
THE RELIEF 

In the newspapers they read: "Workers, depart for Ger­

many.. If you have not had to experience prison camp cap­

tivity for yourself, it is your duty to go and relieve those 

who have spent months behind the barbed wire, anx­

iouslyawaiting their release ... "1 

1. "Lareleve," the story's French title, is the euphemism used by the Vi­
chy me!ia campaign in early 1942 to pressure French workers to volunteer 
to go to<Germany to replace German workers who had been mobilized and 
sent to be Russian front. Posters and front-page headlines publicized that 
for eve� three French workers (men or women) who went to work in Ger­
many, Ole French prisoner ofwarwould be returned to France. By Septem­
ber 1942,when it was clear the campaign had failed, the Vichy government 
legislate!: the releve forcee (forced relief), which designated male workers 
aged eig:lteei:i. to fifty and female workers aged twenty-one to thirty-five as 
"volunters." In February 1943, the Vichy government enforced the infa­
mous sence du travail obligatoire (compulsory work service; STO), applica­
ble to alinen born between 1 January 1920 and 31 December 1922. (Thom­
as's story,which doesn't mention the STO, was probably written before the 
policy ws implemented.) Huge numbers of young French men headed for 
the maqlis as a way of evading the STO. Maquis is a French word for ter­
rain tha1is difficult to access (i.e., mountainous or heavily wooded), and it 
became,ynonymous with the Resistance because Resistance fighters­
often callid maquisards-hid in such places, where they strategized their 
attacks oithe Nazis and on Nazi sympathizers and planned, above all, for 
the liberliion �fFrance. 

The Relief 13 

On the clandestine radio �ey heard a voice, as myste­

rious as it was intent, chanting: "Do-not-go-to:..Ger-ma-ny. 

Do-not-go-to-Ger-ma-ny." 

As soon as the factories let out, they would be in the 

bistros talking about it, bistros where they knew the 

owner was not with the polite ·and·w-here they could talk 

without having to be afraid. They felt free. St�ll free to 

choose between goirtg attd refusing to go� Free to act ac­

cording to what their conscience alone told them to do, 

As free as they had been back in the·day, when they would 

have decided to go on strike, pitting their power against 

the power of the oppressor who had learned over time to 

see them as a force to be reckoned with. 

This was the first time since the armistice that the 

choice to act was theirs,2 even if that choice meant no ac­

tion or refusal. 

"You know," one of them said, "ifI could go replace my 

cousin who is more like a brother to me, ifI could say, I'm 

more than willing to go as long as you release my 

cousin Merlin (first name Marcel) who is like a brother to 

me, in that case, I would go." 

"Absolutely," they agreed. 

2. The armistice of June 1940. Hitler insisted on signing it in the same
railway car that the November 1918 armistice of World War I had been 
signed in, � 










