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Léon Strauss’ »Réfugiés, expulsés, évadés d’Alsace« et de Moselle is at its heart a cri de cœur for greater 

recognition of the plight of Alsatian and Mosellan refugees who fled or were expelled from their home 

departments during the Second World War. Strauss himself was among the war refugees. The work 

serves to promote the efforts of Patriotes réfractaires à l’annexion de fait-Groupement des expulsés et 

réfugiés d’Alsace et de Lorraine (PRAF-GERAL) to gain better recognition for their wartime suffering. 

Drawing upon regional archival sources, as well as interviews and memoirs provided by some Alsatians 

and Lorrainers who fled the region during the war, »Réfugiés« touches on a number of issues of interest to 

historians ranging from collaboration to Nazi racial policy, though it rarely anchors itself explicitly in these 

historiographical strands. Rather, the work gears itself to a broader audience, seeks to survey the diverse 

experiences of Alsatians and Lorrainers displaced to the French interior in the wake of the German 

invasion, and explicates the implementation of Nazi policies in these departments.

The first section of the book offers a general overview of the experiences of those who were compelled or 

felt it wise to leave the region. Strauss first looks at the ways in which people left. While some Mosellans 

and Alsatians fled in 1939, or later to avoid service in the German army, others found themselves the 

target of Nazi expulsions such as Jews, gypsies, and other racially »undesirables«. Nazi officials also 

sought to Germanize the region in other ways: known French nationalists, deserters from the German 

army in the First World War, French officials, and a large number of the regions’ clerics, including the 

elderly bishop of Metz, were shipped to Vichy-controlled territory. The families of those who evaded work 

or military service under the leadership of Gauleiters Josef Bürckel and Robert Wagner faced property 

seizures and imprisonment. 

Strauss then turns to the plight of the refugees in Vichy France. The French government sought to ease 

the transition of those displaced. Yet Strauss also shows that the Vichy government could do little publicly 

to protest the fate of those expelled. Indeed, while the regime’s officials quietly sought to clarify the 

situation with the Nazi occupation authorities, they also largely banned discussion of the deportations in 

the press in order to maintain the façade of amicability with the Germans. French officials also help to 

reestablish a number of education institutions, including the University of Strasbourg, in the unoccupied 

zone. But here too the Vichy regime could at best delay, obfuscate, and plea in the face of German 

demands; for example, German officials required the return of the holdings of the Strasbourg university 

library for use at their own newly re-established German university in Strasbourg, a demand to which 
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Vichy officials eventually had to accede. 

The issue of the treatment of the regime’s displaced population led many of their leaders, including a good 

number of the pre-war deputies, senators, and mayors of the major cities, to call on the Vichy regime to 

act on their behalf, and in any case, to resist the de facto annexation of the regions. Such demands fell on 

at best indifferent ears. For average refugees, the situation could be strenuous. Some had to change their 

name to avoid being handed over to Nazi officials for avoiding military service. Others had to adjust to life 

new environments; unlike in the relatively wealthy Alsace and Lorraine, the homes in south of France did 

not always had sufficient heating, running water, or electricity. Professional organizations and 

departmental authorities tried, with varying degrees of success, to place the refugees in new jobs.

The final subdivisions of this section explore the German occupation of southern France in the wake of the 

Allied liberation of North Africa for the displaced populations. For Jews from the region, this move meant 

likely deportation. Those who had evaded military service found themselves pursued by Nazi officials. The 

bulk of this section centers on Alsatian and Mosellan acts of resistance which Strauss, following the lead 

of Louis de Joog, defines quite broadly. Students from the University of Strasbourg displaced at Clermont 

Ferrand in particular played an active role in the resistance, but paid a heavy price as they became targets 

for repression by Nazi and Vichy officials.  

The second main section offers a number of eyewitness accounts. In parallel fashion to the more general 

narrative offered in the first section, the accounts here are grouped in a loosely chronological fashion, 

following the narrative arc of the displaced Alsatians and Lorrainers from departure, through their lives in 

southern France, to (in some cases) their return to the liberated regions. Some of the accounts were 

written down, or produced from interviews, several decades ago. Others were completed as recently as 

2009. On the whole, they capture the trauma of families forced to flee their homes – often on short notice, 

under duress, abandoning most of their worldly goods – in the summer of 1940, their difficulties in the 

south of France, their work evading the STO, and the appeal of the Resistance. As such, they make 

touching reading at times, but the light annotations about the individuals may render this section 

interesting rather than highly useful for other historians. Strauss admits from the outset that his goal in 

using such materials is to give voice to those displaced, but also readily urges caution with pieces drawn 

largely from children and adolescents fifty years after the events in question. More generally, one hopes 

that the accounts will be, or are (it remains unclear from Strauss’ description) deposited at the BNUS, 

ADBR, or the University of Strasbourg’s Institut d’histoire d’Alsace for use by future historians. 

The third section, the briefest, offers an overview of the travails that many of the expellees and refuges 

faced in the intermediate aftermath of the war, as well as their attempts to gain recognition for their 

suffering during the war. The regions’ displaced citizens often had to delay their return, and when they did 

come back, found parts of Alsace and the Moselle in disarray. Strasbourg, for example, was deficient over 

13 000 apartments. More tantalizing in this account, and clearly an area for further consideration, were the 
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postwar politics of the groups under consideration. Those returning argued against leniency for 

collaborators, and strenuously objected to the memorial services dedicated to autonomist turned Nazi-

sympathizer Joseph Rossé; yet many who had spent the war in the unoccupied south of France struggled 

to gain formal recognition, or compensation, for their suffering. Thus, though not the central focus of 

Strauss work, this section points to an area ripe for deeper research, namely the conflicting memories of 

collaboration, suffering, and resistance in Alsace and Lorraine after World War II. 

»Réfugiés« has a provisional quality to it. This is in part by design. The author deliberately eschewed a 

traditional academic apparatus to make the work approachable to a general audience. The author has 

also hinted that an annotated electronic version may be forthcoming. Strauss also hopes that younger 

scholars will take up the task of fleshing out this work; in particular, he would like to see complementary 

studies that delve into the French and German national archives, as well as exploit municipal archives in 

the three departments. Yet this provisional aspect is at times unwelcome. There is neither a table of 

contents, nor an index, which may inhibit the ability the younger scholars to realize Strauss’ plea for 

additional work to be done on the subject. Likewise, the internal organization of the first two sections does 

not always demonstrate a clear logic. 

Nonetheless, the work will interest historians of Nazi racial policy, Franco-German relations, daily life in 

Vichy, the Holocaust, collaboration, resistance, and the memory of the war if not for being grounded in 

those deep literatures, than as a sign posts for more thorough, or more focused, research projects. 
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