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First Impressions ol a war corrrespondent
W i t h the army

, November.

There has been created, at the rear, a rather
false impression of what the war is in the sectors where contact has been established with the
enemy. Some, who « fought the last war », have
even a tendency, comparing the effectives involved and the losses suffered, to declare a little disdainjuily : « There is no w c r yet ~.
That is too lightly said. Thos who are fighting in
the Lorraine districts, close to places the names
of which the official communiques have made familiar, have been fighting, for nearly three
months, a difficult war ; a war which they had
not been able to foresee. Iv is a matter of engagements between advance posts, ambushes, patrols,
sudden attacks. For these operations, which recall
those in North Africa, the warlike young men formed by hitlerism were very apt. In the nazi
camps, future soldiers have been trained for these
skirmishes between scouts, these reconnaissances
in little groups with « liaison dogs », these attempts to filter into the adversary's camp to upset
it and to collect, if possible, some prisoners. Besides, it is not only the young men formed by hitlerism who take part in these night attacks. There
are good reasons to suppose that the enemy command has called on frontier people who know
every turning of the terrain.
Our men have adapted themselves very quickly
to this unexpected kind of warfare. After only
a few days, the resourceful qualities of the French
soldier were revealed. Our men rapidly got used
to these night expeditions into no man's land, for
which both the courage and the cleverness of
trappers are necessary. They accustomed
themrelves to the long nights where one watches silently, where one must beware of useless shooting,
where the whole being is tense in waiting for the
slightest sound.

Nervous fatigue is great in this sort of guerilla warfare ; and the living conditions are difficult. The soil is clayed and completely soaked.
It has rained for weeks and weeks. When it comes
to sleeping, one covers up as best he can in his
sleeping bag, ans settles down in a shell hole or in
an uncertain shelter on the outskirts of a wood.
Every three or four days the soldiers who have
participaied in these operations go to rest soma
kilometers behind the advance posts, in the abandoned villages. I have seen them, covered with mud,
their feet heavy with clay ; these men, I assure
you, can hold their own with those of 1914-1918.
And besides, the officers who fought the last war
have all been pleased to tell me that their men
were worthy of their « predecessors », that they
were already « tried and sturdy soldiers », and
that it would be distinctly unjust to underestimate their qualities.
As for those in the second line, who do not take
part in this battle of no man's land, and who,
know so far only bombardments at a distance,
don't imagine that their life is comfortable either.
I visited, the other day, infantrymen loho have
established their machine guns in a wood perched
on a summit. Moisture was oozing out of everything. They were sleeping in muddy
trenches.
The lieuteTiant's post of command was a dark
dug-out propped up by logs.
And what I am writing about infantrymen I
could write about artillerymen who, in front of or
behind the Maginot Line are doing a hard job,
forced as they are to set up their batteries in the
sticky earth of Lorraine or Alsace.
« Those in the Maginot Line », you say, « are
better off ». I don't deny it. However, there is
too much tendency lately to represent the life of
the « boys inside the concrete » as idyllic. A
whole literature about it has appeared already.

I shall carefully avoid contributing to it. First
of all, we must make certain distinctions. One
generally has a wrong idea of the Maginot Line.
There are several sorts of constructions. The small
ones are simple casemates, magnificently constructed no doubt and invulnerable to the heaviest
shells from the enemy artillery. But lae should not
repeat that the life therein gratifies one's every
desire. About thirty men live in small rooms. The
narrow cots are one on top of another in the corridors. In one of these casemates I saw only, by
way of object of luxury, a radio, set on a stool
in the firing room, along with the twin machine
guns.
The average and the large worPcs are, obviously,
more comfortable. They are provided with rather
spacious dormitories. The officers have a convenient room at their disposal. One finds a light and
neat infirmary, ventilated kitchens, a miraculous
subterranean workroom which commands all the
machinery. But the existence of trains and elevators, which our colleagues have obligingly
described, should not give the idea that the
soldiers who inhabit these fortresses are lodged as though in palaces.
The fact is, even though ventilation has been
assured in very ingenious fashion, one easily becomes anaemic at eighty feet underground. The
officers are ivell aware of this. They are careful
not to leave their men too long inside the fortification, but rather to use them as often as possible
on jobs outside.
And I am only talking about forts in a state
of inactivity. If, to-morrow, the war changes its
aspect, if we have to repulse German attacks, then
the men will be shut in for days under the concrete. In the firing room^ and the turrets, what
nervous energy they will have to expend in their
painstaking task, while the enemy's heavy shells
are bursting overhead !
It is the human side of the war that I have
just tried to make you realize. In so doing, I am
answering the desire of all the combatants, those
who are already engaged, those who wiU be. Nothing is more unpleasant for them than to have
their effort misunderstood. They are astonishingly
calm and good-humored, but they don't like it at
all when people undervalue their merit.
Meanwhile, I do not want to end this first resume of my impressions without expressing the
feeling of confidence which comes from visiting
the front.
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The works of the Maginot Line are indeed practically impregnable fortresses. When one studies
the arrangement of these turrets, so
skillfully
adapted to their purpose, which can hold the enemy under the fire of their cannons and machine
guns, with almost no risk from the enemy fire ;
when one sees, in front of those concrete citadels,
those immense fields of barbed wire and rails,
one understands the serene attitude of our command.
Meanwhile, every day, our positions are being
strenghtened, every day they are being deepened.
Some writers have remarked that, behind our
Maginot Line, a Siegfried Line is being constructed.
The technicians will hardly approve this flat statement. But in fact, the Germans have left us time
enough to construct new and important fortifications. New casemates, new shelters, have been
constructed behind the Maginot Line, new fields
of barbed wire have been planted. Digging, mining, have gone on without interruption.
And
what art in camouflage ! Everything
has been
adapted to the terrain, everything conforms to its
variations, to the color of the surrounding vegetation. I have looked at heavy artillery batteries
so delicately comouflaged that at two hundred
meters'distance, on a hill facing them, no one
would suspect their existence. Our artillerymen
know how to use reeds, clover, dead leaves, with
an incomparable cleverness.
« So », an officer explained to me, « if the Germans want to attack, they will find the Maginot
Line, and behind the Maginot Line other fortifications. And then, behind the new fortifications
the bulk of the French army... We are tranquil.
Hitler knows what he has to face. Rest assured
that it is not sheer human kindness that makes
him hesitate to throw himself upon us. »
However, the morale of our troops is such as
to give us as much confidence as our powerful
fortresses and machines. I have had occasion to
see many soldiers and to talk with many of them.
I have found nothing but simple and determined
men, enemies of tall talk. They have not been bred
in the cult of force. They do not believe that war
is of divine origin. They are sons of an old civilization, citizens of a democracy obliged to defend
itself. Above all, they love peace. They forgive no
man who seeks to trouble it. They want victory ;
they know they will have it, and that they will
remain free men.
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