration devotes all his day to the
pilgrims: he welcomes them in the building of the local administration or in
the city centre at their arrival, attends the remembrance service at the
necropolis, and participates in a two-hour long lunch. During the reception
offered to the pilgrims, not only the POWs‟ suffering in Russia is officially
acknowledged and their unjust treatment recognised, but many toasts seal the
regained French-Russian friendships. The idea of receiving so much
192

Théo : Souvent en hiver ici en Alsace quand il fait très froid, qu'il y a de la neige ... je
pense à mon grand-père ... qui dormait dans une baraque sans chauffage, sans couvertures et il
faisait moins vingt ... Souvent j'ai cette image.
Florence: Moi aussi ... je me demande comment ils ont survécu, ils n„avaient même pas de
vrai manteau ...
Théo: Ouais, et en plus eux ils n‟avaient pas la perspective d‟un repas et d‟un feu pour se
réchauffer en rentrant. Nous, on se dit qu'on va rentrer le soir. Pour eux, ça devait être
triplement plus dur. C'est là où j'ai une admiration pour mon grand-père, même s‟il n‟a pas
dégommé plein d'ennemis. Rien que pour ça, j'ai une admiration envers lui ... autant que pour
tous ces Malgré-Nous qui étaient internés à Tambov. Ils étaient vraiment dans la merde …
(Schneider 13/4/2011)
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attention from the local authorities is very much appreciated by the pilgrims.
Above all, it nurtures the feeling of being welcome in a country long
considered as hostile.
In Morshansk, the pilgrims of the Ancients group were even invited to join
the local ceremony celebrating the end of World War II (the end of the war
in the Pacific Ocean, 2 September).
We are late but the ceremony has not started yet. The Russians seemed to
have waited for us. The head of the administration welcomes us when we get
off the bus and takes us to the podium. There, we are presented to three
Russian veterans, two men and a woman, covered with medals from top to
toe. Ernest Nussbaum, our veteran and the president of the association, are
invited to stand on the podium. The ceremony begins. Different speakers
follow one another ... The place resounds with the Russian and the French
national anthems, and salutes were fired. (Field notes 2/9/2010).

Here again the tragic fate of the Alsatian/Mosellan men enlisted by force in
the German army, and who involuntarily found themselves on Soviet
territory, is publicly acknowledged. Furthermore, the aspect of war as an
inhumane experience is put forward. Special emphasis is put on the fact that
war brings only tragedy to simple people: “War, tragedy has no faces, only
tears.” The spectators are beseeched to remember: “We are gathered here
today for remembrance; to show that the memory of the victims has not been
forgotten (…) War has no face … We honour here today the memory of all
our veterans and the memory of all the people who suffered during the war”
(Field notes 2/9/2010).
Here we can see how the collected memories converge in the tragic aspect of
the war, leaving aside the usual heroic tone of the Soviet public
remembrance.193 On these occasions the pilgrims are given the opportunity
to realise also what World War II represented for Russia.194 This aspect is of
special importance since the creation of a new narrative about Tambov also
requires the re-evaluation of the image of Russia from the part of the
pilgrims.
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For interesting and detailed discussions about the Russian and Soviet celebration and
commemoration of World War II, see Karlsson 1999, Turmarkin 1994, Merridale 2000 and
Dahlin 2012.
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Since the pilgrims are in Tambov to pay homage to their ancestors who suffered or died
because of bad treatment at the prison camp of Tambov, we could have expected that the
Russian authorities would avoid giving too much publicity to our stay. The fact that pilgrims
were invited to address the inhabitants of Tambov can also be seen as a way to show that free
speech is available in contemporary Russia.
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3.3 Re-evaluation of the image of Russia
The image of the Russias and Russia is often based on the memory of the
war. The picture is rather one-sided and fairly negative. In the master
narrative articulated by the former POWs, as I have shown previously, the
Russians were often stereotyped. Besides the „good‟ Russian officer who
spoke French, the Russian soldiers were often depicted as cruel and
backward. As I have shown in the fourth chapter, the POWs' view of the
Russians and the USSR had been largely influenced by their indoctrination
process during their German military service. It is nevertheless noteworthy
to mention that their captivity period does not impact particularly on their
perception of the Russians, since contact with Russian people was barely
existent during their internment. Yet, I suggest that the pro-De Gaulle
sympathy among the former POWs after the war, and the anti-soviet
atmosphere in the Alsatian countryside during the cold war, had
retrospectively reinforced former POWs‟ negative perception of USSR.
It was, however, interesting to see that pilgrims, who were on their first
journey to Russia, were bearers of the stereotyped pictures promoted by the
former POWs. Some pilgrims for instance expected some cold weather. The
reality was, however, very different. With its continental climate, Tambov is
very hot in the summer.195 The heat was so unexpected for some participants
that they had to buy lighter clothes on the spot.
Further, the prejudices of a backward and poor country promoted by the
former POWs‟ master narratives resulted in the pilgrims‟ suspicion that the
food served during the plane trip was not edible. Others thought that the food
provided was not edible because they believed that the date written on the
served food corresponded to the expiry date when it referred to the
manufactured date. The run-down Soviet style hotel in which we were
lodged validated their expectation that Russia is a poor, backward country.
Pictures of dilapidated bathrooms are common in the pilgrims‟ album. The
shabby train compartments lived up their expectations. It has to be admitted
that the train journey was quite something. It took 11 hours, from 11pm to
10am the next day, to cover the distance of 550 km between Moscow and
Tambov.196 However, when the organisers proposed to the Youth participants
in 2010 to fly from Moscow to Tambov in order to gain some time, the
proposition was rejected unanimously. The night train journey belongs to the
195

Not to speak of Stalingrad, where the temperature reached 35 degrees in the shade.
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On our way back the compartments were much more luxurious and dinner was even
included for the same price!
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experience. Finally, the Youth had to accept taking the night train to Tambov
and flying back to Moscow in order to have the opportunity of sharing one
day and one night with the pilgrims from the Ancients pilgrimage.
Poverty is often associated with dirtiness and most of the time pilgrims
expressed their astonishment about the fact that streets and green areas are
always so clean and so well-kept in Russia. In all these aspects, the journey
to Tambov provided a means to encounter new customs and habits. For
instance a bridge covered in lockers aroused the pilgrims‟ curiosity. Indeed,
it is a Russian habit to fasten padlocks onto bridges, a symbolic ritual for
couples to seal their relationships.197 Another Russian peculiarity noticed
during a walk in the centre of Tambov was the habit of marrying couples to
get photographed on their wedding day in front of a war memorial.198 This
was a habit that did not correspond to the French idea of romanticism.
Yet, through the experience of pilgrimage new memories, impressions, and
perceptions are created, which give rise to a new appreciation of Tambov.
Even such a mundane activity as sauna bathing provided a space for the
creation of new memories. As a matter of fact, the experience was
appreciated to such an extent that the activity became an essential part of the
following pilgrimage.
Midnight! We set off to the sauna, a small house in the back of the hotel. The
space is composed of a hall, the sauna room, the shower room, a little pool
with cold water and a huge living-room with an enormous table, sofas, TV,
stereo, cold storage.
Most of the people had never participated in such an activity. The atmosphere
is quite tense. French people are shy. Some have their pants on and some are
naked. Nobody really feels comfortable. I directly headed to the sauna with
the brave ones, while the majority remained seated, chatting and drinking
before testing the sauna. After the first anxious moment, the atmosphere
became good-natured again. Conversations were warming up, the events of
the day were commented on, plans for the coming days were examined, jokes,
flirting … the whole evening was cheered with toasts.
At the end of the evening we were even offered an opportunity to discover
another Russian specialty: the whipping! One after the other, we went in the
sauna room, unwrapped, lay on the bench and were whipped by our Russian
experts with a bunch of branches dipped in a bucket of water. Everyone was
delighted! (Field notes day 3, 2008)
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This habit has been adopted recently in other towns around the world (Västerbron in
Stockholm and le Pont des Arts in Paris).
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As Dahlin points out, this practice is a way to pay tribute and express gratitude to the ones
who sacrificed their lives for their motherland (Dahlin 2012: 59).
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But above all, it is the encounter with the Russian inhabitants which helped
the pilgrims to re-evaluate their images of Tambov in the present. It has to be
acknowledged that the number of informal interactions with the local
population during the journeys is quite unique. For instance, every year the
Ancients met the children of Tambov who were learning French at school.
Barbecues on the beach are other occasions to meet some local Russians.
The visits to the local discotheques (for the Youth and the Ancients) were an
appreciated nocturnal activity.
Anne Lejman pointed out during our conversation:
I fell in love with Russia … in the nightclub and everywhere people were
happy to speak with us … We, in France, we are so satisfied with ourself ...
There, people have hardly anything, but they are open-handed ... (Lejman and
Lejeune 22/12/2011).199

It was striking to see how much positive contact the pilgrims had with the
local population.200 Théo Schneider was also very surprised at his reception
by the Russians:
I have been very surprised. When we are there on the spot, we could really
speak about French-Russian friendship. When we were there, they really put
themselves to a lot of trouble for us … I didn‟t expect that we would meet so
many Russians …
In fact, our grandfathers have not been victims of the Soviet camps but they
were victims of Nazism. At first, we think that our grandfathers have been
victims of the Russians camps, but in fact, when we meet the Russians we
realised that it was not at all the case. We realise that we both had been
victims of Nazism … The Against-our-Will found themselves in camps in
Russia, but it was somehow through the force of circumstance … because this
entire story with the Against-our-will clouded the issue …
One evening, after some glasses, I discussed with a Russian guy and
explained to him the soldiers buried at Tambov … the guy I‟ve become his
best mate that evening … this Soviet anti-Nazi feeling … we were on the
same side. I was really surprised that he comprehended the issue like that …
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Je suis tombée amoureuse de la Russie … en boite (de nuit) et tout, les gens étaient
contents de nous parler … nous en France, on est plus centré sur nos petites personnes … eux,
ils n‟ont presque rien mais ils ont le cœur sur la main … (Lejman and Lejeune 22/12/2011).
200

As a matter of fact, such journeys can be quite enclosed. For instance, the pupils visiting
Holocaust places in Kyrre Kverndokk‟s thesis did not seem to establish relations outside the
group.
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At the beginning in my mind, my grandfather had been victim of Nazism and
interned in a Soviet prison camp in which he had been mistreated by the
Russians. As we met the Russians, we could understand that the Russians
were as bad off … they had nothing left to eat … the Russians were starving
as well … (Schneider 13/4/2011).201

Here Théo clearly expresses his changing relationships to the past, which is,
according to the anthropologists, Kyoko Murakami and David Middleton, an
essential feature in processes of reconciliation and remembering. Processes
of remembering and reconciliation presuppose the capacity of “opening up”
the past in a different way, and “to refuse or suspend the existing ordering of
the past” (Murakami and Middleton 2006: 289). In this sense, processes of
healing the past are not just some “within person” process but are to be
found in the reframing of the past by the former POWs and their relatives.
Yet, the former POWs interviewed were all very keen to mention that the
Russians were as badly off. As I pointed out in chapter IV, this way of
framing might be a way to adapt their stories in the victims' and survivors‟
narratives. But I suggest that it is also a way to reframe the past
retrospectively from the present context. Here, the assumption that
experienced events are retold with regard to what one has experienced and
learnt at a later time, becomes fully meaningful. The former POW Victor
Brandt‟s way of explaining his good relationship with the General Consul of
Russia in Strasbourg, is striking:
Nowadays, the General Consul of the Russian Federation, he embraces me on
the street, though I hardly know him. And, his grandfather had also been a
prisoner-of-war, but as you know, the Russians, the Soviets as soon as a guy
had been prisoner, he became suspect. Suspect for returning, for being a spy.
201

J'ai été vachement étonné de leur accueil. C'est vrai que quand on est là-bas, on peut parler
d'amitiés franco-russe. Quand on est là-bas ils se décarcassent vraiment, pour nous ... je ne
pensais pas qu'on côtoierait autant les Russes ...
En fait nos grands-parents ne sont pas victimes des camps russes mais ils sont victimes du
nazisme. Alors que nous au départ on pense que nos grands pères ont été victimes des camps
russes mais en fait, en côtoyant les Russes on se rend compte que ce n'est pas du tout ça. On
se rend compte qu'on a été tous les deux victimes du nazisme ... Les Malgré-nous se sont
retrouvés dans des camps en Russie, mais c'était un peu par la force des choses … parce que
cette histoire des Malgré-nous brouillait un peu les choses…
Un soir, après quelques verres, j'ai discuté avec un Russe et je lui ai expliqué les soldats qui
sont enterrés à Tambov … le mec je suis devenu son meilleur pote ce soir là ... ce sentiment
soviétique antinazi ... on était dans le même camp. Ça m'a vraiment étonné qu'il appréhende
ça comme ça.
Au début dans ma tête: mon grand-père avait été victime du nazisme et enfermé dans un camp
russe dans lequel il a été maltraité par les Russes. Au fur et à mesure en côtoyant les Russes
on comprend que les Russes en chiaient autant ... ils n‟avaient pas plus à manger ... Les
Russes y crevaient la faim aussi ... (Schneider 13/4/2011).
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When they //the Soviets// had got back their prisoners … You know, when we
went back to France, there was an opposite influx. We could see the huge
convoys heading to Russia … But the Soviet prisoners were first locked in the
Gulag. And the grandfather of this General Consul spent one year in the
Gulag before being allowed to go back home. They wanted to detoxify them!
(Brandt 7/4/2009).202

Victor Brandt could feel empathy for the Russian consul's father who had
been constrained to silence his war experience for many years.203
Yet, the processes of remembering and healing do not stop when pilgrims
get off their bus in Strasbourg. The journeys also affect the familial canvas.
As Théo explained:
My grandfather has never really told. Now, it is I who tell my father about
what my grandfather went through … because my grandfather, he had never
told anything to my father. So, the transmission has been done from the
grandfather to the grandson. But from the father to the son, that is from my
grandfather to my father, there has been no transmission (Schneider
13/4/2011). 204

Théo goes on by relating that his grandfather began to speak about the war
as he realised that his grandson was interested in the matter. One day, the
grandfather showed Théo his soldbuch that he had miraculously been able to
hide during his captivity.205
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Le Consul Général de Russie il me donne l‟accolade en pleine rue là, alors que je le
connais à peine. Et lui son grand-père avait été fait prisonnier et comme vous savez les
Russes, les Soviets, dès qu‟un type avait été fait prisonnier, il était suspect. Suspect d‟être
retourné, d‟être espion. Quand ils //les Soviets// ont récupéré leurs prisonniers … tu sais
quand nous on est retourné en France, il y a eu un flux inverse. On les voyait les grands
convois vers la Russie … Ils les ont d‟abord enfermés dans le goulag. Et le grand-père de ce
consul général a été un an au goulag avant de pouvoir rentrer à la maison. Ils voulaient les
désintoxiquer! (Brandt 7/4/2009).
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For a more detailed discussion about the silence concerning World War II in the Soviet
context, see Dahlin 2012: 109.
204

Mon grand-père n'a jamais vraiment raconté. Maintenant c'est moi qui raconte à mon père
ce que mon grand-père a vécu ... parce que mon grand-père il n'a jamais rien raconté à mon
père. Donc en fait la transmission c'est faite du grand-père au petit-fils. Alors que du père au
fils, c'est-à-dire de mon grand-père à mon père, il n'y a pas de transmission qui s'est passé.
(Schneider 13/4/2011).
205

In the soldbuch is keept track of the soldier‟s position, award and so on.
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I have been deciphering the soldbuch. There it was written what happened
during his years in the army and I noticed that he had been awarded honour:
The iron cross and the cross of the injured.
And my father, he didn‟t know anything about it. He even didn‟t know that
my grandfather had been injured. Neither did he know that he had got the iron
cross because he had hit two panzers … and he didn‟t know either about the
existence of this soldbuch … My father always said that my grandfather does
not want to talk about the war. In fact, since he //my grandfather// knows that I
am interested, he tells me bits and pieces and now he tells me stuff without me
asking (Schneider 13/4/2011).206

The journeys help re-establishing the broken communicative memory in the
families. Additionally, the relationships created during the pilgrimage “can
become the basis for a new social world, a new identity, once these
individuals return home” (Dubisch 2008: 318). As a matter of fact, every
year meetings and reunions are organised. On post-trip occasions, pilgrims
recount their experiences, share photos, show videos, and discuss the
significance the pilgrimage held for them. Pilgrims living in Alsace even
regularly attend the Russian film club or the concerts organised by the
Russian Embassy. Their regular meetings materialise the memorialisation of
the legacy of the war. The journey to Tambov resulted further in long-lasting
friendships between Russian people and pilgrims. The former POW, Lucien
Lutz, stayed in contact after his pilgrimage with Galina‟s husband, a local
reporter through which he receives every year a DVD of the pilgrimage he
cannot attend anymore. Emile Munsch, though telling me during the
interview that “I‟ve been stuck in this stuff all my life, I have never forgotten
anything, I have written a lot and have drawn a lot …”, took to a Russian
woman in the late 1990s, to whom he had got acquainted through a common
friend (a researcher). They had got on so well that he considers her as the
daughter he never had. She takes her role very seriously and comes at least
once every year and takes care of him, keeping him company and filling his
freezers with portions of home-made meals.
The former POW Arthur Keller also took care of a Russian woman after his
pilgrimage. Requesting a place to buy souvenirs during his stay, he was
introduced to a local artist. “She was as old as my oldest daughter,” he
206

J'ai décrypté le soldbuch. Il y avait écrit ce qui s'était passé pendant ses années de service
et là j'ai remarqué qu'il avait eu plusieurs distinctions: la croix de fer et la croix des blessés.
Et mon père, il ne savait rien. Il ne savait même pas que mon grand-père avait été blessé. Il ne
savait pas qu'il a eu la croix de fer, non plus parce qu‟il avait dégommé deux panzers ... et
l'existence de ce soldbuch mon père y connaissait pas non plus ... Mon père, il a toujours dit
que mon grand-père ne veut pas parler de la guerre. Mais en fait, depuis qu‟il sait que je m'y
intéresse et au fur et à mesure il lâche des bribes. Maintenant il me dit des trucs sans que je lui
demande (Schneider 13/4/2011).
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explained me. The economic situation was quite harsh at that time in Russia
and Arthur Keller decided to help the young artist and organised an
exhibition for her in Alsace. As Keller told me, “I‟ve suffered in Russia, but
I am happy to have been able to give her a hand. It is a drop in the ocean, but
it was important for me” (Keller 19/5/2009).207 It is after the interview that
Arthur Keller explained me why it was so important for him to help this
woman. It was a way to pay back the piece of bread that an old woman gave
him during the war.
The most convincing example of the French-Russian friendships is
crystallised by the constitution of mixed couples. During the period 20082010, three French/Russian couples were constituted and some of the
Ancients were flirtatious, too.
On the occasion of my conversation with Philippe Kraemer, we spoke about
the moment related to his laying of a wreath with one of the Russian girls
accompanying the Youth, to whom he became engaged (see picture 16, page
197).
Philippe: What happened this first year was a bit magical … I could never
have pictured that. I am still surprised of the rapidity in which everything was
launched … we were away only one week …
Florence: And you are learning Russian now?
Philippe: Yes, I take Russian lessons every week at the Russian cultural
centre … my life has completely changed since this first journey. Before and
after the journey, I am not the same person (Kraemer 23/4/2011). 208

Philippe‟s example proves the fact that the image of a place, how painful it
is, can be given a new appreciation. Tambov, the place symbolising his
grandfather‟s fate during World War II, became his girlfriend's home town.
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J‟ai souffert en Russie, mais je suis content d‟avoir pu faire un geste. C‟est une goutte dans
l‟océan, mais c‟était important pour moi (Keller 19/5/2009).
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Philippe: Oui, ce qui s'est passé la première année ça a été un peu magique ... j'aurai jamais
pu imaginer tout ça. Je suis encore étonné de la rapidité à laquelle tout s'est enclenché ... on
n‟était parti qu'une semaine ...
Florence: Et tu fais du russe maintenant?
Philippe: Oui, je fais du russe toutes les semaines au centre culturel russe ... ma vie a
totalement changé depuis le premier voyage. Avant le voyage et après le voyage, je ne suis
pas le même (Kraemer 23/4/2011).
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Annex 2: Interviewed participants of the pilgrimage in
2008 and 2010

Name

Date
of
interview

Link to the events

Ernest
Nussbaum
Adèle Kremmer

7/3/2011

Former POW

26/2/2012

Paul Beck
Marianne Blum
Benoit Friedman
Béatrice Faber

3/3/2011
3/3/2011
6/3/2011
7/3/2011

Étienne Oberlin
Théo Schneider

14/4/2011
13/4/2011

Philippe
Kraemer
Stéphane Lehn

23/4/2011

Cécile Bossong

28/2/2012

Anne Lejman

22/12/2011

Bertrand
Lejeune

22/12/2011

Friend to former
POWs
Orphan
Orphan
Son of a POW
Daughter of a
POW
Student in history
Grandfather
at
Tambov
Grandfather at the
Eastern Front
Grandfather at the
Eastern Front
Interested in the
history
of
the
region
Grandfather
at
Tambov
Boyfriend of Anne
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13/4/2011

Approx
imate
age
85

Pilgrimage
in

75-80

2010

70
65-70
50
45-50

2010
2010
2010
2010

25-30
35-40

2008
2008, 2010

20

2008, 2010

25-30

2008, 2010

25-30

2008

20

2008

20

2008

2010

VII Final discussion

The purpose of this thesis was to examine the legacy of forced enlistment in
Alsace-Moselle. Commonly after wars, public commemoration and war
remembrance help populations overcome the grief and loss caused by war.
But these means were not available for the Alsatian/Mosellan soldiers and
their families since these men were forced to make war from within the army
of their initial enemies, and they carried the tokens of enemies or traitors
when reintegrating their motherland, France. My aim throughout the thesis
was to examine how knowledge and memories about forced enlistment and
soviet captivity have been remembered, commemorated, communicated and
passed on. For this purpose I have analysed four strategies used by Alsatian
and Mosellan forced conscripts and their families to deal with the
experiences of forced enlistment and of internment in Soviet prison camps:
the construction of silence, the constitution of families of remembrance, the
narration of their experiences and the organisation of pilgrimages.
In order to deal with their past, the first most common strategy used by
former POWs was to take refuge in silence. The analysis showed that there
was not only one silence, but rather several types of silences intertwined: the
political silence, the liturgical silence, the silence linked to the
communication of such experience (reception, articulation), and the silence
linked to humiliation. In the post-war period, European societies plunged
into a period of forgetting. After war, violence, death and humiliation were
put under confidential seals in order for people to move on and recover from
the traumatising events. Post-war redemption depended on the ability to put
the atrocities of the war behind and move on. The constraints of social and
political reconstructions encouraged the population to stifle their pain. This
sort of forgetting, called „dialogic forgetting‟ by Aleida Assmann concurred
with the hope of the regenerative power of the future; a central value of
modernism shared by European countries after World War II (Assmann
2011: 6). Subsequently the painful experiences and the contentious past were
often carefully avoided in public discourses and instead heroic actions were
emphasised. Post-war societies re-emerging from Nazi occupation dispelled
their implication in Nazi violence by downplaying histories of collaboration
and complicity and by externalising guilt through the blaming of the German
occupiers. These strategies were seen during the trial of Bordeaux, which
resulted in the muzzling of the forced conscripts, an after-effect of amnesty.
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As Ricœur warns us, amnesty tends to the denial of memory (Ricœur 2005:
453).
In addition to the collective construction of silence, an individual selfprotective silence, called 'liturgical silence' is also constructed to overcome
the sufferings and to be able to move on from the war and its consequences.
Silence, especially for the survivors of concentration camps, became a form
of survival. The returnees first repressed all recollection to avoid indulging
their past.
Another factor to consider within the strategies of silence came from the
difficulty of introducing experiences of pain, suffering and humiliation
within a discursive script, especially in French, a language that some POWs
might not be fluent with. I used here Derrida's postcolonial reflection upon
the Alsatian/Mosellan case in order to highlight the fact that the former
POWs were subjected to a double interdiction: interdiction to access their
native language and interdiction to access speech, which inhibited their
recollection.
Further, the testimonies of these experiences are not well received and
appropriated by listeners. The attempt at narrating their experiences using
common moral or ethical criteria was doomed to failure as it presupposes a
permanent heroic behaviour which was not possible at the time in order to
survive.
The collective construction of silence about forced enlistment in France and
the individual entrenchments into silence led to a blocked communicative
memory, which resulted in the difficulty of handing down the memory to the
next generation. Tabooisation of the past occurred because the sufferings of
traumatised people are silenced for the sake of their own survival and for the
sake of their relatives. The former POWs erected a wall around the traumatic
events and the second generation, sensing the walls, built walls of their own.
The constructed silence was passed on from one generation to another, often
without words through a parent's mood or behaviour. All the interviewees‟
descendants acknowledged that their father or grandfather rarely spoke about
the war experience, which aroused their curiosity and incited them to
undertake the journeys to Tambov.
If a great majority of former POWs took refuge in silence in the post-war
period (1945-1960), a cluster of former conscripts formed an interest
organisation, the ADEIF, to defend their interests. The formation of this
family of remembrance was determinant in order to deal with the aftereffects of the war, notably with the repatriation of POWs from the Eastern
Front. I have shown that the ADEIF became an intermediary between French
society and the forced conscripts, and tried to reintegrate the forced
conscripts into French patriotic discourse and into political memory. This
was notably done by requesting a public and official recognition by
Germany of the illegitimate character of the conscription and by claiming
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financial compensation. While the ADEIF aimed at representing all the
forced conscripts, a new organisation emerged after the meeting in Obernai
in 1965 which focused specifically on the experience of internment in the
Soviet prison camps. This latter organisation split later on into two different
movements, which demonstrated that the former POWs were not such a
close-knit group.
Beyond the problem of dissensions, the constitution of interest organisations
provided former POWs with what Winter calls kinship families. These
families supported former POWs and offered them an empathetic ear to put
words to their experiences. Within the associations of former POWs, a
collective memory of the events was constituted, which could help the
survivors at the individual level to unburden/relieve, at least partly,
themselves of their traumatic memories. These interest organisations became
'bearers' of the matrix of how to narrate forced enlistment and Soviet
captivity. The narratives collected for the purpose of this thesis attest to the
construction of a master narrative. Yet, the fact that some life experiences
were systematically highlighted when others were silenced, confirmed that a
sort of „ideal‟ experience of forced enlistment and internment in Soviet
prison camps was constituted.
The analysis of the interviews proved that the narratives were structured
chronologically and that they emphasised carefully the dichotomy between
individual and collective history. In this way, the personal experience of the
interviewee was reframed within the history of Alsace/Moselle and the
individual was relieved of any personal responsibility. The narratives
avoided any heroism, wailing or excess of emotionality but followed
carefully the genre of victims/survivors narratives – oscillating between
narratives of victimisation and narratives of redemption. I noticed that the
interviewees adapted their stories to fit the framework of „survivor of the
Russian camps‟ or „victims of Nazi Germany‟, which created a constraint to
their recollection. The anthropologist Anselma Gallinat argues that “the
restriction to one kind of narrative identity bears heavily on the self”
(Gallinat 2006: 361) and inhibits the possibility of the multiplicity of human
life.209 Yet, the confinement to a single genre rendered the narration of
episodes of human solidarity or romances quasi impossible. Nonetheless I
wanted to argue that the fact of constituting a master narrative should not
been seen negatively but as one way of telling. Since a trauma is by
definition difficult to articulate and that its articulation is a risky enterprise,
the former POWs might have taken refuge in the narration of a master
narrative. As the survivor of Holocaust, Primo Levi warned us in his last
book: “a memory evoked too often, and in the form of a story, tends to
become fixed in a stereotype (...) crystallised, perfected, adorned, installing
209
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itself in the place of the raw memory and growing at its expense” (Levi
1988: 76). Not all the former POWs were willing to tell their stories of the
dreadful experiences, nor were all of them able to face the experience of
their recollection. The former POWs who agreed to tell me their stories felt
invested with a mission: they wanted to add their words to the campaign
against denial. As Winter wrote: “By speaking out, they lose some of the
passivity of victimhood; by defining themselves, they set aside the story
inflicted on them years ago” (Winter 2010a: 20). But as the American
political scientist and feminist, Wendy Brown, suggests:
Many contemporary narratives of suffering would seem to bear precisely this
character, rather than working through the “raw memory” to a place of
emancipation, discourses of survivorship become stories by which one lives,
or refuses to live, in the present. There is a fine but critical distinction here
between, on the one hand, re-entering a trauma, speaking its unspeakable
elements, and even politicising it, in order to reconfigurate the trauma and the
traumatised subject, and, on the other hand, narrating the trauma in such a
way as to preserve it by resisting the pain of it, thereby preserving the
traumatised subject. While such a distinction is probably not always
sustainable, it may be all that secures the possibility that we dwell in
something other than the choice between a politics of pain and a politics of
pain‟s disavowal (Brown 2005: 94).

Hence, through their agency (the formation of families of memory, the
constitution of a master narrative, and the organisation of pilgrimages) the
interviewed former POWs showed that they struggled for their own lives to
provide a meaningful position within the event of World War II. I have
shown throughout this thesis that the agency of the former POWs and their
family should be appreciated in the light of its happening. Yet, as I pointed
out, the act of remembrance should not be viewed as specific to this group of
people but as a consequence of the general renegotiation of ethics in the age
of globalisation. The fact that the POWs did not speak out about their
experience and suffering in the post-war period and began their quest for
official recognition in the 60s, suggests that their evaluation and awareness
process might be linked to the changes in the international context,
especially to the representation of the Holocaust. It was during this period
that societies became aware that their attempt at forgetting the past was not a
successful method for letting go of the past: “To begin anew requires not
forgetting but remembering,” writes Assmann (2011: 14). And it is just this
remembering that the pilgrims are dealing with throughout the pilgrimage. In
the 60s, the memory of the Holocaust emerged after a period of latency. The
model of “remembering in order to never forget”, unique to the historic
trauma of the Holocaust, developed into a third model of dealing with
traumatic past: “remembering in order to overcome” (Assmann 2011: 20).
This third model, aiming at mastering the past in order to put it behind,
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brought about a paradigm shift. The social construction of the Holocaust, as
a moral universal, provided a new grid through which events and perceptions
that were previously unintelligible could be interpreted. This process brought
about a profound change in sensibility all around the world in dealing with
historic traumas. The globalisation of history stimulated a change in the
identification processes. As Winter suggested: "the transformation of moral
and political judgments over time can lead to the breaking of silences or to
the changing of their boundaries. The unsayable and the unsaid rarely stay
fixed" (Winter 2010a: 23). In this new frame, “forgetting was no longer
acceptable as a general policy in overcoming atrocities of the past”
(Assmann 2011: 9).
The Holocaust's new cultural configuration and the increased influence of
human rights in international politics brought European Nation-States to
confront their own human rights abuses, crimes of the past and dark sides.
National narratives began to be rewritten and history was reinterpreted
according to new moral standards. All over the world, States were
confronted with competing and alternative views of their past. Traditional
interpretations of national history were blamed for the non-recognition of
suffering and injustice. Honour, winner and loser, which composed the
grammar of the national memory for decades, were no longer the selection
criteria for the writing of history. The memory of the “forgotten of history”
began to be put forward all over the world and disrupted official narratives.
Subsequently, painful events and collective sufferings were displayed,
interpreted and articulated within the framework of trauma. The ubiquitous
use of the term in the media, especially in news reports, gave the forced
conscripts and their descendants a new awareness of their own suffering or
the suffering of their parents. This concurred with the assumption that
personal experiences are influenced by the social conditions presiding what
can be and is worth recalling. Furthermore, it confirmed that memories were
not ready-made reflections of the past, but eclectic, selective reconstructions.
The formation of social memory is an active and ongoing process. Yet, the
strategies, manners and methods of dealing with traumatic pasts changed
throughout time. I have shown that what is being remembered of the past
and how the past is remembered is largely, as Assmann put it, dependant on
the cultural frames, moral sensibilities and demands of the ever-changing
present (Assmann 2011: 21).
Yet, the children and grandchildren‟s knowledge of past events were not
solely informed by narratives handed down by families, but also by national
and cosmopolitan interpretative frameworks. The fact that the children
reconstituted memory from the present, selecting certain features in favour
of others, had an impact on their interpretation and uses of the past. The
children and grandchildren had a tendency to release their
fathers/grandfathers from all responsibilities in a fate imposed upon them.
They usually presented the former POWs as misfit guys, caught up in a
191

history where the 'others', the 'big ones' do as they please, without taking into
considerations the lives of the ordinary people. The grandchildren, with time
passing by, were able to address a past their parents could not and to draw
aside the veil of silence.
Generational aspects are visible in the pilgrimages, as they bring together
three to four generations. I have shown that the pilgrims throughout the
journeys engaged with a sense of the past, they remembered and reassessed
the meaning of the past in terms of the social, cultural and political needs of
the present. Since the intergenerational commemorations could be performed
in another symbolic place in Alsace or Moselle, I was wondering why these
people embarked on such a long journey and visited the place of a mass
grave in a Russian forest.
The first reason is to be found in the fact that the 188 prison camp was called
the “French camp”. The place became consequently symbolic of the
Alsatian/Mosellan prisoners of war. The fact that recollections thrive on
places plays a crucial role. Places are important memory holders, notably as
containers of the fallens‟ bones and skeletons. For the visitors, the past
permeates the place. But, as I have shown, places and landscapes do not
have faces and voices of their own. It is people who charge landscape and
place with meaning accordingly with their own cultural assumptions and
beliefs. By physically being immersed in the natural environment, the
pilgrims are expecting a sensory experience. The significance of the site is
subjectively attributed by the individual. There is undeniably a resonant
dimension gained by being physically standing where the events occurred.
Yet, places function as congealed scenes for remembered content and
represent a mise-en-scène to anchor the fragment of memory heard about the
experience of forced enlistment. I argue that place provides a setting to
anchor postmemories. Yet, throughout the pilgrimage postmemories and
prosthetic memories are em-placed and im-placed. By em-placement I have
in mind the process of giving a place to memories that are outside one‟s own
body. By im-placement, I view the process of appropriating the memory in
one‟s own lived body. In other words, the pilgrimage can be seen as
providing the opportunity to give a presence and a place to silence.
Beyond the issue of place, I drew my attention to the importance of moving
one‟s own body from Alsace to the forest of Rada. As a matter of fact, the
lived body is a crucial element of the pilgrimages. It is through the body that
we take in the place. Yet, commemorations are no less implaced than
embodied activities. By taking place at a particular place, commemoration
gives us the opportunity of 'in-habiting', e.g. getting familiar with a
particular place, according to Casey:
When taken together, the “in” of in-sertion and the “in” of in-taking yield the
sense of familiarity that inheres in human in-habitation – in all dwelling and
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being-in-the-word. We only inhabit that which comes bearing the familiar;
and the familiar in turn entails memory in various forms. Familiar places are
places we are apt to remember – to hold and keep in mind (Casey 2000: 191).

I have shown how the pilgrims attune the space by making it familiar. The
familiarity of place is brought about through the placement of tangible
artefacts, notably by constructing a monument in pink sandstone from the
Vosges Mountain, by inscribing the names of Alsatian and Mosellan towns
on the monument, by erecting the symbolic double cross of the artist Tomi
Ungerer. In this sense, the space is appropriated by being transformed into a
culturally meaningful landscape. I have shown that it was important for the
pilgrims to consecrate the space as theirs and sacralise it through collective
and individual ceremonies. Furthermore, I have shown that the pilgrims
appropriated the place by taking photographs, collecting souvenirs and
leaving mementoes. I viewed also the Youth‟s physical work at the French
Square as a means of attuning the space. By putting their hands in the soil,
by transforming the space into a place, they do not only appropriate the
place, but also incorporate it, that is, make the place one with their ongoing
life and their lived bodies.210
“Beyond orienting and situating us in place – in the very place in which it is
located – the lived body itself serves as a place. It is a place not just for its
internal organs but for all of its activities of presentment in place. In this
respect it can be considered as a place of places – or more exactly, a placer of
places. We could even call it, following Bergson, a “place of passage” (Casey
2000: 195).

I have shown that the meaning of place and the significance of self-in-place
were determinant features in the transformation process undergone by the
pilgrims. During the pilgrimages, the participants are given the opportunity
to confront their grief for the dead or their sense of injustice, and to let go of
the past. Yet, I have observed that secular pilgrimages perform roles similar
to religious ones by providing the bereaved relatives with a sense of
completeness and fulfilment, of making whole that which was previously in
some way incomplete. In this sense, the theme of healing, inherent to the
genre of pilgrimage, permeates the pilgrims‟ interpretation of the outcome of
the pilgrimage.
I have demonstrated that pilgrimage being a social phenomenon had also an
individual and individualising nature which is relevant, on a personal level,
for each participant. All pilgrims did not share the same feelings and
experiences, even as they join in the fixed frame of the ceremonies. The
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Casey defines the process of appropriation, as “making something one‟s own by making it
one with one‟s ongoing life” (Casey 2000: 192).
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pilgrims came to the place with their own beliefs and meanings which
oriented their emotional experiences. In other words, the pilgrims brought
their own positionality to the site. Additionally, the meaning of
remembrance differed from person to person, and evolved from generation
to generation. I have shown how the individual is drawn into the social
process of the pilgrimage itself, notably through the constitution of a
„participative communitas‟. In this „communitas‟, each participant fulfiled a
complementary role: the Ancients transferred the emotional burden to the
Youth and the Youth represented, in the eyes of the Ancients, the perdurance
of the burden. While wit(h)nessing the sorrow of the bereaved relatives, each
participant of the pilgrimages became the bearer of this part of the past. The
pilgrimages could be seen as a way of passing on histories and traditions to
the people present. It was through this process that memorialisation is
achieved. To sum up, it was through the Ancients that the transmission of
experience was handed down and it was through the Youth that the
experience continued and lasted.
The meaning and memories of the war experiences were remembered, as
Smith put it, “through contemporary interactions with physical places and
landscapes and through the performances enacted within them ...” (Smith
2006: 77). But meaning and memories were not fixed. Each new encounter
and experience of the place deposited additional memory traces of the past.
As Winter put it: “These renewed and revamped memories frequently vary
from and overlay earlier memories, creating a complex palimpsest about the
past each of us carries with us” (Winter 2010b: 12). I have proved that a new
narrative is put together during the pilgrimage in which the legacy of forced
enlistment is repositioned as part of French history. I have shown how the
sacrifice of the soldiers for their families was extended to that of a sacrifice
made by the Alsatian/Mosellan societies during the ceremonies. In this
version of the past, reconstructed within the context of the present, the focus
was exclusively drawn to the Alsatian/Mosellan men conscripted by force
into the German army and imprisoned in the camp of Tambov. In this way,
attention was diverted from the voluntary enlisted soldiers, from the "capos"
or the POWs who collaborated with the Soviet authorities. Indeed, there was
not a single history of Tambov but rather, several histories. In this sense,
pilgrims could be said to be engaged in presenting a selected and consensual
interpretation of past events within the context of the present. This reframing
process was nevertheless contingent upon its reception by the Russians. In
this sense the acknowledgment by the Russian authorities of the unjust
treatment of the “Malgré-Nous” (Against-our-will) during the war, was
crucial. Remembering encompassed clearly here the recognition of the
victims‟ memories. The toasts of friendship, which could be perceived as
empty words, were performative. But this reframing of enlistment in a
contemporary European context required also a re-evaluation of the
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pilgrims‟ preconceptions of Russia. The image of Russia passed down
through the narratives of the former POWs was one-sided and fairly
negative. Yet, through the experience of the pilgrimages, new memories,
impressions, and perceptions were created which brought a new appreciation
of Tambov. As I have shown, processes of healing the past were not just
within persons‟ process but were to be found in the reframing of the past by
the former POWs and their relatives. It was through the process of 'opening
up' the past in a different way and reframing it in the present that the feature
of reconciliation could be appreciated.
Yet, the creation of shared memories did not only create and maintain bonds
between family and community members, but enabled the creation of new
meanings and values (Smith 2006: 47-8). During the pilgrimage, memories
were not simply remembered; new memories were also created through
community cohesion, friendship and cooperation. Memorable new
experiences were produced about what it meant to be a community, and
“these experiences centre on socialising and networking” (Smith 2006: 269).
During the pilgrimage, social values and meanings were generated and
transmitted. Although the pilgrimage was fixed in a temporal frame, the
processes of pilgrimage did not stop on the return. Many pilgrims met on
later occasions in Alsace (association‟ meetings, concerts, Russian film
evenings), which enabled them to keep their experiences of Tambov alive.
When returning to France, the individuals embodied a new and renewed
experience of Tambov, and became bearers of an appeased memory. This
could be seen in the light of Casey‟s assumption that commemoration, “in
honouring the past, revivifies the present, giving it a new birth – whether of
a political or of a spiritual nature” (Casey 2000: 237).
As a matter of fact, the former POWs and their descendants could be seen as
engaged in attaching the memories of forced enlistment in the future, ‟in
paying fitting tribute in a lasting way” (see Casey 2000: 226). Yet, the
commemorative activities as well as the monument in the forest of Rada
served for attaching the memory in the future, but could also be seen as
'heritage making' in the sense that they were occasions during which
memories were recalled, their meanings and values negotiated and defined.
As Smith suggested:
What makes certain activities 'heritage' are those activities that actively
engage with thinking about and acting out not only 'where we have come
from' in terms of the past, but also 'where we are going' in terms of the present
and the future. It is a social and cultural process that mediates a sense of
cultural, social and political change (Smith 2006: 84).
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It seemed at first that the former POWs and their descendants‟ agencies were
paradoxical: on the one hand they wanted to take responsibility for the past
and resisted disappearance of the experiences, how awful and painful they
were; on the other hand, they wanted to let go of the past by means of
commemorations and heritage making. Yet, the pilgrims held on to the past,
to what appeared to have been lost in the present and at the same time, their
agency was a way to resist the present, to refuse that the memory of forced
enlistment disappeared with the last veterans. Except for the silencing
process, the strategies and methods examined in this thesis show how they
were used to resist the irreversibility of time, and the disappearance of the
experiences of forced enlistment. This was, however, only a contradiction
per se. Indeed, what these memorial actors prove was that until the past is
recognised and valued, it cannot pass and might haunt the descendants.
In a sense, their agency was an attempt to release/free the legacy of forced
enlistment and internment in Soviet prison camps from the private/familial
sphere and inscribe it in the public sphere by a different means: the interest
organisation's attempted to insert forced enlistment into the realm of the
nation‟s veterans, the constitution of a master narrative ensured a
consensual, written trace of the experiences while the journeys enabled its
transmission to younger people. In other words, we were witnessing the
inscription of this legacy into the cultural or/and political memory of the
society. As a matter of fact the inter-generational transmission of memory
embedded in the communicative sphere is bound to the existence of living
bearers of the memory, and these communicators of experience (the
witnesses) are slowly disappearing.
The agencies of the former POWs and their descendants (the constitution of
families of remembrance, the constitution of a master narrative and the
organisation of pilgrimages) could thus be seen as a way to transfer the
legacy of forced enlistment into institutionalised forms, e.g. sustain by
cultural mnemotechnique (Assmann 2010). Pilgrimages furthermore enabled
participants to connect, what the Israeli philosopher Avishai Margalit called
the sphere of ethics and morals. Yet, pilgrimages, beyond establishing and
reinforcing our spatial and temporal place, also enabled us to connect and
regulate our thick relations (to those with a shared past, our near and dear)
and our thin relations (connecting us to those who are strangers or remote to
each other). The agents of remembrance interviewed for the purpose of this
thesis were engaged in inscribing their communicative memory reserved to
their thick relations (ethics) into cultural memory, e.g. the moral sphere
which connects remote people to each other in a horizontal or vertical
dimension. Through the conjoint activities, the burden of forced enlistment
was transferred from the communicative and ethical realm into the cultural
and moral sphere. In this way, the burden could be disentangled from the
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familial sphere and inserted into public space. In this case, remembering was
the beginning of a process, not its end. This concurred with Assmann‟s
assumption that remembering is not the aim of the process but only a
medium of transformation: “The aim is to facilitate recognition,
reconciliation and, eventually, „forgetting‟ in the sense of putting a traumatic
past behind in order to be able to imagine a common future” (Assmann
2011: 14). Since the legacy of forced enlistment and internment in Soviet
prison camps is claimed and valued as part of their identity, I argued that the
agents of remembrance were engaged in turning the tangible and intangible
legacies of World War II into heritage. While inscribing Tambov as a lieu de
mémoire, at least for their own community, the process of forgetting could
begin. Forgetting here was not a failing, but an assumed process which
aimed at letting pass a past “that does not want to pass”.211
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Picture 15: The laying of a wreath at the international site 2008. Picture:
Association pèlerinage Tambov
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The expression "un passé qui ne passe pas” (a past that does not pass) has been coined by
Julia Kriesteva but has entered common language (1987: 70).
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Annexes

Annex 3: The survey sent to the Ancients pilgrims
Name:
Age:
Profession:
1. Has one of your relatives been interned in the prison camp of Tambov?
And if so, how were you related? did your relative come back?
2. Was the pilgrimage of 2010 your first journey to Tambov? If not, how
many times have you been in Tambov?
3. What did motivate your decision to embark in such a journey?
4. How did you get informed of the existence of such pilgrimages (By
newspaper, the media, friends, association)?
5. What were your expectations?
6. Which were the most important moments for you during the pilgrimage?
7. Did you take any mementos back home? Which one?
8. Do you plan to participate in another pilgrimage to Tambov?
9. Would you agree to be interviewed?
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Annex 4: Historical Key facts
In general

1

Sept. 1 - Hitler invades Poland

9
3

Sept. 3 - France and Great Britain declare
war on Germany

In Alsace/Moselle

Sept 2 - Evacuation of civilian
from Alsace to the west-south of
France. Strasbourg is completely
evacuated (this measure involves
374 000 Alsatians)

9
May - Germany overwhelms Belgium, the
Netherlands and France using Blitzkrieg
tactic.

1
9
4
0

June 22 – Armistice of Rethombes
containing no specific clause on Alsace and
Lorraine.

June 15 - Alsace is occupied by
the German army. There is no
official declaration on the
annexation of Alsace-Moselle to
the Reich. Repatriation of half a
million Alsatians refugees or
mobilised soldiers in the French
army.
June 20 - Two “Gauleitern” (civil
governors), Wagner and Burkel
are nominated under the
Werhmachts trusteeship.
July 2 - All localities are to take a
German name.
July 10 - Re-establishment of the
former borders of 1914
July to Dec 40 - Deportation of
22.000 undesirable persons from
Alsace and Moselle. 100.000 are
prevented from coming back. This
corresponds to 15 % of the
population.
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August 2 - By law civil
administration is given to the
“Gauleiter” without a military
trusteeship.

1

Sept 8 - Establishment of the
Hitlerian Youth‟s Organisation in
Alsace and Lorraine.

9
4

Oct 1 - Establishment of a neoNazi party in Alsace.

0

Oct 18 - The “Gauleiter” is direcly
under the authority of the Führer.

May 1 - French currency is
replaced by the German one.
(Despoilment of the Alsatian
economy)
May 8 - The Reicharbeitsdienst
(RAD) (national working service)
is introduced in Alsace.

1
9
4
1

June 22 - Germany attacks the Soviet Union
and Operation Barbarossa begins. June 28 Germans captures Minsk.
July 3 - Stalin calls for the scorched earth
policy.
July 10 - Germany crosses the River
Dnieper in the Ukraine.
July 12 - Mutual Assistance agreement
between Great Britain and the Soviet
Union.
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June 11 - Obligation to use the
German language in schools.
Replacement of Alsace and
Lorraine teachers by German ones
(from Baden).

Aug 20 - Nazi siege of Leningrad begins.
Sept 1 - Nazis order Jews to wear yellow
stars
Sept 3 - First experimental use of gas
chambers in Auschwitz.

Aug 28 - The High Military
Authority authorises
advertisement for the enrolment of
Alsatian volunteers.

Sept 19 - Nazis take over Kiev.

1

Sept 29 - Nazis murder 33.771 Jews in
Kiev.

9

Oct 2 - Operation Typhoon begins (German
advance on Moscow).

4

Oct 16- Germany takes Odessa.

1

Oct 24- Germany takes Kharkov.
Oct 30- Germans reach Sevastopol.
Nov 20- Germany takes Rostov.
Nov 27- Soviet troops take back Rostov.
Dec 6 - Soviet Army launches a major
counter-offensive around Moscow.
Dec 7- Japan bombs Pearl Harbor: Hitler
issues the Night and Fog decree.
Dec 8- United States and Great Britain
declare war on Japan.
Dec 11- Germany declares war on the
United State
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May 8- German summer offensive begins
in the Crimea.

Jan 2 - Obligatory adhesion to the
Hitlerian Youth Association for
the Alsatian/Mosellan people aged
between 10 and 18 years olds.

July 3- Germany takes Sevastopol.

1

July 22- First deportations from the
Warsaw Ghetto to concentration camps;
Treblinka extermination camp is opened.

9
4

Aug 12- Stalin and Churchill meet up in
Moscow.

2

Aug 17- First all-American air attacks
begin in Europe.

Sept 13- Battle of Stalingrad begins.

Nov 19- Soviet counter-offensive at
Stalingrad begins.

Aug 9 - The Führer and the
Gauleitern meet in Winnitza in
order to determine the conditions
for the attribution of German
citizenship to people of Alsace
and Lorraine.
Aug 25 - Obligatory military
service for 130.000 young
Alsatians begins.
Oct 15 - Departure of the first
recruits.

Jan 2/3 - Germans begin a withdrawal from
the Caucasus.

1
9
4
3
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Jan 10- Soviets begin an offensive against
the Germans in Stalingrad. Surrender at
Stalingrad marks Germany's first major
defeat.

June - USSR recognises the
people of Alsace and Moselle as
French.
Aug 6 - Separation of Alsace and
Moselle prisoners from the
German ones.

Nov 6- Russians recapture Kiev in Ukraine.

Dec 20 - Establishment in Alger
of The “Commissariat aux
prisonniers déportés et réfugiés ».
Military authority for deported
and refugees prisoners

Jan 6 - Soviet troops advance in Poland.
Jan 27 - Leningrad is freed after 900-days
of siege.

1
9

April 8 - Soviet troops begin an offensive to
liberate Crimea.
May 12 - Germany surrenders in Crimea.

4
4

April - Alsatian recruits are
automatically incorporated in the
Waffen SS.

June 6 - D-Day operation starts. Allied
invasion of France begins.
June 9 - Soviet offensive against the
Finnish Front begins.
June 27 - US: troops liberate Cherbourg.
(France)
July 3 - Soviets capture Minsk.
July 9 - British and Canadian troops capture
Caen.
Aug 19/20 - Soviet offensive in the Balkans
begins with an attack on Romania.

June 10 - The Waffen SS razes the
town of Oradour-sur-Glane in
France. Amongst them were 14
Alsatians enrolled by force.
July - 1500 Alsace and Lorraine
prisoners, in captivity in the
USSR are liberated and sent to
North Africa.

Aug 25 - Liberation of Paris

Nov 24 - French captures
Strasbourg.
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April 12 - Allies liberate Buchenwald and
Belsen concentration camps
April 18 - German forces in the Ruhr
surrender.

1

April 21 - Soviets reach Berlin

9

May 7 - Unconditional surrender of
Germany to the Allies.

4

May 8- V-E (Victory in Europe) Day.
July- 11.000 French prisoners are
still in Tambov camp.

5
August 15 - Japan surrenders after the drop
of two atomic bombs on Japanese cities by
the American

Aug 7 - First wave of returns of
Alsatian prisoners from Tambov.
Oct - 8000 prisoners have been
repatriated.

1
9
4
6
1
9
5
5
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Jan 18, 1953 - Opening of the trial
of Bordeaux for the Oradour-surGlane massacre
Feb 1953 - An amnesty law in
favour of 13 Alsatians sentenced
to jail is passed.
Apr 8, 1955 - Return of the last
prisoners enrolled by forced from
Russia.
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