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THE FRENCH "WAR-GUILT" TRIAL AT RIOM

SUMMARY

Shortly after the collapse of France in June, 1940, the

government of Marshal Petain undertook to hold a trial to de­

termine and punish those responsible for the disaster which

the French nation had suffered. A new court was established

for the purpose, and it carried through extended preliminary

investigations before six former leaders of the Republic were

brought to public trial in February, 1942. To the annoyance

of the German Government the trial was confined to investi­

gation of responsibility for France's unpreparedness for war,

and it did not consider the question of "war-guilt". The

French Government was disturbed by the offensive tactics of

the accused, and became concerned over their possible effect

upon the prestige of Marshal Petain. Probably stimulated by

German protests and demands, it suspended the public hearings

of the court indefinitely on April 15, 1942, and announced

that the inveRtigation would be extended to include the re­

sponsibility for taking France into the war. The principal

result of the trial seems to have been to contribute to a

precipitation of a crisis in French-German relations eventu­

ating in the return of Pierre Laval to a position of power

in the French Gover~~ent.
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Western European Section

. - . . . ... . .. Memorandum No . 12

The French "War-Guilt" Trial at Riom

1 . Origin: and Purpose
, , '

Therc:i ' ar e t wo theories of the ' 'or i gi n' of the French "war-

guilt" triai . One i s that the 'trial really originated in

Berlin, but accoraing to the' other the French authorities de - ,

cide~ to hold the trial in response to the demands of French
• ~ J •

public opinion', On neither side is there sufficient evidence

. . . '.

Abetz , it was said, c~ntinued to

to establish one theory ,and exc lude the other ,

" The hypothesis that the t rial was undertaken by the French
"

author i ties on the demand of the German Government is backed
: ." '. . ~. . ~ . :.

bot h by specific ' evidence 'and bY"certain rational arguments
~ I ~ : •

based on knowledge of German ~ims and methods . At the opening
"

pu~lic session of the tr{al"i~ Feb;uary, 1942, former premier
"I . ' • • • •

Daladier de'cLar-ed that' 'on the day' following the signing of the
., . :

Armist ice th~"~er~ans had 6~d~red that a trial be held to f~~
, ,' I:, ,- :: '

upon France 'by her own admission the responsibility for start-
I,

ing the wa~~ Acc6rding to an unconfirmed report in the New

York Times more than a year earlier, Otto Abetz in July , ,1940,

i nf or med Laval that in or~er to gain German confidence t he

French Government must ' i mmedi a t el y promulgate and execute ~nt~~

Semitic Lavs and bring to "t r i a l the leaders responsible for

France r s e~tjy i :rit6 t.he war ,
. , ' .:' .

press that dem~hd ti~'til the specLa.I "war -guilt" court was es -

tablished . On the other hand Ambassador Henry-Haye ~e~~af~f
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," i n bctober, 1940, that the German Government had no part in

inspiring or instituting the trial, and the New York Times

correspondent P . J . Philip wrote at about the same time that

the German press and the German-contr911ed press of the oc-

cupied zone treated the trial as a purely French matter.
, ,

Later, however, the German press and radio showed irritation

over the ,de l ay: in holding the trial, and the government of the

Reich was certainly never indifferent to the trial and its

outcome. Hitler had consistently maintained , that France and

Britain began the war on a peaceful Germany without sufficient

reason, and this contention and the propaganda based upon it

would be vastly strengthened if a French court should formally

fix ,responsibility for the war on the former leaders of the

F~ench Government .' SUch an 'admission by the French would"

furthermore, be an important '.advaatage to the Germans in ul­

timate peace negotiations, for it would give them good grounds

to dem~d ,reparations from France for all loss incurred in the

conduct of the war . · , I t vouLd seem probable, therefore , that

if tpe German Government did not openly order the holding of

a war~guilt trial, it did at least tacitly encourage the French

to undertake the project.

The ,second theory of the origins of the trial is ,t hat it

was Lnst Ltiut.ed by the government of Petain at the insistence

of the French people . Following the defeat there was a natural

and ~ngry demand a~ong the French to punish those who had, mis­

gUided the nation and brought it to disaster . The leaders of

CONFIDENTIAL (71698)
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the ne~ government,reco~nized this demand, and by the trial

sought to satisfy it" and at the same, time and by the ; same

means they sought to discredit further their predecessors. . .. '., .

and thereby strengthen their own position.. . ... . It is also pos-

sible tha~ ": establishing the Supreme Court .they hoped .t .o

provide the new state, which was at first only a g9vernment
R . " ' . ,

of men, with a basic national .institution, which woul~ give
. I,'

it the appearance of solidity. Laval, it is said, hoped that

the court would take th~ place in the pUbli~ jUdgmen~ of the

free institutions which had been abolished; the press backed

the idea, som~ going s~ far as to declare that ~pe court was
" J .

by itself an . ~dequat e guardian of the public li~~~ty and, a
; I

satisfactory substitute for the Chamber of Deputies , and the
~ " ,

Senate. It cannot now be determined with certainty what. " ,' . .

Frenchmen were ~ost active and influe~tial in effecting ~~e. . . .. . . '.

decision to hold the "w'ar-guilt" tr.i~.l " ., ,~he first official

public demand for punishment of the former leaders came from
. :, .' ' . . . ', . • . " . ' ;.1;' ,. ' : ••

Senator Charles ~eibel of the Dep~rtment ?f Seine-e~-Oise,

who on July 10, 1940, proposed to the Senate a law which
I : . • .' . " . ,. . . ' . : .

would require the government to apprehend and pun~sh those
, ,

responsible for the war, the ~ack of preparation for it, and
. : . . ,, '

its continuance in the face of certain defeat. Th~,a~tual,de-
: . .' . . . . . " " .~ .

cision .to try the former leaders was not made puplic, how~ver,
" " i • • " .' , • • • " ,

until July ~3, 1940, after the Se~ate an~ 9h~mber ,had .voted
. ',". . ' . ' .; .': ' . ..... ; . . . .'

themselves out of existence. According to ~~ telegram sent to
. , . ( .. ' :' ; .

tl].e., Department of State by Admiral Leahy on :Fepr uar y ,25 , 1942,

.' ~ .' .~
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it was said in Vichy at that time that Lucien Romier,Minister

of State without p6~tf61i~ ~nd ~ former journalist of some

distinction, had persuaded Petain to hold the trial; it is

certain, at least, that he did appear to fall into disfavor

when the proceedings became embarrassing to the Vichy Govern-

' ment e The first public announcement of the decision to try

the former leaders of the Republic was made on July 24,1940,

by Adrien Marquet, Minister of the Interior ; . and he gav~ ;a
.. '

1

vf.gor-oue tand impassioned defense .of that dec t ea.on , but there

is no indication or' what part, if any, he had: in :making it .

The French Government's conception . of the' 'of f i c i a l aim

of the "war-guilt" trial appears .t o have changed between the

time of the establishment of the' SuprE3me Court .andthe opening

of the public sessions . In the first announcement 'of the trial

the ,Mi ni st e r 'of 't he Interior , 'Adr i en Marque.t·, "decl ar ed ' that the

government intended to prosecute those responsible for France 's

entry into the war and said nothing of :t.~e question of inadequate

preparations for war . The ,s t at e ' s charges presented to the court

at one ·of its initial sessions indicated that the tribunal 's pri­

mary concern would be to discover and p~n~sh those~~~ilty of

taking France 'irito ~~r with Ge~m~ny. As the preliminary inquiry
., ' .

progressed, howeVer, the authorlties at Vicny began to say that
. , .

' ..
the court would seek to fix the responsibility for the French

. ..
•1, • ~ . •

defeat, and not consider the pr-obLem of the \:lar" s origin'. :· By
: .

the time the pubi1c 'trial was about tobegill the aim had been

further restricted to the determination of .t he causes ofir~n.~h

unpreparedness for war in 1939-40, and tpe .,personal responsibility
..' . .

CONFIDENTIAL
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. for that situation. This' change in ·purpose was ' little 'under-

stood abroad, ,and thesubsequ~nt course of the trial was cofi~

sequently the source of considerable surprise and consternation.

2. Establishment of the ·Supreme ·Court of 'Justice
or " ) •

The court to try the former leaders -6f ·t he RepUblic was

established by statutes ·adopt ed on · July 30, 1940. On that day

Marshal Petain issued Constitutional Act No.5, which abolished

the old High Court of Justice, composed of the Senate sitting

as a judicial body, and established the Supreme Court of Justice.

The same .d~ythe :9ouncil of Ministers adopted a .l aw defining the

new court I spurpose . and pr-ocedune , and ,'it · was supplemented by

the decree of September 24; 194·0. The f ·unctton : of the court J

it vas stated, ' is to judge ,ministers', f'or-mer- ministers, . and

thei~ associates who .failed in or 'betrayed their duties to the

State and anyonf? who plotted .against the security of the State.

The court may judge acts committed within the 'pr ecedi ng t en

years, and t her-e ls . no appeal from its decision. The member­

ship .of the court iLs prescribed . as 'cU' president, who is" de jure

the President of the Criminal Section of the Court of Cassation,

a vice-president, five regular' me~bers", and three a;J.t~rnate

members. They are appointed by the Council o~ ~i~isters and
' , . . . .. .

are to serve for life. In December, 1941, a revision ·was made
' ~ :j: . ;

. . .

in the original 'l aw providing that the presid~ng ju~ge be se-

lected for 'a l i mi t ed appointment from among all the members of
. , ' .

the Court of Cassation.

(71698)
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'.J.~ .'

As originally constituted in early August, 1940, the

Supreme Court was 'c omposed. of the following men:

President : Pierre Caous, President of the Criminal
S~ction of the Court of Cassation;

,. - ', .

Vice-President; ' HeIlJ:' i .Lagar de, Court of Cassation;

"Members: PaqlTanon; Court of Cassation;

Georges Ripert"Dean of the Faculty of Law,
University of Paris;

Jean Benoist, former memqer of the Council
of ,St a t e ;

, Octave Herr, Admiral in the French Navy;

' M ~ Watteau, General in t~~French Army.

Gustave Cassagnau , General Prosecutor in the Court of Cassation,

was appointed ' the prosecuting attorney for the new court. On

December 6, 1940, President Caous was replaced by Justice Lagarde,

the Vice~President, but on January 1, 1942, Lagarde was relieved

' owi ng to ill health, and Caous was returned' 't o :h i s f'or-mer- post .

The appointments were , generall~ appr'o~ed '; :ir{ France for it was

f~lt that the jUdges ~eJ:'e men of honor ~nd'pr6bity who would
. . .:

."

make every effort to ~stablish the truth justly and expeditiously .
-, , ..

l · '

3 .' Preliminary Prod:e'dings of the Court
, i

The Supreme Co~~t was formally constituted in a dignified
,' ,I, ' ,

, . ' .
ceremony in the small town of Riom near Vichy on August 8, 1940,

and a few days : i~t ~r it began the long : pre~ iminarie s to the pub­

lic trial . .Al~'h6~gh it was pred.Lc t ed .vat the time that these pre-
'. . .F.

liminaries would occupy only a few veeks , . t.h ey were in fact to

last eighteen months, months in which the court dropped from

CONFIDENTIAL
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public attention, and it was frequently declared that ' t he trials

would never be held . The 'court vas not idle, ho~ever, ciuring

that period. On August 13, 1940, the prosecutor, M. Cassagria~,

presented the state "s charges to"the court' Ln these words: '

"Where'a's .' I n document s arid testim~ny h'e;eto annexe'd; it '
would seem that in France and ,i n other places since an
undetermined da.te : . ~ ." .

"First" crimes and mf.sdeme'anora have been committed by
Ministers, former Ministers and their immediate civil
and military subordinates iil 'exercise or on occasiori of
their functions, and that these have betrayed the duties
of their ,char ge s by acts that ~oncurre~ with the 'pa s s age
from a state of peace ,to a state of war before September '
4, 1939, and by those who sUbsequently aggravated'the con-
sequences ,o,f the situation thus created . .. . ,

"Second, attempt s against ,t he. security of the .St.ate and
connected crimes and misdemeanors have been commt t t ed 'by
persons whom the inquiry will h~ve to designate in accord
with acts previously presented. '

On his recommendation the court appointed an examining commission

of three of its members to hear 'wi t nes se s and collect evidence.

This commission then pr-oceeded, 'i n. accor-dance with French Lav ,
•.: ," I . .

to hear in secr-et the' testimony ' of 'some 600 ' witnesses and to
, • i >, .. . . . • •

accumulate 100,000 typed pages- of ,~v~derice~Th~sepr6beedings

were against "persons unknown"., and only when c6nclu~iv~ 'evidence
.

was obtained did the prosecutor ask for a spec~fic indictment .
, ,

The first recommendation for ~ndictment was made on September 5,

1940, against Guy La Chambre and Pierre Cot , former Ministers of

Air; Edward 'Daladier and Gustave ' Gamel iri ' wer ~, : &c c u s ed two ~eeks
". . .

later, and Leon Blum, Paul Reynaud, and Georges Mandel, 'on

October 19. Not until April 24, 1941, however, was the final

indictment requested; it was against Pierre Jacomet, former

(71698) CONFIDENTIAL
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Se~retary-Generalof . t~e . Ministry of, War. The cou~t returned

Lndd.ctmerrt s against La Ohambr-e , Cot, ., Da'ladier, Gamelin, Blum,

and Jacomet, and orderedthe~r arrest • . It refused, however,
0 ' . , • ' • •

to indict Reynaud and Mandel on the basis of the evidence

prese~ted,a.nd they are nov.iheLd only under administrative

orders. '. Fol;lowingtl+e formal indictments the counsel for
. ,, '. . '

the .acc ueed were allowed to . ; s t ~dy, . the evidence and call ad­

ditiona'1 witnesses, and not ;u~t i1 the autumn of' 1941 was this_. " .

J . ;

work , completed and the, date.. for .t ne opening of the public trial

se~ 'f or January 2, 1942. The appointment of a new presiding

judge on January 15, 1942 caused i'ur~her delay, and it was
. . .

F'ebr-uar-y 19 when the tria~. -&c:tua l l y cpened ,

The complete formal chaFg~~ against the accused have not

been pUblished, but ~h~ir ,gen~ral nature has been indicated

as follows:

" ' , .

Daladier was cha~ged :with i'ailure to prepare the
Army and industry for modern war, failure to consult
with the Army, and Parliament befo~e entering the war,
and weakness in dealing with Communists both before
and a:fter the begi~ing of the war.

·Blum was ,char ged with disrupting production by ,
nationalizing war industries, and emphasizing leisure
over labor, fail1.ng ~o push the armament program suf­
ficiently, and leaving the country in a weakened state
~~ter his incumbency • .

Gamelin was charged with failure to remedy defi­
ciencies in armament and training of the Army, unwise
dec i.s i ons which disorganized the command during the
war, and allowing the Army's morale to deteriorate
disastrously.

Guy La Chambre was accused of failure to build
up the French Air Force in a time of national peril.

CONFIDENTIAL '
.... _0. . _.'
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Pierre Cot was charged with limiting credits, for
alr defense, disorganizing the Air Force, and sending
airplanes to Republican Spain.

Jacomet was charged with negligence in obtaining
material of war and for misrepresenting the state of
French preparedness in 1939.

The only clearly indicated charge against Reynaud was

that he had embezzled .sever al million francs of public funds

which were found in possession of two of his secretaries in

Spain in June, 1940, but the court found the evidence inade-

quate for an indictment. Mandel was charged with speculation

against the franc and an attempt to establish a persona~ rule

in collusion with the British . A military court in Morocco

acquitted him of the latter accusation, and the Supreme Court

refused to indict him on either charge.

4 . The Council of Political Justice

A confusing element was introduced into the progress of

the preliminaries of the "war-guilt" trial by the creation by

Marshal Petain on August 12, 1941, of the Council of Political

Justice. Its sole function was to affix the responsibility for

the French disaster of 1940, and it was given until October 15,

1941, to submit to the Chief of State a list of those gUilty

and its proposals for their punishment . Petain declared that

he would then take action under 'Cons t i t ut i ona l Act No.7, which

authorizes him to apply penalties ranging in severity from dep­

rivation of political rights to detention in a fortress against

high officials who have betrayed the trusts of their offices .

Peretti Della Rocca, former French Ambassador in Madrid, was

CONFIDENTIAL
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'appo"int'e-d: '-pr e s i dent of the -nev council, and its membership was
. : ~ .

composed of an army officer, a repat.~iated pr~~6?e)" of war, a

pr.:~fessor, .· ·a magistrate, and a civil servant. On October 13

Della Rocca delivered to Petain the body's recommendations

based on the evidence collected by the Supreme Court. A few

days' later the Marshal announced the application of the maxi-

mum authorized penalty against Daladier, Blum, Gamelin, Reynaud,

and Mandel and ordered that they be confi~ed to the remote

Fortress of Portalet in the Pyrenees. Judgment on the. cases of

Cot, La Chambre, and Jacomet was deferred.

When the new council was created observ.ers believed that
. J •

the ' government was using this means to avoid .t he ..embarrassment

of a public trial and predicted that ·t he Supreme Court would
•

cease consideration of the cases of the former leaders. In

announcing his decision on the recommendation of ·t he Council

of Political Justice, Petain declared, however, that the court. . .,

at Riom wou~d ~ontinue with its assigned task; he o~dered it to

hasten its proceedings, and he left to it the setting of a limit

on the period of confinement just ordered by him for three of

. the accused.

5 . Public Trial at Riom

Th'e" public ·t r i a l of the six, former Fr-ench Le aders , .Daladier,

Bl'um;" Gamelin, La Charnbre, ·J ac.omet > and Cot, before t.he Supreme

Court opened on February 19.1 .1942" and continued in f'ou r sessions

~ach week uritilApril 2, 1942. The proceedings during that period

were divided into three successive stages: (1) objections and

.- ..::' ::·.CONF XDENT I AL (71698)
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v , -r:

dec isions on l egal questl~~ .of the ~ourt's establishme~t and

funct ions; (2) exami nat i on ~f the defendants; and (3) examina­

tion of witnesses. Except .t:or one secret session to inv:esti­

gate the ,deci s i on 9t Daladier's Government to honor French. . ." . . " ,

commitments to Polan~ .·in1939., all t he h,ear.:Lngs w:ere devoted
. . ". .- . .

to the problem of ·m~litary prepar~tions for war.
I • ~~

The ,qp~Qing :'s~ssion of the trial was electrified by the
,; .

spectacle of Blum and Daladier, and their attorneys taking, the
.: . i.• .- :. ~..~ .

offensive ag~inst the court nnd :the ,government of Pe~ain.

Daladier denounced the tri~l as ,a, German instrument, and Blum
. .. .... . .. ' '. ,

dramatically declared.:t na t the Repub.l i c and democracy were on
. . . ,' ,' , . . . . .' " ..'. . .

trial ,and that ,he w:a~ proud ,t o defend tp~m .then , ~s i~ the p~st.
, .

Of more immediate Qqnsequence to the ,cour t were the leg~l attacks
. . ,

made 9l} :"+- t . ,1?y ..~ouns~l ..f?r , t he det'enae ; The gQv~:r:~~nt :;:Of Peto.in

had overstepped its . autho~ity , which was merely t9 qraft ,a con-
o .- , •• • • _ ". . ' , , ; ,., :. '

sti~ution, in cr-e at.Lngjthe ,Su:pr eme Court, Blum' ~; .}aWY,E;r ar-gued,
., .' . I . ~ .. • ' . ' ' . t o , • •

and. th,ecourt :wa s , .t her-e.ror-e , uncons t t tutional. , : Do.l~di.e !'. ' . s , .
. . . .. ' t · ··· . . '.. . " .

cttorney declared that the law under which the accused were . "
. . . .. . .. .' . .: ' . ; :: ~ .. ' ...,.;. .: . '.: " ... ;.. :-'" ~

being tried was' unconstitutional because it created a new ,of~ . .. . . . . : . '-. . ~ (:" .\,' . :-'. . '~:,' . :!:: . '. . ; ",-.. . ~

fense and made it retroactive. They fur~h~r ,obj~c~~d tha~ .;~e ,
' . I • • • • • • • I ~', . " ~

derendants had been pre judged .a~d ..conq~mned bef'cr-e ,t he tri,a:l; .
• • -. ., ' •• 0 l .: I . ;.

started. In the second s~s~lon M. Ribet, .pal adi er ' s chief
,",' ,. . . , ". , ' , ... ·.1 ." : , ,\ .

counsel, pr-o t es t ed aga.1nrt the power of ~~1e court, ,t o f'oz-b Ld

discussionD of military operations, and with Blum himself, ob-
• . 0 . ' 0 • • oj. 0 0 ~•• • 0 • :

j ected -: t o the arbitraryf,ixing, .of' . June 7, 1936, ,t~e d,ay the gov-
• •• . ' 0 } .

~rnmeptof .t he Popular F~~nt 9a~~ into power, as the beginning.

(71698) ' . .:;..CO;;:.:N=F~I:.:;;D=EN=T~I=AL= , c,
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or , the period to be cover~d' b'y the court's ' investigation. The

court entertained the objections presented to it. It refused,

of course, to ~oncede the~onientionof the defense that it

was .en uncons t t tutional body. It made no public rul,ing on the

other points of protest, but in t hevsubs equerrt ses s Lons the

testimony of witnesses vas riot conf'Lned strictl,y to. the. period

since June 7, 1936; nor was the di~cussi6n of military opera-
"

tions forbidden.
, ,

The second period of the public trial was devoted' to

h~aring the testimony of the accused. Of the six defendants
, ,

only two did not testify: Pierre Cot, whO was in the United

. S t a~e s . and was being tried in absentia, and General Gamelin.

Gamelin announced at the opening session of the trial that as

, ,9- s'oldier lie'could take no' 'par t in a political trial in which

the Army might appear as the accused, and except for a few

isolated seritences he it~a~fa~tly refused . to speak. The other
; .

four prisoners, in contrast, spoke ' f ul l y and often vigorously.

D~~a~ier, Blum, and La Chambre accepted the full responsibility

for .t~~ duty of war preparatioris incumbent upon their , offices,
' . ", .

but t hey emphatically denied the charges that they .had faile,d

to fulfill their duties. They claimed that they had done every­

thing possible to prepare 'France for war, but ;t hey maintained

that their efforts were h~ndicapped by the refusal ,of industri-
, , ' I-. . .. ". .

al~~ts to cooperate with them and by the indecision and inaction

of the High Command. Jacomet sought to minimize , the importance

of his post and claimed that he could not be 'he l d responsib~e for

, , , . ' . . . '-. .~ ,", '" . ;,

CONFIDENTIAL
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the nation's unpreparedness, but he, too, denied :all char-gee - .:

against hli;( and denounced the obstructive ·t act i cs of industrl- '

alists and"the failu:re"'6f the Army to uae the eredits made

available to it . ",," . ';..:. '.: ','

:. I •

The third stage of,the trial begaA:'oh March 17 with' the

examination"'or 'three .Ar my off icers , and~ in the 's ucceedi ng two '

weeks a nurriber of high-ranking Arrny··r ofiice¥s were called to .. '.I

testify . "Al l of their testi~ony, alfticiu~h,~iffering 'in' detaiI~

follo~ed·'the sam's general pattern and revealed that the French ,
. .

Army went into battle lacking 'i n modern equipment, with in­
adequate training, low morale, .end 'an insufficient .number ·df ·· - !

officers. The testimony was punctuated with frequent· inter-·

ruptions by the ' accused, "e spec i a l l y from Da.ladier ' and "'La

Chambre, who sought to refute or modify the evidence presented .

On at lea~~ ~od~~6~~~~ion even d~melin 'w~s aro~~e~ to enter:~

vigorous deniAl of a disparaging statement made bY' one of his .',·

former subordinates . Having heard some thirty.officers th~
• . 4 , •

court was adjourned on April g, and April 15 was set as the

date for the resumption of sitti~gs.

The French Government at Vichy appeared to have some
. , " , .' : ) ,, ; ;,' ".. ' "

'" ....

~~ sgiv ings about the, trial even before the publ~c sessions
• . . • .• • .' "., ", . . ' .... ~ . -: .' . '. i . ' ~ . .'

be~l;ln:J' ..and it became increasingly poncerned as t he hearings
• • ' ,' .,:. ' . • I .1;: ' . , : ~ . '-. : '::

i n open court progressed . On February 25.1 1942 .1 only six days.
• . i . . • ~: ." : :.'O . ... . "':. ; ~. , . . .

after the trial opened, Admiral Le~ry reported that high offi-
• • • • ~ _ ~ : . . ' • • • .' . " . I •.; '. " ,", •. ' .

cials at Vichy were very anxious over the ~ffect the trial
• • ' • • : ( : : ' : . " .i .: ' . • :; ) . ; .1. , . .' ..1 '

would have on the prestige of ~e~ain. Th~ government had I;lP~
' . • . , : .; , • ' . ' ", ' . • ~ .... . . .. :, I :. :

parently not anticipated the ageressive tactics of the defense,.
. " .1'
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and bein~.unable to meet them in court, it began even'at that
.. _.-

early, date, ac c or-df.ng to Leahy, .t o seek a means to save it self

rrom 'the threat of, .<;ia i l .y attack by the former leaders it had

sought to discredit. T~e trial became even mora embarrassing
. ..'

when on March 15 Chancellor Hitler himself. ,i n , a pUblic speech

declared in evident disg~st"and 'annoyanc e that the Germans

cou.Icr-not conceLve why t he real" 'qu'~ s t ion or war-guilt was not
. ' . ..

even ·mentioned in the tr:ia.l~ A'-few days later li'ernand de Brinon,

the spokesman ror Germany in the French Government, recommended

to Petain that the ,trial be dropped "as detrimenta.l to the in-
.',' : ~ .

terests of France", and on March 30a recess of two weeks was

announced. On Aprilllt"ple day before the .sitt;tngs.. were to be
,­

", . ,
resumed, , a decree pubLf.shedvLn the Orficial Journal . s u ape nde d

the hearings indefinitely" and ordered the court to ext/end it s. . ' . " , '.

inquiry to include the :r~~>sP.oJ;lsibiiitY for Pr-erice.' s entering
. " . .

the war, as' 'wel l ' as for the , inadequate military preparat.Lone '.

6 . German Attitude Towar'd the Trial ,,,
...... ..

The German attitude toward t~e t~~al' varied from apparent
. , .. ' .. .

indifference to obvious irritation at ,d,(11'ays ' in the proceedings
...:' ~"

, ..
end then to open hostility . The part of"Germany in Lnat.Lt.ut t.ng

, , '

the trial has already be~ridiscussed"in .Section 1 and shown tb
. ' . . ' ..

be still a moot guestibn.' After the court had been estab~~she~j .
" ,

the German press and the German-controlled press in France. . .~ .

adopted an at.t.Lt ude 'or ~ indifferenc e , as j.if the trials were a .
.• • • . I •. , ..

mat ter of con~~rn 'on l y :to Frenchmen .: . After theprei:lminaries
.. "0':':':

had dragged on for. sever'al months, hovever , w-i t hout any obvious
. : ". i . • • .
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accomplishments 'of 'the' ~ 'klnd Germany ha_4:-expected, the German
\ . . i . . ~ " . : . . . . -, : . ' ., . . :" . .

press and Governm'ent '~evealed its , interest ,i n the trials 'by
. " . ... .

" ,

criticism of the delay arid the ',demand,that the proceedings

be expedited. When ' t h e 'publ i c sessio~s began and the court

r ~?nf'ined itself ' to the Lnves t tgat.Lon .ot: w,ar preparations, and

~he conduct of the ' accused Republi,c'nns' aroused popular senti-

, me.nt in their favor; the' Ger-mans made no attempt, to hide their

~li~appointment an<f 'disapproval. ,Ear l y. in March the German
<:» : ...• ,
press attacked the trials and the non-cooperative attitude

.' • .• I ~ 1. .

; ....~,l,1ey r epr-e sent.ed , The Foreign Office ,expr-es sed its official
.. . ' I.". t . .

, d~spleasure on March 3, and on March ,l5 Hitle~ himself de-
'. ! ' " . . ' .

nounced as "incomprehensible"."the; :fa,ilur,eof , the court to take

up the question of war-guilt" : ' ,The announcement of the suspen- .

sion of the trial almost simwltaneously with the return of the

pro-German Laval to the government and the concurrent extension

of the inquiry 't o include the question of war-guilt suggests

that the German Governmentrs ,concern over the trial was so
-., . , '.

",gr e a t that i t bl tiiit:ly "·<iEirrianded. a c r-ev La Lon of its proceedings •
. , . .- . . . . ~ . ,

. '"

'> , 7'~' · , "Ef f e c t s and ,P.os s i b l e Outcome ~f 't h e" ,r r i a.I' , . ,: '

Aside : from ,r eve a l i ng [l, large amount of important informa-
. . ..' ~

tion on the ,shortcomings of France's military preparations,
. .' ," '. '" : .

the trial '.,at ',Ri om a l s o had a significant influence on France r s
. . ' . ,

for e ign rela~~Qns anq on foreign opinion -or Mllrshril Petllin and
• ' " "f. . ,

his ' govea-nmerrt, '. The testimony documented an' already obvious

fact, ,'name l y , that Fr,ance was ill-prepared fori;the wnr she

undertook in 1939, and showed how the responSibility for the

CONFIDENTIAL
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poor ,pr epar a t i on was shared by statesmen, army officers,
, '

~ . . .

and industrialists. The fair and unprejudiced manner in
. ' ..

which the trial was .con du c t ed and the obvious irritation

of Ge'rmany made a fs9.vorable ,':impression in the United 'States,. '

and ' 's eemed to cont.r-Lbut e to the easing ot Franco-American .:

relations . It was felt that the course of the trial , showed
, I '

that Petain's Government was , more than a mere puppet regime

and that Germany was not succeeding in forcing a po~icy of

collaboration on France . , Thi s very recalcitrance, of ,course~'

displeased the Germans~ who ,interpreted it as an ,i~~ic~~ion " "
"

of France's complete misunderstanding of her present position

and of her place in the "New Order;" and it seems probable

that the trial precipitated the crisis , in French-German re-
o

, '

lations which resulted ,in the return of Laval to the gov -

: ' \.. '·1.': ' .: . .'. "

It is ' i mpos s i bl e to pr~dict th~ultimate outcqme of,

ernment on April 14" 194~ 0

_ , ' ', ',' . : . , : 0- " : . •

the trial at Riom, but the examples of similar investigations
• "'/' t " ". •

under the Third Republic , to ,aff.ix responsibility suggest that
r..".,.'£ ~ . , .

it may end indecisively . The Panama Scandal , the Oustric
" " , ' 0 ,1 "

Scandal; '{he Stavisky Affair, all produced , gr.eat Public-:'unger. . . .. - _.
and resentment, and inve'~tlgat'io'n'~ "t o ,determine and" pJh'ish

. ··1 ., , " , -,1' , ,

the gUil,ty were undertaken 'i n the heat and passion' of" the
. ' . .

moment . The...r-e auLt.e , coming months or years later ' und'"dis-

tributing the .b Lame ,wi de i y ', 'se omed whol l y ineffectual' ~ :and
"

inadequate to t ,he:' s't r-orig <f ~'e i ihgs at the outbreak of t he
.. ~ .,", ': .; ~ j"',': ,. ' .

scandals. In this , case ~ ' of ' course, a mor~ ser-Loue ' ~ i s s ue is
' :' .. .' .

, '
" . '

", "
J • • -

s ,
\ : .:.... ::.. , '
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at stake, and a foreign government has the power to manage

the investigation as it sees fit , but it is quite possible :

" , - I

. -
that the "war-guilt" trial, ,may achieve 'an end"'s'imilar to i -: >

. " •. : I .

those c t t e'd 'and perhaps ,be forgotten under- the press of

more immediate and vital problems.

, ,

.. ' .
, '
\ '

.' '. ~
" :
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