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Editorial Note on Free French Forces

June 1940-June 1944

The best possible utilization of French manpower resources—Free French forces, the French Resistance, and French manpower released to Allied commands through the impending invasion of metropolitan French territories—represented an ever-present problem to Allied European and Mediterranean headquarters.  "The French problem will always be with us," wrote Lieutenant General Jacob L. Devers, Deputy Supreme Allied Commander in the Mediterranean theater, "for they do not seem to be on the level with themselves." (Devers to Marshall, May 9, 1944, GCMRL/G. C. Marshall Papers [Pentagon Office, Selected].)  Free French forces were created in England immediately following the collapse of France's Third Republic government in June 1940; these units were commanded by Charles de Gaulle, a brigadier general and lately under secretary of war in the last cabinet of the Third Republic.  General de Gaulle did not initially represent any organized French government, rather his activities were in direct confrontation to the armistice agreement reached between Germany and France.  Allied landings in North Africa in 1942 resulted in additional Free French forces being created from former Vichy armed forces in France's African colonies.  These units were commanded by General Henri Giraud, appointed commander in chief of all French ground and air units in the territory on November 14, 1942, by Admiral Francois Darlan, head of the provisional French government in North Africa. (Marcel Vigneras, Rearming the French, a volume in the United States Army in World War II [Washington:  GPO, 1957], pp. 9, 16.)  The fusion of de Gaulle's and Giraud's forces on June 3, 1943, resulted from the creation of the French Committee of National Liberation (C.F.L.N., Comité Français de la Libération Nationale).

General de Gaulle persisted in his attempts to replace General Giraud as French commander in chief, with the intention that he should be the sole political and military leader of Free French forces.  President Roosevelt resisted de Gaulle's plan to remove Giraud from a position of influence.  The reorganization of the C.F.L.N. in April 1944, however, gave de Gaulle his opportunity.  The president of the C.E.L.N. (General de Gaulle) was appointed by decree of April 4, 1944, commander in chief of all Free French armed forces; General Giraud's position was by implication rendered superfluous.  General de Gaulle offered Giraud the post of inspector general of all Free French forces on April 8, but Giraud refused to accept what he regarded as a demotion, and stated his intention to remain as commander in chief of all Free French forces.  This gave de Gaulle's C.F.L.N. the opportunity to remove Giraud from any command position on disciplinary grounds, retaining him only on active reserve. (Ibid., pp. 151–53.)

The removal of General Giraud necessitated reordering other ranking Free French command positions.  The commander of the French military mission to Washington, D.C., Lieutenant General Emile Béthouart, was appointed chief of staff of National Defense on April 12, 1944, basically superseding General Giraud.  Béthouart held this position until August 7, 1944, when he was appointed to command the French First Corps—an element of the French First Army under General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny—operating in southern France, on September 6, 1944.  Meanwhile in May, Devers referred to General Béthouart as "outstanding and thoroughly reliable.”  Lieutenant General Alphonse Pierre Juin had been General Giraud's chief of staff and had been commanding a French corps in Italy (Corps Expéditionnaire Français) since June 1943.  Juin's French corps had been committed to combat as a part of the American Fifth Army in Italy from January 1944.  Devers called these French units "magnificent," adding that "this is because of General Juin himself.  He is a smart, aggressive leader.”  While Devers praised Béthouart and Juin, he considered the other French commanders to be "erratic." (Devers to Marshall, May 9, 1944, GCMRL/G. C. Marshall Papers [Pentagon Office, Selected].)  Juin was relieved from his Italian command in July 1944, and in August he was appointed chief of staff of all Free French forces. (Vigneras, Rearming the French, pp. 72, 117, 179–83, 321.)

President Roosevelt's position was that the Allied powers should not assume that de Gaulle represented the entire French population and that Allied military leaders should be cautious so as not to appear to support de Gaulle automatically as France's postwar leader.  General Eisenhower requested on May 11, 1944, that de Gaulle be invited to London for discussions relating to the impending invasion of France.  Eisenhower was informed the following day by Roosevelt that while General de Gaulle might be consulted on military matters, Eisenhower was not to discuss political topics.  "It must always be remembered," wrote Roosevelt, "that the French People are quite naturally shell-shocked from sufferings at the hands of German occupation, just as any other people would be. . . . As the liberators of France we have no right to color their views or to give any group the sole right to impose on them one side of a case.”  President Roosevelt supported his position regarding de Gaulle by quoting to Eisenhower from a message he had sent to Prime Minister Churchill:  "I am unable at this time to recognize any Government of France until the French have an opportunity for a free choice, and I do not desire that Eisenhower shall become involved with the Committee on a political level." (Papers of DDE, 3:  1857–58; Roosevelt to Eisenhower, May 12, 1944, GCMRL/G. C. Marshall Papers [Pentagon Office, Selected].)

General Marshall reiterated the president's position to Eisenhower on May 13, to which Eisenhower's headquarters responded the next day assuring Marshall that S.H.A.E.F. understood that de Gaulle's C.F.L.N. was not to be necessarily regarded as France's political future.  Lieutenant General Walter Bedell Smith replied that Eisenhower was "in complete agreement with the President's statement that questions relating to the future government of France are political and not military," and that their dealings with the French Committee had been "to deal with it on a military basis and to use it and its representatives in planning matters of civil administration in order to assist the military operation.”  Smith added, however, "that when a military commander is operating on foreign soil there is no clear cut line of demarcation between military and civil or political questions." (Marshall [OPD] to Eisenhower, Radio No. WAR-36189, May 13, 1944, NA/RG 165 [OPD, TS Message File (CM-OUT36189)] ; Smith to Marshall, Radio No. S-51841, May 14, 1944, GCMRL/G. C. Marshall Papers [Pentagon Office, Selected].)

Controlling French Resistance units in metropolitan France—fitting them into S.H.A.E.F.'s command structure and utilizing them to best military advantage—was one of Eisenhower's concerns regarding the impending invasion of France.  French Resistance activities were to be coordinated by Lieutenant General Pierre Joseph Koenig, who had been the French Committee of National Liberation's representative to S.H.A.E.F. since March 1944.  Koenig was appointed to command the Resistance forces, renamed French Forces of the Interior (F.F.I., Forces Françaises de l'Intérieur), on June 6, 1944, operating directly under S.H.A.E.F. (Vigneras, Rearming the French, pp. 87, 300, 311.)

Maintaining Free French units as effective fighting formations was difficult as French units required retraining in up-to-date Allied military methods and complete Allied reequipment.  Free French units were raised from a variety of French military formations, often with the bare minimum of necessary personnel.  Replacements to these French units created a problem; for reasons of political prestige, the Free French command wished to maintain the maximum number of Free French combat units.
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