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It hosted the global elite, became a Nazi HQ, and a refuge for those returning from
concentration camps - the history of Paris’ most famous hotel
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The Hotel Lutetia on the Parisian Rive Gauche boasts a glamorous guest list. Artists such as Picasso and Matisse visited. A young
Charles de Gaulle and his wife Yvonne stayed there for the first night of their honeymoon. James Joyce was a regular at the bar; his
family stayed for two months in 1939 when the heating broke in their apartment.
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In Jane Rogoyska’s words, the Hotel Lutetia is today “a modern luxury hotel, its rooms priced to tempt not locals but the global ‘elite’”.
Located on the Boulevard Raspail in the 6th arrondissement, it is at the heart of an area of the city in which ordinary people do not live.

But in the 1920s and 1930s it was more within reach to stay at the Lutetia than some of the other glamorous hotels in Paris.

This accessibility may have been one reason why it became a meeting-point for German dissidents, then the Parisian base for Nazi
military intelligence, and finally a processing centre for those liberated from concentration camps.
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It is this darker side that Rogoyska devotes the vast majority of her new book, Hotel Exile, a history of the Lutetia, making a collage of
different stories held together loosely, with the hotel’s involvement, sometimes far in the background.

This may disappoint those looking for another exploration of the Parisian art scene, or even for a straightforward history of the Lutetia.
The hotel is not the book’s main character but more like the backdrop against which countless individual dramas play out. But the
result, on its own terms, is a devastating and memorable account of lives thrown into upheaval by Nazism.

The first part follows dozens of German emigres - artists, politicians, Jews - as they struggled to rebuild their lives in France, only to
lose everything once more when the Germans broke through the Maginot Line.

For refugees then, as now, the first problem was having the right papers, the second was finding work and a place to live. Failure on
either count could lead to imprisonment or worse.

From 1938, foreign residents in France need to have their identity cards stamped when travelling, even within the same departement.
High-flying Germans like the lawyer Theodor Tichauer suddenly found it impossible to work in France without money or connections.

Author Jane Rogoyska. Photo: Hal Howe

Emigres went hungry. Rogoyska recounts the writer Manes Sperber’s story of an evening with the French literary star Andre Gide
during which, to his horror, he fell asleep: “I realised too clearly that this tiny, barely perceptible incident was paradigmatic of the
situation of an emigre intellectual and also of that of an impoverished person who is the more infrequently invited for meals the more -
urgently he needs them.”

In the 1930s, the Lutetia’s conference rooms hosted meetings of the German Popular Front, a short-lived association of dissidents
exiled from Nazi Germany ranging from social democrats to Stalinists. Its leaders included the author Heinrich Mann (brother of the
famous Thomas), and Walter Ulbricht, the future premier of East Germany.
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The modern-day Hotel Lutetia in Paris. Photo: Getty

But in 1940, after the German invasion of France, the hotel became the Parisian base of German military intelligence, the Abwehr. In
the book’s second section, Rogoyska portrays the lives of German soldiers in the Lutetia as a mix of champagne and foie gras (though
the hotels’ chef caviste, Marcel Weber, hid the best wines behind a false wall in the basement).

Relations were complex between the Abwehr and overlapping Nazi institutions, such as the SS and the Gestapo. Heinrich Himmler
considered the Abwehr “a breeding-ground for traitors”.

Not without reason: its head, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, was regarded as the “spiritual instigator” of Claus von Stauffenberg’s plot to
kill Hitler, and he was hanged in 1945.

After the war, the French government requisitioned the Hotel Lutetia as an arrivals centre for people returning from concentration
camps. Crowds gathered hoping for news and were treated with the shocking spectacle of emaciated survivors.
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'Hotel Exile' by Jane Rogoyska

Their stories are some of the most famous of the 20th century. To these Rogoyska dedicates the book’s final part, describing the slow
and at times ambiguous process of reintegration: hygiene protocols, questions, misunderstandings. This is to say nothing of the
painful process of learning who was alive and who was dead.

At the Lutetia, the resistance fighter Jacques Debord was confronted by a woman showing him a photo of someone he recognised as a
dead friend. “The woman,” writes Rogoyska, “is so desperate that when she asks, ‘Do you think he will return?” he replies, ‘Yes,
madame, he will.”
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After the war, the Hotel Lutetia received occasional visits from old deportees. The head concierge, Jean-Luc Jean, would show them
around the place that received them at the close of “one of the most complex and devastating periods in twentieth-century history”.

‘Hotel Exile’ by Jane Rogoyska, Allen Lane, €36
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