My Life as Mme Ducaret

Below is an account written by Kaete Hildegard von Gumppenberg (known as Hilla), of how
she hid during World War 2, escaping the Nazis.

She was born on 15" November 1906, Kaete Hildegard (Fleischer) to a Jewish family in
Reichenbach Germany (now Dzierzoniow in Poland). Her father, Wilhelm Fleischer owned a
textile mill. Kaete Hildegard married Max Hildebrand, Freiherr [Baron] von Gumppenberg, a
Catholic. Permission from the Pope was obtained with the proviso that the children would be
brought up as Catholics. Hilla and Max had two children, a daughter, Claudia (8" Feb 1930)
and a son, Johannes (16" August 1931). They lived first in Berlin and then moved to
Dusseldorf.

Hilla divorced her husband in 1948 and moved to the United States with her son Johannes.
She later returned to Germany and died in the 1960’s.

Written in German, the memoir was translated by Gerda Loosemore-Reppen and edited by
Ruth and David Geall in May 2015.

Living undercover in Cologne

Through my affiliation with the Jewish community in Dusseldorf, my family and
| had great difficulties in the winter of 1941-42, so much so that | felt | was
only a great burden on my relatives. For me, life had become completely
unbearable, and above all too dangerous. There was hardly a day when | had
not been forced to violate one or other of the numerous Nazi laws. It also did
not agree with me to be in the position of a persecuted person.

| first planned to move to Berlin, which | thought would be more suitable for
living underground. But because of my hasty departure from my husband and
children, | first went to the neighboring city of Cologne. From Cologne, | was
able to maintain contact with my husband in order to sort things out better.

In Cologne, I first lived in a hotel and got in contact with an old friend Mrs.
Thea Nolte-Bahnisch. She told me about so-called "trips" which led into
unoccupied foreign countries and referred me for further information to Mayor
Bornheim. He explained that as it was now the middle of February the borders
were not accessible, because there was a lot of snow. | could only start the
journey when the snow had melted. Because of this information, | contacted
my husband and decided to seek his agreement to travel to France, which at
that time was still unoccupied.

| could not stay long in the hotel, which is why | looked for a furnished room
until the spring. | looked at the newspaper ads, but could not find a room, so |
tried the Nazi Student organization which promptly offered me 3 rooms. One
of the rooms they offered belonged to a single, divorced woman. Since | had
the impression that she would not be too difficult, | rented the room.

| told my landlady that | was Mrs Gumppenberg from Breslau. My husband, a
businessman, was maintaining a warehouse in Cologne which he had to

dissolve. Because of the air raids and transportation difficulties, my husband
could not offer the job to a staff member, but asked me to sort it out. My task



would take four to six weeks. When my landlady was concerned about my
registration with the police, | told her that my stay in Cologne would be too
short and therefore my police registration would be superfluous. She accepted
this and my tracks were blurred.

Now it was necessary for me to find a job in Cologne, and, thanks to the
recommendation of Mayor Bornhein, | found a job in the tailor’s shop of Miss
Meta Schmidt in the High Street. As Miss Schmidt was against the Nazis, |
could tell her about the difficulties which | had in Dusseldorf. Of my actual
intention to flee to unoccupied France, | did not tell her. Thus | had a regular
routine: in the morning | left the house and | returned in the afternoon. My
landlady really cared for me despite having anti-Semitic attitudes.

After the snow had melted, | turned again to Mayor Bornheim, to find out more
details about the journey. He referred me to a Jewish lawyer in Cologne. From
him | learned that there were people the police were looking for who had no
fixed abode. From time to time they showed up and asked whether there was
anyone who wanted to go on the journey that led to Brussels. And then it
would happen in a hurry the next day. In Brussels, then they would hide with
Polish Jews, and they would have ways and means to get into unoccupied
France. It seemed to me that plan was very dubious.

Again, | discussed this with my husband who advised me to contact our old
friend, Mrs. Hilde Jacoby in Eupen, which was annexed by Germany at this
time. She told me of a similar possibility to get to Southern France. As |
understood, it was an organization for French prisoners who had escaped and
were being assisted to get to the South of France. The journey began with
Kate, a former servant of my friend who lived right on the Belgian border. The
route led via Dolhaine, Brussels and Paris to the South of France. She was
willing to take me under her wing.

The flight into unoccupied France

Eight days before | fled, | took my bags to Kate and she conveyed them to
Dolhaine. | told my landlady that | had finished my work and wanted to return
to Breslau. | met my husband in Monchengladbach. Then | got to Eupen and
went, without any luggage, to meet Kate.

A worker appeared at 11 o’clock at Kate’s house. He worked in a Belgian
factory on the border. He seemed unduly agitated. That's when | recognized
the difficulty of crossing the German-Belgian border. It took me about fifteen
minutes to get across meadows and barbed wire to his factory where he also
lived. Towards the evening of the next day he brought me, in the company of
his young daughter, to meet a working couple in Dolhaine. The wife of the
worker wanted to use the opportunity to travel with me to the South of France.
My two suitcases were already left in the apartment of the worker in Dolhaine.

In Dolhaine | spent a few days until | could continue the journey, accompanied
by the wife of the worker to Brussels. In Brussels, | found shelter in a convent,



through which | had a connection from a Dusseldorf monastery. The Mother
Superior accepted me, especially since | had food provisions with me, and |
was glad that | was able to recover from the gruelling journey.

| stayed for a few days in the convent until my companion collected me,
accompanied by a most unpleasant young man who picked me up there to
continue the journey. The young man was the real guide. He had talked to the
Belgian-French border guards to determine whether a corrupt customs officer
was on duty. We travelled by train to Tournai, crossed the border on foot and
got on a tram that went to Lille.

The young man took us to a nasty hotel and manufactured our first forged
identity cards. We took these on our trip to Paris. In Paris we stayed overnight
with a fairly cultured painter on the floor of her studio. It was near the
Champs Elysées. Here the young man became difficult in relation to the
further transport of my luggage. Since | believed that that the organization that
had started to look after me on the journey would also be interested in finding
me on the other side of the border, | refused to continue the journey without
my suitcases. | pretended that | would stay in the occupied part of France and
would find further refuge in a convent. Subsequently my luggage was
dispatched to Lyon.

We had neither the time nor the inclination to look at Paris, and drove on the
following day to Dijon. There we took the bus to Chalon-sur-Saone, where the
young man deposited us in a car-repair shop. His mission was then over and
he left us. In this auto-repair shop my companion and | were issued with new
identity cards. Then my companion was initially hidden in the boot of a car
and taken across the Line. | followed her in the same way, but was brought
over another border crossing behind the line of demarcation. Behind the
demarcation line we found ourselves again together and stayed in a hotel in
Sennecy-le-Grand. | breathed a sigh of relief after this breakneck activity had
succeeded.

Stay in Macon

The next morning we went at an early hour on the highway to take the bus to
Lyon. The bus was very crowded and | believed that when a man got up, he
wanted to make room for me. However, he demanded our identity cards. My
companion and | showed the cards that had been made for us in the auto-
repair shop in Chalon-sur-Saone and we were arrested on the spot. At the
next stop we had to get out in order to travel by train back towards the border.

On this trip | was very scared. Throughout the journey | had kept calm, but |
was afraid that they would deliver us to the Germans at the demarcation line. |
considered jumping out of the moving train, but then the train stopped before
the demarcation line and we were asked to get out. We were back in
Sennecy-le-Grand near the train station where the French police were
stationed.



We were surrounded by five police officers, one of them a very smart pleasant
man who led the investigation. First, he turned to my companion, who wanted
to maintain the claim to be French until she had to finally admit to being
Belgian. | myself did not even make an attempt to lie to the police, but told the
man immediately the truth when he addressed me. | told him what motives
had induced me to leave Germany and that | would now be happy to have left
the Germans behind me. The man had great sympathy for me and the
treatment of us was excellent.

He recorded the interview and my companion and | were taken to Macon with
the record of the interview; we arrived at 7 p.m. in order to be handed over to
the police there. Because it was now quite late, the interview was planned to
take place the following morning. They put us up in the best hotel in Macon,
Hotel de I'Europe.

The interrogation in Macon was much sharper and more unpleasant than that
in Sennecy-le-Grand. The official, who spoke fluent German, did not believe
me and tried to intimidate me. He told me it would be easy for him to send me
back to the Germans behind the border. | told him that his intimidation did not
frighten me; since | had come directly from Germany, | was familiar with other
more violent methods of interrogation than he would use. As unpleasant as it
was, during the whole interrogation, they nevertheless concluded by saying
"Vous étes libre" (You are free).

At the same time he handed me a Procés Verbal document, which required
me to stay in Macon for the time being and report to the police twice a week. |
remained at the Hotel de I'Europe . Through the help of the head of a nursing
home, | met nice people in Macon. They were Jews from Alsace and northern
France, who had moved to southern France because of the persecution of the
Jews in German-occupied territories. From me they wanted to know how |
judged their situation. | could not give them much hope. Although | believed
that Hitler would lose the war this would not happen yet, and he could do
much mischief until then. Because of this | had left Germany and hoped to go
to the United States.

| had to stop my contact with these French people since the police advised
me to go to Tramayes (Saone-et-Loire). This was a small village in the
mountains with about 1,200 inhabitants. This village seemed unsuitable as a
place to continue my plan to go to the US to my relatives. Before going to
Tramayes, | visited Lyon in order to start proceedings for my immigration to
the US. | met with Abbé Glasberg, who had an office for Jews in Lyon, which
Cardinal Gerlier had set up. But since | did not have free passage in France, |
needed a permit for the journey. Since | had a letter from M. Francois-
Poncet,’ | was received by the Préfet (head of administration) in Macon and
was given the permit.

(?) André Francois-Poncet (1887-1978), former French ambassador to Nazi Germany,
who was arrested by the Gestapo in France and imprisoned for three years.



Stay in Tramayes before Venissieux

My stay in Tramayes was initially anything but pleasant, for there the rumour
had been spread that | was a Nazi spy, so the inhabitants as well as
immigrants rejected me. However, | met there Monsieur and Madame
Monroux from Lyon, who were on holiday. Subsequently they became very
supportive and a lifelong friendship developed.

In Tramayes | had to report to the police regularly. However, they were lenient
and allowed me to undertake many trips into the mountains.

Venissieux

Until early August 1942 my life in Tramayes proceeded without major
incidents. At this point we learned about an agreement between Laval and
Hitler that 10,000 non-French Jews should be sent to "work" in Germany.

| thought it unlikely that they would take the trouble to round up the few Jews
from the villages whilst the big cities had a lot of Jews there. The Jews in the
larger cities, however, had found ways to hide, so that the French police had
no choice but to arrest the Jews from the countryside.

On August 25, 1942 at midnight the police knocked on my door and asked me
to pack my bags in order to be transported to Venissieux near Lyon. Another
Jewish couple was also arrested. First, we were taken to the Schubert
barracks in Macon. We were among the first arrivals. After the barracks were
filled with about 100 people, we were brought to the camp at Venissieux under
guard by bus.

| knew what this meant and tried to reach M. Frangois-Poncet. | had already
written a first postcard in Tramayes and entrusted it to the policeman who was
arresting me. In the Schubert barracks | found someone who was willing send
a telegram my behalf. | even asked the bus driver who took us to Venissieux |
to send a similar telegram to M. Frangois-Poncet. Finally, we were allowed to
send a telegram, which is what | did again to be sure that my cry for help
would reach the addressee, and because | did not know whether | could trust
strangers. | used every means that was available to me.

The other couple from Tramayes and | were also some of the first arrivals in
Venissieux. It was clear that the deportation to Germany would not start until
the camp was filled. As a result, we had some time to work out an escape
plan. | should stress it was not easy for the French police to arrest and guard
us. They said that they were not there to arrest innocent people and that they
would take off their uniforms if they were asked to do it a second time.

In the camp there were only non-French Jews. There were also a number of
clergymen from Lyon, including Abbé Glasberg, who managed to gain entry to
the camp to take care of the people. After consultation with one of these



Abbés, | thought | had a reasonable prospect of being spared from the
deportation to Germany. Therefore, | dropped my plans for escape.

Shortly before the deportation should have taken place in the middle of the
night, | was called out and interrogated. Soon after, | was told that | would not
be taken to Germany. The worst part was, during the night of terror |
witnessed the removal of the remaining inmates. People screamed and
shouted. Parents were separated from their children, who could remain in
France. There were incidents of all types and the whole thing was so heart-
breaking that one does not ever forget it. After my release from the camp
Venissieux, | stayed for a short time in Lyon. There | learned that these arrests
had caused uproar among the people.

Stay in Tramayes after Venissieux

After my release from Venissieux | had to again live in Tramayes. Since | was
lucky - thanks to the intervention of the prefect of Macon - not to have been
sent back to Germany, | thought that | might be spared future deportations.
Danger threatened me in Tramayes only if the Germans occupied the rest of
France. | began planning for such an event. | had the support of M. Karius
Billiet, who was a butcher in Lyon. He came regularly to hunt in Tramayes. |
shared my escape plans with him. | secretly gave him my suitcases,
unnoticed by the inhabitants. They contained most of my belongings and he
took them to Lyon. In this way | was carefree and could also leave Tramayes
on foot in an emergency. | also agreed with M. Billiet that he would pick me up
by car if and when all of France was occupied by the Germans.

And the Germans did arrive! From that moment on, | felt | was not safe
anymore. Hourly | waited for M. Billiet, but in vain. Finally, | wrote him a
postcard. | undressed, went to bed and waited for him, while the French were
unaware of what changes had occurred to me.

On 11 November 1942, the Germans had crossed the demarcation line. On
Sunday, 15" November, there was a knock on my door at 8 o’clock in the
morning. | presumed that it was the police or at best the maid, and called
boldly: "Come in." M. Billiet entered, as he had received my postcard. He
promised to pick me up the following evening, November 16™, at the junction
with the car. In Lyon, he wanted to take me to the apartment of a friend who
was out of town and for which he had a key. | would have agreed to anything
that would have taken me out of Tramayes. | could not wait for the moment of
departure.

| made my final preparations, leaving mainly the money | owed to some
people, in an envelope and a letter to the Mayor of Tramayes in which |
thanked him and explained my reasons for leaving. (Leaving my residence in
Tramayes meant that | broke a French law).

Attempt to escape from Lyon to Switzerland




In the apartment of a girlfriend, M. Billiet supplied me for the first few days
with food and fuel. But then he was gone. | came to the realization that | was
in a strange city and in a strange land. | did not know the situation or
conditions there, but found myself in a place where the laws made me liable
to prosecution. Finally, | did not know if | was wanted by the police. For a
time, | felt great pity for myself. But then | was able view the situation more
dispassionately. My dependence on M. Billiet had to stop. So | went to see the
Catholic organization for Jews that | was familiar with. They gave me my first
identity card with the name Madame Marguerite Ducaret from Dieulefit, and |
received food stamps from my Macon ration card.

To emigrate to the United States was no longer thinkable. Instead, | tried the
Swiss Consulate in Lyon to see if | could go to my cousin to Zurich. The
Swiss consul, M. Meyer, gave me little hope of legally immigrating to
Switzerland, but since | was desperate to leave, | decided to try to get to
Switzerland illegally. However there was no help to be found and | had to go
on a perilous journey to the French-Swiss border to look for help.

First, | went to Bellegarde, because | had corresponded with the customs
office in Bellegarde for a shipment from Switzerland. | knew the customs
officer from the correspondence and | found him very sympathetic. He told me
that Bellegarde was15 km away from the Swiss border. | should go to
Annemasse and contact the stationmaster there. He had ability to hide me in
a train to Geneva. Annemasse was just 4 km from Geneva. Should | not
succeed in Annemasse, | should go to St-Julien, where | would surely find a
smuggler.

When | didn’t find the stationmaster in Annemasse, | had to stay in a hotel
which was dangerous because of the controls in the border area. | did not
succeed in convincing the stationmaster and had to continue my journey to
St-Julien. There | went to a pub and started a conversation with young people
at the bar. | chatted to them about my Jewish friends who were forced to go to
Switzerland and wondered if they knew a smuggler who might lead them.
When | realized that they were willing to take on this task, | gave them the
plain truth and told them that it was me, but | needed to return to Lyon to get
my luggage and send it off. We agreed on a time and place to get over the
border. | was also advised by the young people to use the bus to St-dulien
instead of the railroad from Annecy. The border should be crossed in the early
morning, so that | could use the tram which led to Geneva on the Swiss side.

In Lyon, | shipped all my luggage to Switzerland. The Swiss consul helped me
to transfer my French francs to an acquaintance of his so that he could give
me access to Swiss currency. Without any luggage, only with my handbag, |
went again to Annecy and took the bus to St-Julien . Contrary to the
information of the smugglers the bus was stopped and searched by the police
and | was arrested on the spot. | arrived in St.-Julien and was interrogated by
two police officers. As soon as | was with each of the two alone, | told them
the whole truth. They showed great understanding and against their
instructions they set me free.



The bad thing about this incident was that | lost my smugglers, who had been
waiting for me in vain. In haste | had to design a new plan to urgently reach
Switzerland. With the help of new smugglers, | reached, not the tram which
led to Geneva, but a customs office in Chancy already on Swiss territory.

All my arguments to stay in Switzerland, were of no avail to the Swiss officials.
They refused to let me into Switzerland and led me to the French side of the
border, where, in the middle of the night, they rang at a farmer’s house who
allowed me to stay until the next morning. The farmer did everything that was
necessary for my comfort. Early in the morning his son took me to Vulbens in
a horse and cart where | could rest. In the afternoon | arrived by bus in
Seyssel, where | had to stay overnight before | could continue to Lyon.

Return to Lyon

When [ arrived in Lyon | had absolutely nothing except my purse. My money |
had given a Frenchman [to exchange] and my luggage was already in
Switzerland. My identity card was so poor that | could only stay in a very
cheap hotel which was in a notorious street. | now had to start to make a life
in Lyon - and | came across the benevolent assistance of M. and Mme
Monroux, whom | had met in Tramayes.

| needed to get my money and arrange for the return of my luggage from
Switzerland, and | desperately needed employment of whatever kind. Nothing
was as dangerous as idly sitting around in hotels, because the French police
were tasked to carry out raids on Jews. | decided to look for work as a
seamstress or nanny, and wanted to take the first opportunity offered.

M. Monroux called me: the transport company for which he worked was
supplying vehicles to the German army. The army was looking for interpreters.
The depot of spare parts for the German army was in Venissieux. From the
soldiers there, we learned that the German army needed interpreters. They
advised me to introduce myself to the captain of the battalion at the Hotel de
Verdun at the station de Perraches; | was told | would definitely get a job.

This plan | discussed in depth with my friends, the Monroux. The trick in the
matter - so dangerous it seemed - was that the immediate danger that | was
facing from the French police and their raids would be averted. | took courage
and went to the Hotel de Verdun, where | was taken to the chief of the army
group, Major Krause. He asked me all sorts of personal questions, which |
answered as follows:

e | was from the Alsace and my mother would have been a German-
speaker. | had attended the German School in Alsace and later studied
philosophy in the neighboring town of Freiburg.

e | was married and my husband, an engineer, was in a German POW
camp. On this question the Major asked me about whether | was
supported by the French state. | replied that that was not the case since |



owned assets. However, with the current degree of inflation, | could not
live on any longer on the interest. As Major Krause dismissed me, he
promised to reply in the next few days.

Meanwhile, | was able to move into a better hotel. Two days after my visit to
Major Krause, | was called to the phone and asked to return to the Hotel de
Verdun. So my job at HKP 6682 in Lyon was perfect.

My work for the HKP 668 in Lyon

On 2 February 1943, | began my work for the HKP 668. They gave me the
office of a lieutenant, who was quite elderly and had joined the war with great
enthusiasm. He was responsible for auditing. In civilian life he was a station-
master in Kant, a very small Silesian provincial town, as was the whole army
unit, normally based in Hirschberg. | also came from Silesia. Since my papers
were not in order, | made up my mind to compensate for all these deficiencies
by good work.

No sooner had | started my work for the German army when | experienced
one of those infamous raids in my hotel on Jews. The police arrived at night at
1 o’clock. | heard them go from room to room in the lower floor of the hotel
and ask for papers. Then came my turn. The officer asked for my identity card
which | showed him. Then he asked to see the ration card. | stated that | had
given this card to a friend, so that she could get sugar and coffee for her
household. But | showed him as confirmation my coupons which were made
out for my original name in Macon. Then the officer asked, "Where did you
live in Colmar? What religion do you have? Where are you employed?" So |
was saved because | could explain that | worked as an interpreter for the
German army.

| learned from this experience. It was very dangerous for me to stay any
longer in the hotel. Without connections, it was difficult for me, to find private
lodgings. Then my friends the Monroux helped me again. | could use them as
a reference. In this way | was able to rent a room in a thoroughly bourgeois
home. From there it was not far to my place of work, which was housed in the
French car factory Berliet.

During my time at HKP 668 | got to know the interpreter of the company
Faurax & Chaussende. This company undertook to repair the vehicles of the
German army. Mademoiselle Simone Coquard showed great interest in me,
and since | liked her too and | wanted to get out of my isolation, | willingly
accepted her invitations. One day she said to me, "Madame Ducaret, you do
not give the impression of a person who has lived a long time in France."
Since | found her friendly and reasonable and because you could always
count on the support of the French, | admitted to her that | had lived in France
for only a short period, and told her the whole story of my escape from
Germany and how | got the job at HKP 668 Lyon. Then | asked her if she had
heard anything like this story before, and she replied that that was also her

2 HKP = Heeres Kraftfahr Park = Army Automotive Park



own history. Her name was not Simonne Coquard, but Lydia Steinberg. In
Paris she had been imprisoned by the Germans for a year. Then, when the
raids took place in Paris and she would have had to wear the star, she hid for
eight days in a cellar. After that, she found refuge with her friend Simone
Coquard. Using the papers of this friend, she crossed the demarcation line
and went to Lyon. From that moment on, our friendship was sealed. In HKP
we were careful to conceal our close relationship.

While | was dedicating myself to the job, | was totally against this war and its
atrocities. So | told Lydia everything that | learned in HKP that could be of
interest to French firms: for example, | told them if there was likely to be a
seizure of French materials or if factories were to be closed and the workers
to be sent to Germany for forced labour.

One day a formal employment contract was agreed for the French staff. For
me it came as a surprise. On that very day | was taking my genuine papers,
tied around my waist, with me to the Swiss consulate for safe keeping. The
contract of employment was subject to German law. By signing the contract
you agreed to termination without notice by the army, whereas you had to give
them 14 days’ notice. Then | was asked to sign a second form. | signed it
without hesitation; it contained my affidavit to be of pure Aryan descent. | was
wearing evidence to the contrary on my person at that very moment.

In the HKP 668 | felt anything but well, because only rarely in my life was | in
such an anti-Semitic environment. The relentless anti-Semitic talk of the
soldiers really irritated me. This was how countrymen from Silesia behaved!
They had spoiled my homeland thoroughly! | often went down to the factory
Berliet to have a good cry. Amongst the French workmen | could relax since
all of them would empathise and help me. That was where | felt at home.

Since at HKP they were very satisfied with my performance, | was chosen by
the Major to give the German soldiers French lessons. This took place twice a
week and was arranged by a captain who also participated. He tried to talk
with me in what he called a German / French exchange of opinions. One
evening it had not been possible for me to deflect a conversation with him. He
asked me if | was anti-German. | told him that since | had a German mother |
could not be anti-German. In previous years | had always felt very comfortable
in Germany; only now with Nazism, did | not understand. Finally, | said the
war is not over yet. He picked up on this immediately and said: "Even if one
cannot know whether Germany will win the war, Hitler has done good: he has
opened the eyes of the world to the fact that the Jews are to blame for
everything."

In HKP there were more and more conflicts between the lieutenant and me,
until one day he dismissed me. However, the management of the HKP stood
up for me and | was assigned to the captain, Gotthard Bittner, as an
interpreter. Bittner was very popular with the soldiers; they called him "our
Gotthard." Despite my opposition to war and Nazis, it gave me pleasure to
work for him. He gave me a free hand and | could do almost everything
independently. He had good people skills.
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However, | had to tell myself that | had to give up my job in the HKP 668.
Lydia had heard that the Germans were investigating their French assistants.
While | worked for the HKP | managed to get my papers in order. | succeeded
in using my wrong identity card to effect a change in residence status. | told
the police that | soon would have to travel for my German officer.

| didn’t have a proper de-registration form from Dieulefit because, at my
departure, | had not known | would stay in Lyon. After much to-ing and fro-ing,
the French police stamped my forged identity card. Also, | had acquired a
false ration card for which | had paid 8000 francs, which was a lot of money. |
was then able to receive coupons in respect of my genuine and false ration
cards, which stopped me from starving.

| was feeling increasingly anxious about working for the Germans and tried to
get employment with the French. Lydia had spent her holidays with friends in
Ollioules near Toulon, and came back with the news that the Renault works in
Toulon wanted an interpreter. Through HKP | knew the Director of Renault in
Lyon and he helped me get the desired post. In this way | was able to give
notice to HKP, for whom | had worked for seven months.

| was sorry to leave the friends that | had made in Lyon, but | had to prioritize
my safety. In Toulon all traces would be blurred and no one could know who |
really was.

My work for the S. A. Renault Factory in Toulon

In early September 1943, | took up my work for the Renault works in Toulon.
Never before had | been in a purely French environment and therefore | was
unfamiliar with the conditions. However, | had to conceal how little | knew
about how French companies worked. It was particularly exhausting to be
surrounded by the French language all day. | came home at night dead tired.
Renault had helped to acquire a pretty little apartment for me.

Lydia had recommended me to her friends the Neimanns who lived in
Ollioules. , They had had to leave Paris because of raids on Jews. Their home
was a haven for me at first. As long as this Southern French region was
occupied by the ltalians, they faced no danger in Ollioules. But shortly after
my arrival in Toulon, Mussolini was jailed and the South of France was
occupied by German troops. This meant that the Neimanns fled Ollioules in
order to hide in the more remote location of the Var Garéoules. For me it was
very painful.

My work for Renault was initially without any incidents. It was a success for
me to make people believe that | could actually be a native of Alsace.
However, | was soon asked to supply an affidavit from the police of my
alleged birthplace, Colmar. What was | to do? | wrote a letter to Colmar and
put a copy on the files. However, | never sent the letter. When the director, M.
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Navenant eventually asked me for my reference of good conduct, | told him |
had written to Colmar, but they had not replied.

Another, more serious incident was when | heard that HKP 666, for whom
Renault worked carrying out repairs on the vehicles, thought that | was an
English spy. My first impulse was to hurry to pack my things and go into hiding
under another name. On sober reflection, | had to tell myself that if | ran, |
would confirm the Germans’ suspicions and put them on my trail. So | decided
to remain calm and to take the bull by the horns. | tried to get close to a
number of soldiers who | thought would exert some influence on HKP 666
They were one and all committed Nazis, but through their intervention, |
managed to silence the rumors. From now on they treated me courteously
and | could work without disturbance until the liberation of Toulon.

Another incident during my work for Renault was the great bombardment of
29 April 1944 in Toulon. As a result, a third of the city was destroyed. In this
case, a bomb fell five meters away from the house where my apartment was.
Although the bomb had fallen only five meters from the house, it did not have
the usual force, so that my house was only slightly demolished. But this gave
me the option to apply for a new identity card, explaining the loss of my
identify papers in the air raid.

One of my tasks for Renault involved asking for payments from the different
battalions for which Renault serviced vehicles. The repairs had been done
before my time and before there was an HKP in Toulon. They said | should go
to the Gestapo in Villa la Coquette in order to demand the outstanding
payments. | did not know what to do. First | had the idea of paying the costs
out of my own pocket and not having to go to the Gestapo. But | decided that
that would be too dangerous and took courage and went to the Gestapo. |
must say that | had never been as scared during all my experiences as | was
then.

When dealing with Renault’s debtors, | also went to a German military unit
which had set up camp right next to Renault. There | had a deal with Corporal
Ernst Hardenberger, a factory owner from Idar-Oberstein. He made a
surprisingly reasonable impression on me. | got into conversation with him, for
he was an avowed anti-fascist, and started to talk politics. He told me, whom
he only knew as Mme. Ducaret from the Alsace, that he had helped the Jews
in Germany whenever he could. This man | took note of in case of emergency.

As part of my tasks for Renault, | had to save the favourite yacht Chryseis of
M. Louis Renault. It was planned that she to be sunk in the harbor at Saline
d'Hyeres, because she was in the line of fire. First of all, | managed to get a
short-term deferral from the commander. The motors of the Chryseis were
rusty and she needed to be to be towed, but the Germans had confiscated all
the tugs. | managed to convince the port commander of Toulon to supply a
tug; however that was not enough, because the towing took place on the open
sea. Therefore, the Germans had to arrange for a side escort and the shore
batteries had to be notified not to shoot at the Chryseis. All this had to be
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done within three days. | managed to save the ship, which survived the war in
the harbour of Toulon.
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le yacht " Chryseis" de Louis Renault dans les années 30- Port du Niel, Giens [http://www.panoramio.com/photo/20390107]

In July 1944, | was on vacation and went to my friends in Lyon. | wanted to
see them before the connection was again cut off to them for weeks or
months. The return trip from Lyon was associated with many difficulties.
There were no more trains from Marseille to Toulon. How could | get home? It
occurred to me that | had been invited by chief of HKP in Marseilles to visit
him in Marseilles. | did this and he then brought me back in his car together
with my luggage.

It seemed the timing of my visit was perfect for him. He complained to me
about the poor quality of the repairs undertaken by Renault. He suggested
remedying this by putting me in charge of the Renault works in Toulon. Yes,
he went so far as to suggest that he get my [fictitious] husband, Marius
Ducaret, released [from the German POW camp] so that | could run the
company with him. As | headed along to the Renault works with him, | could
hardly deflect him from this plan. Finally, | asked him if he believed that such a
change was worthwhile and he replied that he thought the war would last for
months or years. This conversation took place exactly fourteen days before
the invasion of the Allies into Southern France.

Following this, the work at Renault went on relatively normally, despite the

many air-raids. The planes were targeting the coastal defenses, which saved
the civilian population on 29 April 1944. From the German soldiers | had
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learned that paratroopers would accompany each invasion. Because of that |
thought that there would not be an invasion in Toulon, which was surrounded
by high rocky mountains. In case, something happened, however, and | had to
flee my apartment because of the war, | packed a small suitcase for myself
with necessary things. All my goods | stowed in bags and put them in a
protected corner of my apartment. The invasion then took place near Toulon
on 15 August 1944.

Before the Germans withdrew into the fortifications surrounding Toulon, they
destroyed many Renault vehicles and the power supply. My job in the last
days before the liberation was to protect the works and materials of Renault.
On my own | could do very little, but | successfully sought the support of the
Sergeant Hardenberger. He was the one who prevented further demolitions at
Renault. With the liberation of Toulon in August 1944, my task for the Renault
works came to an end. | had worked less than a year for them.

My arrest by the Forces Francaises de I'Intérieur (FFI)

The Battle of Toulon was still in full swing, when two young men arrived and
asked me to follow them into the Villa la Coquette. The house had been
cleared of the Gestapo and was occupied by the leadership of the FFI. There |
was brought before a Colonel who asked me for my name, address and
occupation and then immediately dismissed me, but said | should keep myself
available.

It was fourteen days before | heard from the Villa la Coquette again and
therefore | thought nothing would happen. However, two young people then
appeared and stated that they were going to search my apartment. During the
search they found my real identity papers. During the occupation, | had kept
them in a wooden shed that belonged to my apartment. After the Germans
had left, | did not think it necessary to hide them any longer. | persuaded the
young man who had found them not to make a fuss but only tell his superior
about his find. This time | was interrogated for a whole day. However, since
they could not accuse me of any wrongdoing, | was allowed to return home
the same day and they returned my real and forged documents. Then | had to
report for a few days at the FFI, until one day | was told that | no longer
needed to report to them.

| decided to visit some German friends for a few days who also lived in the
Var departmental region. | heard one morning a knock at the door while | was
still in bed. It was the same young man who had found my real papers and
arrested me. He confronted me asking why | had not shown up again at the
Villa la Coquette; | should get there immediately. The arrogance of these
young men in their exercise of power annoyed me greatly. So | told him,
"Today | am sick, that is why | am in bed. | do not usually lie in in the morning.
Tomorrow | will travel to some friends where | will remain for ten days. If they
still want to see me at the Villa la Coquette when | return, then | will go.”

The young man was surprised by my speech, but he immediately changed his
attitude. He had come to tell me that my case was put aside. He had burned
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my case file, so | would not be bothered. Among the many arrests that he had
made, he had not believed anyone but me. After he had burned my file, he
had come to suggest | go on holiday.

Visit to the POW camp at Hyéres Palyvestre?

It had been some three weeks after the liberation, when | got sent through the
mail, a letter from Ernst Hardenberger, which was written in French. He told
me that he was in a POW camp near Hyéres, where he was having a terrible
time. He therefore requested that | seek improvements for him, together with
other named inhabitants of Toulon whom he had helped during the
occupation.

At that moment it was sheer madness to try to help a German. | thought that
this could risk a few weeks imprisonment for me. | myself had just escaped
great unpleasantness and could not threaten my safety through helping a
German. On the other hand, | had to think that a stay in a POW camp was not
only difficult, but you could easily die there. Hardenberger, who had a wife and
children at home, did not deserve that. When the prisoners of war passed
through Toulon, the French women used to stand and say [sarcastically]:
"Aren’t they most unfortunate ?" Since | had received this request my
conscience suggested | had to do something.

| went to the highest military authority of Toulon, the Subdivision Militaire du
Var, where | stated my name as Baroness Gumppenberg and showed the
letter that Hardenberger had sent me. They confirmed that the living
conditions of prisoners of war were hard, but explained that could not plan for
German prisoners as the country been occupied by Germany. And the
Germans had understandably not taken any steps for their own countrymen
should they become prisoners. | told the officer the whole story of my escape
from Germany and that | had been forced to live under an assumed name. |
concluded my account saying that | would not intervene on behalf of a Nazi.
The officer replied that to he was convinced by my account, but while
Hardenberger might not be a Nazi he could still be an enemy of the French. |
should therefore go to the people listed in Hardenberger's letter and let them
give me a character reference.

| did as | was told. But none of the French had the courage to give me a
written statement on behalf of Hardenberger. Basically, they thought my
request was crazy. | went to see M. Baudouin, the President of the Chamber
of Commerce of Toulon and director of a large company. He was a perfect
gentleman. He did not give me a written affidavit, but promised to intercede
personally for Hardenberger with the Commander of Toulon, M. Custaud.

After Baudouin had spoken with Custaud, | got the permission of the
Subdivision Militaire du Var, to visit Hardenberger in the prisoner of war camp.
Then Custaud became ill and nothing happened. After his recovery, there was
a tough fight, until my visit was approved. However, one afternoon a

3 An airfield near Toulon
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lieutenant of the Subdivision Militaire du Var appeared in my house to tell me
that my request had been granted. And a few days later, | was able to drive
with the same lieutenant and a car of the Subdivision Militaire du Var to the
prison camp, Palyvestre. | took a big parcel of foodstuffs with me. | suspect
that the reason Commander Custaud gave permission for the camp visit was
because he wanted to know why there were so many escape attempts and
uprisings.

The conversation with Hardenberger took place in French. He told me that the
camp was totally inadequate in hygiene and food provisions. He showed
personal discipline, but looked run down. For me it was impossible to tell the
French, who had suffered so much during the occupation, how scandalous
the treatment of the German POW'’s was. So | looked for a way to help
improve the conditions in the camp. | suggested to Commander Custaud the
following scheme.

It was generally known that the Germans were good workers. Since a third of
Toulon was destroyed, clean-ups were required. The POW'’s could be used by
different companies for the clean-up and the companies could pay for their
work. The money paid could then be used to improve hygiene and nutrition in
the camp. The German prisoners themselves could also undertake all the
jobs that were needed to run the camp. He would need only to supervise this,
and the money would flow back into the camp and be used for those
purposes. It was estimated that it would be two years before the prisoners
could return home. After their departure they would have a well-stocked camp
that could still serve other purposes. So simple this proposal seemed, it was
something completely new to Commander Custaud. A few days later | met
him in the street, where he told me that my proposal would be carried out.

The fact that | could achieve relatively so much with Commander Custaud
was probably due to my real papers. From my family book, he had seen that
my husband was a Bavarian national. The officers told me that in France they
liked the Bavarians. That was the case during the First World War and also
applied to the Second. Furthermore, in my family book appeared also the
name of my mother-in-law, Wolff-Metternich. It must have been known to the
French that a cousin of my mother-in-law, Francis Wolff-Metternich, had
protected the Parisian art treasures from the clutches of the Nazis during the
Second World War.

The reason the permit had been given to me to visit the Palyvestre POW
camp was that Hardenberger and | served the French during the occupation.
The workers at the Renault works, including myself, had supported the
Resistance. There had been a rumour that the workers at the Renault factory
had been doing poor work and should be sent to Germany to do forced
labour. It was no wonder, because at night the workers were collecting /
transporting Allied weapons and sleeping on the trucks during the day.

It had not been easy for me to save them from being sent for forced labour to

Germany. As for Hardenberger, he proceeded very sensitively when he
needed to provide quarters for his troops. | thought it was important that
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Hardenberger got a copy of a permit [which stated the reason for visiting and
his positive approach during the occupation]. | did not go empty-handed to
Palyvestre and tried to find a packet of cigarettes for Hardenberger, but
without success. On the eve of my second visit, my neighbor, a French naval
officer, visited me. Everyone knew that the Navy was provided with the best of
everything. M. Paillard had spent the war in the French colonies in Africa and
had only recently returned to his apartment since the liberation. That night |
asked him if he could spare a pack of cigarettes. To my surprise, he wanted to
know if the cigarettes were meant for me. | said he should just give them to
me and | would tell him the rest tomorrow. He immediately wanted to know
what | planned to do with the cigarettes. So | told him they were for a German
prisoner of war. M. Paillard refused to give me the cigarettes. | gave him
further explanations, saying, above all, that | had already received official
permission to visit the POW camp. He proceeded to give me the cigarettes
with the words: "l have a brother-in-law who is in a German POW camp; |
wish someone would give him cigarettes."

Again, | made my way to Palyvestre, this time without a permit. | was lucky,
because it was a visiting day: The Italian prisoners of war, who had many
relatives and friends in the South of France, received their visitors. Nobody
noticed that | slipped in. | was able to give Hardenberger the very important
papers and the cigarettes. He was, however, in such a poor physical state
that he could only sit upright with difficulty, that | again sought out Commander
Custaud. He promised me to provide a better place to stay for Hardenberger.
Shortly before Christmas, Hardenberger told me that his situation had
improved and | need not intercede again.

My work as a seamstress in Ollioules

After the liberation the Neimanns had returned to Ollioules and with them the
Jewish physician of Ollioules, Dr. Spiegelblatt, with his family. Dr. Spiegelblatt
had also hidden during the German occupation in Garéoules. For me, it was
necessary to find a new occupation until the end of the war. Madam
Spiegelblatt made the suggestion that | should become a seamstress. They
had connections in Ollioules and introduced me to numerous homes [to mend]
clothing . Almost every day | went by bus from Toulon to Ollioules.

One day as | was leaving the bus in Toulon, someone tapped me on the
shoulder and said, "Madame, please come with me: | am from the police."

| was taken to a police station and saw there a person whom | knew only
casually and who had denounced me to the police. After the liberation, all
Germans were required to register and they were taken to a camp. Since | did
not want to live in a camp, as | wanted to return as soon as possible after the
end of the war to my family in Germany, | did not follow the order to register
with the police. That's why when the police asked me whether | was German
or French, | said "Je suis frangaise". As confirmation of my national
allegiance | presented the permit from the Subdivision Militaire du Var which
confirmed my national allegiance during the occupation. | was released on the
spot.
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First preparations for my return to Germany

The first preparations to return to Germany | made in early February 1945. At
the time | went to Lyon where | could stay with my friends, the Monroux.

Since my return to Germany would probably cost more money than | had, |
asked the Swiss consul in Lyon to pick up my jewelry, which | had left with an
acquaintance in Fribourg, when he next went to Switzerland. On this occasion
| spoke to him also about my wish to return to Germany as an employee of
the Allies because | was without any news of my family for years. M. Meyer
recommended me immediately to the American Headquarters in Lyon.

In the waiting room of the American to whom | had been recommended, | was
not a little surprised to find a former colleague from the HKP 668 in Lyon. He
would also have been surprised that | suddenly had a different name, my real
name, so as not be suspected of espionage. The American received me with
great reluctance - despite the recommendation of M. Meyer - and | was
immediately handed over to the CIC (Counter-Intelligence Corps). He
immediately alerted the French police and | was arrested. | was taken to a
police station near the Préfecture and interrogated thoroughly. Because the
cells were probably unreasonably dirty, as a special favour they allowed me to
stay in the police lounge. In the evening, | lay down on a hard bench without
any blanket, with a book as a pillow. At midnight | was disturbed because the
police needed the space for a meeting. There was no food. The police
officers were not required to feed you, and it was only out of the goodness of
their hearts that they gave me food, which | had to pay for.

During the time that | was in police custody in Lyon, on February 15, 1945, the
large-scale air raid on Dresden took place, when more than 100,000 people
were killed. The policemen had all belonged to the Resistance, but
nonetheless, they said. "Quand méme ce sont des femnes et des gosses"
[Even these are women and children]. In Germany, | had on similar
occasions, such as the bombing of Coventry, never heard such humane
attitudes.

The officer who interrogated me, asked me reproachfully: "How could a
Jewess work for HKP 668 in Lyon?" To which | replied that | had indeed done
some work for the Germans, which was without any significance; the
Germans, however, had unwittingly done me a much greater service, namely
they saved my life. In my current predicament | was not only helped by the
Monroux and the Swiss consul, but also the commander Custaud and M.
Baudouin in Toulon. These were the relationships | had won through my
commitment to the German prisoner of war Hardenberger. The undertaking,
which | had initially thought to be very risky, had turned out for the good.

Before the police released me, they took pictures of me, kept my fingerprints

and recorded that Mme. Ducaret was identical with Baroness Gumppenberg.
The Chief of Police dismissed me with the words: "Madame, | hope you will
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take back nice memories [of your time in the police station].” | had spent a
total five days at the police station.

| went back to Toulon and was waiting for the news from M. Meyer that he had
brought my jewelry from Switzerland. On May 1, 1945, | left Toulon and first
went to Lyon to say goodbye to my friends there and take back the jewelry
from M. Meyer at reception. From Lyon | also made a trip to Tramayes, where
| was warmly welcomed. Everyone was happy that | had survived this critical
time. In Tramayes | could stock up with food for Paris. Now, | started my plan
to return to Germany from Paris. To pave the way, Commander Custaud had
given me an excellent letter of recommendation.

Stopover in Paris

Because of the recommendation letter from Commander Custaud, | tried in
Paris to return to Germany as an employee of the Allies. Because | was
without any news of my family, | could not return home willy-nilly. As much as
Germany required workers, because | was a German, | failed to get work with
the Allies. So | had to get used to living in Paris. | took a job as a seamstress,
this time in a Parisian fashion house.

Gradually, | was able to connect with my family. My American nephew [Peter
K Weyl] had come with the American Army to Germany and visited my
husband and my children in Dusseldorf. My friend Mrs. Jacoby in Eupen,
which had become Belgian again, wrote me news of my husband that the
apartment had remained intact and | was expected at home. Because of this
message | left no stone unturned to return legally to Germany. | tried with the
Americans, with the British and the French.

With the French, | came across a Captain Arnold, who took pity on me. He
could not take me to Germany with the troops, but he had another thought: in
Germany there were Polish camps that were administered from Paris. He
wanted to talk to his Polish cousin about how to help me. Very soon | received
from him the message to visit him at his apartment. The Polish cousin was
present but could not help me — but the so-called Captain Arnold turned out to
be the Comte de Cominges. Four years he had been separated from his
family and now did not recognize his numerous children on his return.

At the end of July 1945 the French newspapers stated that French citizens
could travel to Belgium on a passport without a visa. Because of that | applied
to get a French passport using my false papers from the Préfecture de Police
in Paris. Meanwhile, | had been able to complete and improve my false
papers considerably. With the help of my carte sinistrée, | was able to acquire
a perfectly correct identity card from the police. My ration card could be
exchanged for a legitimate ration card, a clothing card. Finally the carte
sinistrée covered all | needed in terms of missing documents.

At the Préfecture de Police, | pretended that | had to travel urgently to
relatives in Brussels. From friends | had received a letter from Brussels: |
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wrote a corresponding letter that | showed the officials, using matching paper
for the envelope. The Préfecture de Police needed a marriage certificate from
Colmar to issue a passport. | explained since | had been bombed | had lost all
my papers. Because of that , he asked me to contact Colmar to provide the
missing marriage certificate. He gave me a piece of paper with his signature
so that work could be started on the passport while | sent a telegram to
Colmar to supply the missing document as quickly as possible. That is how |
succeeded in getting work on the passport started. But what was | to do
about Colmar? | told myself that it would probably not have serious
consequences for me if | telegraphed the mayor of Colmar: "Demande de
certificat marriage Marius Ducaret - Marguerite Boucher, le 17 August 1938."
| asked the post-office to give me a copy of of this telegram with a stamp. |
was curious to see how Colmar would react to it. After a few days the
following telegram arrived: "Marriage Marius Ducaret - Marquerite Boucher
n'est past en registre en 1938."

When the time had elapsed for the processing of the passport, | went again to
the Préfecture de Police. The passport was handed to me without hesitation
and no one asked more for the missing certificate of marriage. Now | was free
to go to the Belgian-German border. On the basis of the passport, | received
Belgian francs legally and additionally | bought Belgian francs on the black
market. The American Joint committee supplied me with German marks.
Meanwhile, | had also received a direct message from my husband and my
children. Nothing could stop me from returning to Germany.

The intermediate stopovers in Brussels and Eupen

After | had made all my preparations | went, without being stopped at the
border, to Brussels. The main problem with this undertaking was my real
papers, which | had strapped around my waist. Had there been a body search
at the border, | would have had to go to a camp for months. Involuntarily, |
had to stay in Brussels longer than planned. My suitcases had in fact been
held at the French-Belgian border. Once again, | had to go there and declare
the luggage. Only after it had arrived in Brussels, could | continue my trip to
Eupen.

Since | planned to cross the border into Germany at night, | did not want to
burden my friend Mrs. Jacoby with my presence in her home, so | booked a
room in a hotel in Eupen and | hoped, with the help of my friend, to find a
smuggler in Eupen. While the preparations to cross the border were still in full
swing, | happened to be at the hotel when a Belgian police officer arrived and
asked for my passport. Despite my beautiful French passport he became
suspicious and searched my hotel room. He found my original papers and
letters from husband and children who were waiting for my return. Again | got
stuck and this time | had to answer before the Sécurité d'Etat Belge.

| admitted frankly that | was traveling with false papers. | truthfully told the

story of my escape to France and defended myself by saying that despite

trying it had not been possible to return legally to Germany. There were no
more reasons for my stay in France so | wanted, as soon as possible, to
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return to my family. The Sécurité d'Etat Belge recorded my information and
the officer who arrested me took me to the prosecutor, M. Kreith.

The prosecutor looked at the record and told me that | could not ask him to
believe such strange stories. | told him that | had withesses who would
provide evidence of my flight to France from Belgium: Ms Jacoby in Eupen,
the working couple in Dolhaine and the convent in Brussels. | even told him
of my plan to travel on forged papers to Germany if it was not possible to
return legally as | had a vital interest to go as quickly as possible to my family,
who were waiting in Dusseldorf for my return. The letters from my husband
and children confirmed that. Finally, | said in my defence that | had indeed
violated the letter of his law, but that was all and that no Belgians had suffered
through by my deceit.

Then the prosecutor closed the file and said when cases were presented to
him he could make a decision whether to pursue them or not. In my case, he
had no interest in pursuing it. The laws in question were directed against
smugglers and other people to whom | did not belong. In respect of my false
papers, he could not allow me to travel in Belgium on false papers and
confiscated them. He was very surprised by the impressive number of
impeccable false papers | had with me. | agreed that he could send my false
papers to my address in Dusseldorf, which would give him the assurance that
| would no longer use them in Belgium. As for my plan to go illegally across
the border, he wished me luck. He told me that | should be careful, because
the borders were strictly supervised and the border guards had instructions to
shoot. Following this interview with the prosecutor, he invited me to go to the
movies with the officials of the Sécurité d’Etat Belge, and then to a cafe until
we could go back to Eupen together.

Homecoming

Back in Eupen, | took receipt of my confiscated suitcases. When | said
goodbye to the officials, they gave me good advice for the trip. With Mrs.
Jacoby’s help, a smuggler had been found. In the night he helped me cross
the Belgian-German border to a farm that was on the German side. | spent
the rest of the night there and was taken by the farmer on the following
morning, October 7, 1945, to a tram which went to Aachen.

| started early in the morning, but the train connections meant that it took until
evening to arrive at home. We travelled mainly in cattle cars to Viersen where
there was a long stop, then across the Rhine: from Upper Kassel down to
Dusseldorf there was only one ferry operating. We had to wait for hours until
we could hop on the ferry. Only in the evening at 10 o’clock was | in
Dusseldorf in the Grimmstrasse, where my children greeted me joyfully.
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