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LE GENERAL GOURAUD

/EMBRE DU CONSEIL SUPERIEUR DE LA GUERRE

287 Juillet 1923

Cher lonsieur,

Je réponds un peu tard & votre aimable lettre du 11
Juillet, mals vous vous doutez bien gue mon voyage rapide ne
me lalsse guére de temps pour dcrdre.
Les souvenirs que vous évoquez du temps ol vous 4tiez '
—y—— secrétaire du capitaine Milis—et-—dwrajor -Melrew, mec- sont—trop -ij
chers comme a vous pour que je ne vous en remercie pas, puisque ; T
clest ae temps de guérre ol 1e sang de nos soldats se mélangeait I
dans la lutte pour la plus juste cause, qui a ravivé pour toujours
l'amitié de nos deux nations.
Jo.regrette fort de n'av01r pas pu sdjourner plus long-
et 3

temps dans votre grande et magniflque ville de Chicago. g

Je vous adresse mes voeux sincéres et vous prie de croire |

4 mes sentiments les meilleurs.,

6¢A,Fk¢ |
- | l
Monsieur Walter C, La Berge, ! i



& Visit to Chal#ons—sur—ﬂarne

My father, Walter Coloney LaBerge, served during World
War I in the American Expediticnary Force in France. Because
his name was of French crigin he was assigned while
w& was overseas to an  Anerican laisson team attached to the
etaff of General Hemri Gouraud. Commanding General of the
French Third Armys located at Challons—-suw-Marne.

My father was a Private assigned to a Maj McGrew and a
Capt Mills, spending the war in that posting. Gen Gouwraud
was at that time commanding from a large cemment burnker
behind & small hill in the North-West section of Chalffons-
sur~-Marne. My father arrived in France just before the German
offensive of the Summer of 1918 and was there during the
early Fall Allied offensive which ultimately resulted in the
Grmisitece of 1918. He returned to the United States early in
1919, was discharged from the Army arnd went to work as a
zalesman of industrial hardware. traveling over a great deal
ot thie Mid-West. Dad married in 1923 and I was born in 1924.

My father talked very little of his experiences during
the wars although through all of his life thereafter he would
whistle endlessly "Mademoisel from Armentieres. parlez—-vous
" to playfully annoy my mother. He aslc kept his army cap in
the attics which at age five I discoveved. tock cutside to
show-off. and losts and experience that <till ranks as one of
the few thimgs that I have ever done that I truly wish 1
could take back.

I still retain the letter from General Gouraud to my
father in 1923. The General had visited Chicago, my father
had written him after the visit and the General replied
sometime later with a gracicus note recognizing those times
together during the war. I alsc have one letter which
noted only that he was at the headquarters at Challons—sur-
Marne of the Third French Army.

Ercwing just that muchs, I had very much wished that on
cone of my visits to Ewope to retrace my father's steps at
Chalons and perhaps to find cut more of what he might have
dovne. This year along with my wife Bettes 1 had the chance to
do just that. The rest of this is an account of that trip.

EBette and I went to Euwrope in the fall of 1986 on &
combined pleasure and business trip. From Brussels. we had
the chance to drive over a weekend to Frankfurt through
Northern France. It was a fun trip loocking at battlefields.,
starting at Waterloos, and stopping ever so shortly at Mons.
the Canadian Memerial at Vimy Ridges. and the Newfocundland.,
Eritish and American Monuments on the Scmme, and ending up
Saturday evening at Challons—sur-Marne which is about forty
miles East of Faris.



That evening we had Fizza, if you can imagine, at a
little place in the center of town. It had become so late
before we were ready to eat that all of the other places to
eat were closed. As it turned cut this was providential
because the atmosphere there was very informal and we were
able to talk to the pecple at the adjoining table, and to ashk
them where General Gouwraud had been during the wav. Though my
French was somewhat faulty. evervorie was nice and after
asking about ameung the other tables, the pecple that we
firet asked were able to point us in the right directicis
saving that it was in the vicinity of the military cemetery
in the MNorthern edge of the town.

Next morning we went to Mass at the old Cathederal where
we guessed that Dad must have gone during the time that he
was there. We then took off to see what we might find. The
Military Cemetary was on the map and we found 1t easily. It
was used by both the town and the military, the twe parts
being seperate but next to each cther. It most interesting
but there were no signs of any American presence. AS we were
thn trying to figure what to do nexts I saw an old man, jolly
locking., a few teeth missing and scruffully dressed. sitting
in the sun on a low wall with his bike propped up next to
him. Without expecting too much I walked ocver and asked him
whether he knew where the Americans were during 1917-18, and
where General Gowraud®s Headguarters had been.

By the vagueries of chance or by the intervention of the
Lords the cld man not only knew, was willing to show us and
had the time to do so. He offered to lead us on his bikes but
it seemed to me a bit inappropriate for the eighty-year old
man toc lead us by bicycle while we who were twenty years his
junicr rode behind. So 1 asked him to join us, though I
suspect 1 made Bette & bit nervous to pick up a perfect
stranger in a strange land with a strange language. However »
we did and it worked out just great.

The WWI command bunker was only a short way from the
cemetery, but we had tc take a little roundabout way to get
there. Once there we saw the headquarters at the end of a
small park named after General Gouraud, carved into the side
of a small hill. The concrete facade had been sealed off a
long time ago. Howevers, I did get quite a thrill cut of
leaning against it and kinowing that that was where my father
had really been almost seventy years before.

Stepping back from the entrance a bit. we were able to
see the leng row of now no longer used barvracks on the top of
the hill intoc which the bunker had been dug. The cold man who
had brought us said that that was where the scldiers, French
and Americans. were guartered in 1917-18. If sc, that was
where Dad lived at that time.

We then walked across the park and the adjcining street



“WGeorge) and Princess }adien:

B few weeks later King George was wel-
i comed by Gen. Henri Gouraud in Paris on his
way to Athens from his exile in England.
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to the large home facing the park. On the wall surroundinng
the home we found a plague describing the fact that it was
the wartime residence of Henri Gouraud. It was odd to feel so
close to a time that was sc long ago.

We thanked ocur guide and asked him for his name so that
we might send him a copy of the pictures that we had taken.
He walked back to his home nearbys returning in a moment with
his card. It read; M Henri Machet, 4 rue des Vielles Fostes,
1000 Challons—-sur—Marne. He had done us a supurb favor and
we thanked him profusely.

Scs having spent Sunday morning reliving my father'®s
past, we started off again for Frankfurt. On the way we
stopped at the Meuse-Argonne battlefield of WWIs Fort
Douamont at Verdun, at the Lorrainne Cemetery of WWII., and
somewhat late in the evening wé made it to Frankfurt.

It really was a great trip. We haepe that some of you who
may read this have the cpportunity to repeat it. If you do we
wish that you enjoy it as much as we did. I alsc pray that
somehaw or other my father also enjoyed watching us retrace
his steps in France.
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ASSOCIATION DU SOUVENIR

“aux Morts des Armées de Champagne
et a leur Chef, le Général GOURAUD

Siége social : 38, rue Boileau, 75016 Paris
Président: Général Philippe GOURAUD

Dimanche 15 juillet 1984

a NAVARIN (Marne)

CEREMONIE
a la mémoire
des Morts des Combats
de Champagne




