And the Children Were Saved …

The Little Jewish Girls of Sainte-Baume

Mount Sainte-Baume in the Var region of France is one of Christendom’s holiest sites. Legend has it that Mary-Magdalene spent thirty years living as a hermit in a grotto atop the mountain.

Moreover, few people know that in Sainte-Baume, in 1943, Father Piprot d’Alleaume, a Dominican priest, labored secretly and put his life at risk to prevent the deportation of a group of young Jewish girls.

They all survived the war.  Some of whom, among them some who converted to Christianity, are still here to bear witness.

Most of these young girls owe their survival to the OSE.

The OSE –Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants or The Organization for the Rescue of Children- was founded in 1912 in Russia by doctors wanting to treat the disenfranchised Jewish populations.  The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 followed by Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 led this organization first to Berlin and then to Paris.  It is there that it dedicated itself almost exclusively to the rescue of Jewish children hunted by the Nazis.  Witnessing the ever-increasing number of arrests and the subsequent danger of deportation, a sector of the Church moved to help save these children.

The help of the Church made it possible for the OSE to hide children in safe houses or within Christian institutions, among them Sainte-Baume.

First Book Excerpt
1912 was a most difficult year for the Tsar: the Russian empire was imploding.  Everything was coming apart.  The government had to show that it was capable to make concessions.  The state decided it would be willing to sponsor any social program as long as it remained apolitical.

Thus, after many years of efforts, unexpectedly and very discreetly, a decree was published in the fall of 1912 sanctioning the creation of the Societe pour la protection sanitaire des populations juives, -the Society for the Medical Attention to Jewish Populations or, in Russian, Obstchestvo Zdravookhranenya Yevreyev or OSE.  Its stated mission was the rescue and care of Jewish populations rendered destitute and hounded in the wake of pogroms.

Second Book Excerpt

“Tears, tears everywhere … incessant weeping everywhere …mostly from those children who had lost one or both parents, or from women who had lost their husbands … we opened our clinics … we distributed thousands of food rations …” (1)

(1) L. Gourvitch, an OSE member

The OSE arranged for the delivery of food and medical supplies and treated the displaced wherever they happened to be and recruited volunteers who were able to work together harmoniously. 

Thus, even before the start of the Russian Revolution, at the end of 1916, the OSE operated 223 foundations and ran 22 mobile hospitals servicing more than 500, 000 Jews, of whom more than 100, 000 were children.  In order to meet the financial needs of all these destitute people the OSE had to place its reliance on the generosity of the international community.

Third Book Excerpt

“THE CAMPS”

In March 1942, the first transport of deportees left France for Germany.  The OSE soon got wise to the fact that the trains were bound for extermination camps and not, as German propaganda would have it, to work camps.  OSE social workers risked their lives infiltrating internment camps to feed prisoners or, in some rare instances to save a few souls from being deported.   Most of the time, however, nothing could be done. All the powerless members of the OSE cadre could offer was to accompany the wretched captives to the train that was going to take them to their death and provide them comforting words. 

“BRING THE CHILDREN OUT OF THE CAMPS”

The children had to be taken out of those cursed camps!  After some intense and difficult negotiations with the responsible authorities, Dr. Weill and other heads of humanitarian organizations got what they had hoped for: children under sixteen would not be deported.

This is how the OSE saved nearly 1 000 children from certain death.  It placed them in safe houses in centers it owned in the departments of Creuse, Haute Vienne, Var and L’Herault and placed those under three in its infant shelter in Limoges.

Fourth Book Excerpt

Father Piprot d’Alleaume has never spoken publicly on the subject.  It was much later, on July 16th, 1995, that Commander Havard, chief of the Resistance group F2, unveiled a plaque at Plan d’Aups commemorating the Hospitality School the Dominican priest founded to save young Jewish girls.

Here follows the text on the plaque unveiled that day:

In memory of the Hospitality School founded in 1941 by the Dominican Father Gabriel PIPROT D’ALLEAUME, and by Mother XAVIER, headmistress, and Mother Superior of the Dominican order of Monteils, with the assistance of Renee FOLCO and Jeanne GRIMAUD, members of F2, to serve as refuge to the victims of the Nazi persecution, to young German Jewish girls, Polish Catholics and French Resistance fighters.

                                                                              July 16th, 1995

The school, in fact, was officially inaugurated in 1943 but the Resistance movement and the network of secret escape routes were active well before that.

Fifth Book Excerpt

“WE MUST SAVE THE CHILDREN”

In the wake of the landing of the Allied forces in North Africa, the Wehrmacht invades the south of France.  A general state of panic ensues.  Many escapees from the Camp des Milles are looking for improvised shelters.  The main concern centers on the fate of the children who are no longer safe in their hiding places.  The OSE is already busy drawing plans for the dispersal of the children and for the execution of the Garel escape routes.   But another difficulty emerges: the Allied forces landing disrupted all maritime communications with the United States.  All 1 000 children who had obtained a visa and who were about to embark for the US have to abandon hope.  They too have to go into hiding, regardless of their newly acquired status.  They are taken to safe houses scattered here and there, often at a moment’s notice.

At Sainte-Baume, contingency plans are being readied.  The Resistance is very active in this wooded and wild region of the Var.  Father Valentin Barioulet regularly makes available provisions to the fighters, -often in the company of Father Piprot d’Alleaume.  At times, the inn is used as a way station on the escape routes set up by the Resistance movement.  Renee Folco and Jeanne Grimaud, members of the Resistance group F2, use it to hide persons wanted by the Gestapo before they can be smuggled abroad.  Of course, one had to be extremely cautious for the occupiers do patronize the inn once in a while.

But what an ideal setup it would be to welcome the unfortunate Jews!  In the fall of 1942, Father Piprot d’Alleaume welcomes the first Jewish girl.  Her name is Rachel Dluzniewski and she hails from Lyon.  He is then asked to take in a few more, although it is risky for so many people stay at the inn.  What to do?  It is then that the Dominican Father devises a most daring plan.

Between the pilgrims on their way to visit Mary-Magdalene’s grotto and weekenders from Marseilles who come to breathe the fresh air they feel deprived of in the city, the inn is always booked solid.  Moreover, lawyers, physicians, legislators, bankers and judges make use of the facilities to organize symposia on topics inherent to their professions to interdisciplinary concerns, in an attempt to bring greater cooperation across the various fields.

Managing so many diverse groups of people requires a professional staff the Dominicans do not have.  True, a few of the nuns, among them Mother Xavier, were trained for administrative functions but by and by is it not enough.  Father Piprot d’Alleaume has an inspiration: Why not make the hotel a hospitality school in order to provide a safe house to young refugees escaping their Nazi prosecutors and to those he has been asked to hide?  They will all be provided with a fake identity and, to better pull the wool over the Nazis’ eyes, they’ll be mixed with local girls who would also be pupils at the school.  They’ll be safe and learn a trade at the same time.  This will satisfy everyone involved and the Germans will never know the difference!  No one will know any of this except for Mother Xavier.  The risk of being betrayed will be minimal yet the Jewish girls must stay vigilant.  That’s the only thing that can work to make Sainte-Baume a refuge for those unfortunate young girls.

“For them, he opened a hospitality school; for them, he became an instructor in the field of hospitality.” 
 (Testimony of The Reverend Father Lajeunie, Dominican and ex-journalist at Sept.)

Now the idea needs to be made concrete.  Phase one involves obtaining the blessings of the proper authorities.  Vichy is fond of saying: “The Youth at Work,” and Father Piprot d’Alleaume is too happy to take them at their words, literally.  He is able to schedule an appointment with Marshall Petain to present his plans: the creation of a hospitality school to train young female adults from the Marseille-Toulon area.  The Marshall strongly endorses the plan and Laval, present during the interview, ends the meeting with a promise of financial help.

Here’s what Father Piprot d’Alleaume reported from his conversation with Laval to Bernadette Wodowski, one of the survivors I personally interviewed:

--“It goes without saying, Father, that you won’t take in any Jewish girls.”

--“Of course not.”

Back in Sainte-Baume, the Dominican father promptly welcomes a few local young catholic girls so that the school can start operating.  Everything is now in place. Finally, Father Piprot d’Alleaume will be able to offer a safe haven to the Jewish girls who come knocking on the doors of the convent.

Sixth Book Excerpt

“The group of the German Jewish girls”

The gathering of the twelve young Jewish girls takes place in Grenoble. Not all of them, however, are from Couret, as Dr. Levy states.  Marie Wodowski, whom I met in January 2008, confirmed that she was from there but it is different with the others: they came from all over the south, or were living within their extended families after these had relocated in the area around Grenoble for their safety.

So much suffering!  So much pain!  These unfortunate girls were taken out of their homes to Notre-Dame de Sion in Grenoble, their next-to-last leg on a nightmarish and exhausting trip that was to take them to the gates of Paradise in Sainte-Baume!

The following night, they board a train for another frightful and tiring voyage.  Renee is worrying herself sick.  She had to reserve two adjacent compartments to accommodate all her charges.  Everything must go smoothly, she keeps repeating to herself.  Renee stands watch all night long outside the compartments.

Renee (Renee Mely-Bedarida) recounts the following:

“Every half hour German soldiers would patrol the train up and down.  Naturally, when the girls saw them coming they froze and turned pale.  They wouldn’t speak because their accents would give them away and also because that would have been too reckless. These were certainly low ranking Wehrmacht soldiers.  They never suspected a thing.  At any rate we were awake the whole night; I’m glad everything went fine.”

Once at the Marseille station, we boarded a bus to Plan d’Aups and after another 500 meters I delivered the children to Father Piprot d’Alleaume.

To this day I am still amazed that none of the girls panicked and that the soldiers never grew suspicious.”

Seventh Book Excerpt

Some time later, at the beginning of August, Father Piprot d’Alleaume was summoned to the Kommandantur.  He had been betrayed.  “We know everything.  We know that you are giving shelter to Jewish girls.”

The priest denied the allegations as best he could.  He returned to the hotel expecting the worse.  A miracle was needed to save this holy sanctuary dedicated to Mary-Magdalene from the Nazis.  The Dominicans prayed with renewed vigor since they knew that the raid was planned for the 20th of August.

Eighth Book Excerpt

I started this journey to make the OSE known.  It will end with the story of the twelve or even the twenty young female adults of Sainte-Baume.  I am distressed by what happened to Marie.  Her predicament is obvious in the reflection she shared with me at the end of our interview:

“I feel I am to blame for being alive when so many others died in the camps. I was also baptized, that’s a heavy burden to carry.  It’s one more betrayal … no, it’s nothing more and nothing less than treason.”

Strangely enough, even though they haven’t seen each other in sixty-five years Rachel who, in the fall of 1943, ran away from Sainte-Baume to join the Resistance and to remain faithful to her religion, told me more or less the same thing:

“After the war, when I realized I was alive, I went into a synagogue and there I drained my body of all its tears.  Why am I alive, why?  Why me?  I felt guilty.  Guilty to be alive.”

     This book throws an extraordinary light on the noble men and women who, while deliberately putting their lives at stake, accomplished acts of selfless courage to snatch life from the jaws of death during one of the darkest periods of French history.

     As early as 1942, Jewish children were tracked down day and night and sent to extermination camps.

     Some of them are still alive today.   They survived because, as in Sainte-Baume, they encountered Father Piprot and Mother Xavier who never asked themselves if giving young children a safe refuge was worth risking one’s life.

     Today, thanks to this book, but tens of years later, these young children are given a voice.  Their painful words struggle to give expression to the inner tragedy that follows survival when so many others perished in one of history’s greatest injustices.

     It is a lesson in living and in authenticity for the generations to follow.
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