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THE 
SOUL OF 
FRANCE

The history of Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon 
is like that of so many 
anonymous heroes who 

contributed to restore dignity to 
a France besieged by Nazism and 
the Vichy Regime. It is a story of 
the power of ordinary people in 
the face of the barbarism of war, 
racism, and violence.

The President of the Republic 
Jaques Chirac visited Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon, in the 
Haute-Loire region, on July 8, 
2004. Gazing at the green hills of 
one of the most remote valleys 
of France, he solemnly said:

The history of Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon is like that of so many 
anonymous heroes who contributed to restore dignity to a 
France besieged by Nazism and the Vichy Regime. It is a story 
of the power of ordinary people in the face of the barbarism 
of war, racism, and violence.

THEY SIMPLY 
RESPONDED 
TO THOSE WHO 
CALLED THEM 
GOOD BY SAYING 
‘WE DID WHAT WE 
HAD TO DO.’

“Here, in this test, the soul of the 
nation was confirmed. Here, the 
conscience of our country was 
embodied. Chambon-sur-Lignon 
is a place of memory. A place of 
resistance. A symbolic place of 
France faithful to its principles, 
faithful to its heritage, faithful to 
its genius ... In what was one of 
the most disinherited regions of 
our country, defying all dangers, 
they chose courage, generosity 
and dignity ... “
How did an insignificant place 
become the soul of a nation? 
What is the history of Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon?
Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon
Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon is a 
small town near the French Alps, 
situated in the Massif Central, 
enduring long, freezing winters, 
which keep the area isolated 
by snow for weeks. Converted 
into a city of refuge for the 
French Huguenots (Protestants) 

during the Wars of Religion and 
especially after the revocation of 
the Edict of Nantes (1629), it has 
always been a place of refuge. Its 
inhabitants are austere people, 
distrustful and accustomed 
to suffering from all kinds of 
deprivation. Persecuted for 
almost three hundred years, they 
formed strong communities and 
tried, through cooperativism, to 
fully utilize their poor lands.
During the early years of the 
20th century, the region was 
opened to tourism, thanks to 
the arrival of the railroad. The 
harsh Industrial Revolution and 
the inhumane conditions of 
the marginal neighborhoods in 
the big cities, encouraged the 
commune of Le Chambon-Sur-
Lignon and other towns in the 
area to take care of the children 
of the workers of the city of Lyon 
in summer, allowing to have a 
healthier and more dignified life 
for a few months a year.
In the humanitarian crisis 
of 1939, when hundreds of 
thousands of Spaniards left 
the country, escaping the 
repression and the regime of 
General Franco, Le Chambon-
Sur-Lignon was one of the 
places of reception for dozens of 
Republicans.
The invasion of France after 
the armistice of June 22, 1940, 
and its division into Free France 
and Occupied France, led to an 
ultra-conservative government 
with fascist overtones led by 
Marshal Pétain. Le Chambon-
Sur-Lignon immediately began 
to receive large numbers of 
foreign Jewish and political 
refugees, fleeing from the Nazi-
occupied territories and believing 
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ABOUT 
THE 
TRANS-
LATOR
Gretchen Abernathy worked 
full-time in the Spanish 
Christian publishing world 
for several years until her 
oldest son was born. Since 
then, she has worked as 
a freelance editor and 
translator. Her main focus 
includes translating/editing 
for the Journal of Latin 
American Theology and 
supporting the production 
of Bible products with 
the Nueva Versión 
Internacional. Chilean 
ecological poetry, the 
occasional thriller novel, and 
audio proofs spice up her 
work routines. She and her 
husband make their home in 
Nashville, Tennessee, with 
their two sons.

themselves safe in the Vichy 
Republic.
The arrival of a new Protestant 
pastor named André Trocmé 
in the village would make 
the region one of the most 
important places of refuge in 
France.

André Trocmé
Andréc Trocmé was the son of 
a Protestant industrialist and a 
German woman. Born in Saint-
Quentin, he lived through the 
horrors of the Great War and 
became a staunch pacifist. He 
was ordained as a pastor by the 
Reformed Church of France, 
shortly after marrying Magda, an 
Italian woman of Russian origin. 
Before his marriage, André had 
intended to travel to India to 
learn from Mahatma Gandhi 
about pacifism and non-violence.
The family was stationed in 
some of the more popular 
neighborhoods of Maubeuge and 
Sin-le-Noble, but the Reformed 
Church did not agree with André 
Trocmé’s pacifist values and he 
was sent to a secluded place, Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon, in order to 
develop their social pastorate.
André Trocmé and other 
community leaders organized 
several talks in 1939 on the 
dangers of Nazism; the young 
pastor was related to the 
confessional Church in Germany, 
which was opposed to Nazism 
and knew what the Nazis were 
capable of. Another of André’s 
projects, with the help of his 
assistant Edouard Theis, was the 
creation of the New Cévenole 
School, with pedagogical ideas 
far advanced for its time.

The Arrival of Refugees
Starting in 1940, the arrival 
of Jewish refugees increased. 
The pressure from the Nazis to 
the Vichy Regime, along with 
the repression that the French 
themselves exerted on foreign 
Jews, pushed many to hide in 
remote places.
Throughout the country the 
Vichy Regime began to open 
internment camps for all those 
it considered a social danger. 
Many Spanish republicans, 
Jews, gypsies, members of the 
communist party and other 
political tendencies ended 
up locked up in very difficult 
conditions.
In the early days, former mayor 
Charles Guillon provided an 
escape route for refugees to 
Switzerland, from there several 
Jewish and Christian committees 
helped the most vulnerable 
people to take refuge in the 
country.
Between 1941 and 1942 
deportations of Jews from 
France and other parts of Europe 
became more common, but the 
Great Winter Velodrome Raid on 
July 16–17, 1942, was the true 
turning point in French anti-
Semitic policy. 
Paris woke up with a start when 
9,000 gendarmes and policemen 
broke into thousands of houses, 
taking their occupants to various 
places in the city, especially to 
the Campo de Drancy and the 
Winter Velodrome.
The director of the municipal 
police, M. Hennequin, gave the 
order that all the Jews on file 
must be detained, regardless of 
nationality, health or age; with 
permission to use violence and 

forcefulness.
On July 16, 1942, 12,884 Jews 
were arrested. The majority were 
women and children, since many 
of the men had taken refuge, 
hoping that they would do 
nothing to their families.
The situation at the Velodrome 
was desperate, for five days 
some 7,000 people had to subsist 
without food and almost without 
water. Many committed suicide 
by jumping from the highest 
stands, many others died from 
inhumane conditions.
In the following months, 
42,000 French Jews were sent 
to Auschwitz and other death 
camps.
During the summer of 1942 
the arrival of Jews in Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon increased 
significantly. Many buildings 
were outfitted to receive the 
refugees, most of them children. 
Organizations such as the 
Quakers, the Reconciliation 
Movement, Jewish ecumenical 
groups, and the Salvation Army 
sent money and resources to 
support the refugees.
Some of the children were sent 
to the homes of families in 
the area, to be fed and hidden 
among the rest of their children. 
The Vichy authorities at first 
turned a blind eye, but in the fall 
of 1942 they demanded André 
Trocmé and other leaders give 
them lists of refugees, especially 
Jews. André and the rest of 
the leaders refused to provide 
the information to the French 
authorities.
The end of Free France
The German occupation of 
Free France in November 1942 
increased the danger in the area. 

The escape route to Switzerland 
was closed, the departure of 
refugees through Marseille was 
stopped; the only place where 
some refugees could flee from 
was through Spain.
Christmas in 1942 was dramatic, 
André Trocmé tried to calm the 
residents’ spirits so that they 
would not panic. During this 
period, Trocmé maintained 
a relationship with Albert 
Camus, the famous writer and 
playwright, who had taken 
refuge in the area because of 
his health but was also fleeing 
the suffocating atmosphere of 
busy Paris. During his stay at Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon, Camus 
wrote most of his novel The 
Plague, an allegory of the Nazi 
regime.
In February 1943, André Trocmé, 
Edouard Theis, and the school 
principal Roger Darcissac were 
arrested and sent to the Camp 
Saint-Pail d’Eyjeaux. Pressure 
from some prominent members 
of the Reformed Church in 
France resulted in their release 
four weeks later.
The situation in Le Chambon-
Sur-Lignon was complicated 
by the murder of a policeman 
by a Resistance group. During 
the summer of 1943 there were 
numerous raids, most of them 
unsuccessful, until in July a group 
of teenagers and André’s cousin, 
Daniel Trocmé, were arrested 
and sent to concentration camps. 
Daniel was assassinated in the 
Majdanek Concentration Camp 
in 1943. André Trocmé himself 
had to go into hiding that fall, 
but the inhabitants of the region 
were not afraid and continued 
with their aid work until the 

liberation of the area by the 
Allied Army.
The work of the inhabitants 
of Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon 
and the nearby villages was 
commendable. It is estimated 
that some 5,000 children 
sheltered in Le Chambon-Sur-
Lignon and nearby areas, but this 
feat was ignored for decades. 
French society preferred to 
forget its past, to move on.
André and Magda joined the 
International Reconciliation 
Movement and moved to 
Geneva, remaining active in the 
fight against war and the defense 
of human rights. Their bravery 
was unrecognized until the writer 
and producer Pierre Sauvage, 
who had been a refugee with 
his family in Le Chambon-Sur-
Lignon, made a documentary 
in 1987 entitled The Arms of 
the Spirit, reawakening the 
conscience of France and 
remembering the work of those 
who did not they bowed to 
Nazism.
President Barack Obama 
declared on April 23, 2009, in 
reference to the men and women 
of Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon, 
that they were true anonymous 
heroes. The inhabitants of 
Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon 
were surprised by praise of 
their actions, and they simply 
responded to those who called 
them good by saying “We did 
what we had to do.” 
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These discussion questions can also be 
found on pages 345–346 of Children of the 
Stars.

DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS

1. The Steins make the 
difficult decision to leave 
their sons behind in search 
of a safe place for their 
family to live together. 
Would you have made the 
same choice if forced into 
their position? If not, what 
would you have done?

2. Many people help Moses 
and Jacob along their 
journey, often to their own 
detriment. What motivated 
such people? What 
prevented others from 
protecting those in harm’s 
way?

3. Describe how this novel 
depicts the atmosphere 
of Nazi-occupied Paris. 
Did the people of France 
understand what was 
happening to their country? 
Did denial, hatred, or fear 
play a role in how citizens 
behaved toward the 
vulnerable among them?

4. How does apathy play a 
role in this story?

5. Describe the moments of 
resilience in the novel. Are 
children more resilient than 
adults? Why or why not?

6. In a desperate time and 
place like Nazi-occupied 
France, what is the value of 
hope?

7. Who are the heroes of this 
story? Who are the villains?

8. Wise little Jacob proclaims, 
“We always have to choose 
between love and fear.” 
What does he mean by this, 
and what happens when we 
choose fear?

9. What does this story tell 
you about the power of 
family? The power of love 
and sacrifice?

10. The author based this 
novel upon real people 
who lived in Le Chambon-
sur-Lignon and protected 
the refugees of war. How 
does the truth of this story 
change the way you read 
and experience it?

WE ALWAYS HAVE TO CHOOSE 
BETWEEN LOVE AND FEAR

Below: Pastor André Trocmé of Le 
Chambon-sur-Lignon
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Book clubs are about 
reading good books, of 
course, but they’re also 
about so much more: 

delicious snacks, socializing 
with friends, considering new 
perspectives and ideas, and 
maybe even learning something 
new. For your book club’s 
discussion of Children of the 
Stars, here are some ideas for 
all the components of a good 
book club that you won’t find in a 
paperback.

French cuisine
Since much of Children on fthe 
Stars takes place in France, why 
not discuss the novel over French 
foods? Gougeres, canapés, and 

brie are sure to delight.

Movie night
For some historical context, 
consider watching a WWII 
documentary centering on 
the French Resistance or Le 
Chambon-Sur-Lignon, such as 
The Arms of The Spirit. There are 
many excellent options available 
on streaming services or even to 
borrow from your local library. 

Honor the brave
Children of the Stars explores two 
heavy topics: family separation 
and the Holocaust. Because of 
this discussion of the novel may 
become emotional. Be sure to 
leave time in your discussion 
for book club members to share 
their feelings, and have some 
tissues on hand.CHILDREN OF THE STARS IS A 

POWERFUL STORY OF FAITH, 
HOPE, AND THE KINDNESS OF 
STRANGERS PREVAILING OVER 
EVIL.

Some ideas for a fun and successful book 
club meeting for Children of the Stars

HOSTING 
A GREAT 
BOOK CLUB
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A NOTE 
ON THE
HISTORY
The author’s clarification of the 
historical and fictional elements of 
the novel. This can also be found on 
pages 337–338 of the text.

Vélodrome d’Hiver are true. 
Thousands of people were 
crammed into the velodrome for 
days, waiting to be shipped to 
an uncertain destiny up north. 
Thousands of Jews living in 
France died in gas chambers or 
as a result of the mistreatment 
and abuse of their captors. 
France deported some seventy-
six thousand Jews between 1942 
and 1944; only an estimated 
three percent survived, though 
some sources report that up to 
ten percent of those deported 
were eventually able to return.
The French Resistance and 
several anonymous French 
coalitions helped thousands of 
Jews hide during the war, thus 
lending dignity to the history of a 
country subserviently given over 
to Nazi whims.
The story of Le Chambon-sur-
Lignon and its residents is true. 
A simple village in the middle of 
nowhere served as the refuge 
for thousands of persecuted 
people. The Protestant pastor 
André Trocmé, his wife, Magda, 
and most of the Le Chambon 
characters mentioned in this 
novel are real. After the war, 
André and Magda held positions 
in several organizations that 
worked for peace.
Daniel Trocmé, along with most 
of the students detained with 
him in the summer of 1943, died 
in a Nazi extermination camp.
Hope for many immigrants, 
especially Jews, lay across the 
Atlantic Ocean. They were not 
wanted in their own countries 
and had to fight to escape the 
Nazi nightmare. Argentina 
was one of the countries that 
accepted the most Jews, 
becoming a sort of promised 
land for them.

Buenos Aires is magic, a little 
piece of heaven on earth. It 
welcomed millions of people 
from all parts of the world, 
restoring their dignity as human 
beings. Yet it is as complex as 
it is magic: it also welcomed 
countless Nazis and fascists 
fleeing the justice demanded 
after the war. The way I see it, 
being Argentine is—as one of 
the characters says—more than 
a nationality. It’s a state of mind, 
which allows me to feel like I, 
too, am a bit Argentine.
Finally, I want to pay the highest 
tribute to those who, not for 
lack of trying, never finished 
the journey and never saw their 
dreams come true.

Identification card photo of Daniel 
Trocmé.

Jacob and Moses Stein themselves are fictitious 
characters, but the story about them is based on 
the experiences of real children who traveled all 
over Europe during the dark years of World War II. 

In a way, the brothers are a tribute both to all those who 
managed to escape the bombs and the cruel grasp of 
the Nazis, and to all those who did not—to those whose 
innocent lives were devoured by the insatiable hatred of 
fanatical, inhumane humans.
The events described in the Paris roundup and the 

BEING ARGENTINE 
IS—AS ONE OF 
THE CHARACTERS 
SAYS—MORE 
THAN A 
NATIONALITY
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“While historical fiction routinely 
utilizes real life people with 
whom the fictional characters 
interact, the tendency is for 
the real life people to be names 
that readers familiar with that 
historical time period would 
recognize. The author’s decision 
to utilize the real story of this 
village and its residents, which 
does not appear to be well 
known, adds a strength and 
more personal touch to the story.
One of the best parts of the 
book is the growth of Jacob and 
Moses.... In their actions and 
interactions, the reader is able 
to see the boys become more 
“world wise” and develop the 
beliefs and virtues that will guide 
their later lives.

At one point in the story, 
Moses asks Jacob why people 
want to take them away and 
what did they do to cause this 
hatred towards the Jews. Jacob 
mentions some of the common 
excuses for hating the Jews 
-- killing Christ, having a lot 
of money -- but when Moses 
mentions that they did nothing 
to Christ and they did not have 
a lot of money or a fancy home, 
Jacob responds, ‘No, but once 
people begin to hate, they stop 
asking questions. Stop using 
their brains. They just look down 
on other people.’ That is a great 
description of the virus of hate.” 

—Amazon Review

“I hope Mario Escobar continues 

writing books like this!
Powerful, hard-to-forget 
characters, accurate dose of 
history, and a journey in the 
midst of WWII.”

—Amazon Review 

“This story of perseverance 
and survival evokes myriad 
of emotions—fear, anger, 
sympathy, sadness, outrage, joy, 
hope, and thankfulness to name 
a few.... This book captured 
and kept my interest from the 
beginning. I enjoyed the vivid 
descriptions and rich figurative 
imagery, and I especially enjoyed 

the segment of the story set in 
Le Chambon-sur-Ligon (quoting 
the author) ‘…where a village 
of men and women set their 
faces against the horror and 
showed that, armed with the 
Spirit, the noblest hearts are 
capable of overcoming and that 
the shadows of evil will finally 
be dispelled until light invades 
everything once more—for a 
new generation to believe it can 
change the world, or at least 
try.’I highly recommend this 
book.”

—Amazon Review

Readers love the historical detail, 
the deep emotion, and the themes 
of bravery and hope that permeate 
Children of the Stars.

WHAT 
READERS 
ARE 
SAYING

THIS STORY OF PERSEVERANCE 
AND SURVIVAL EVOKES 
MYRIAD OF EMOTIONS—FEAR, 
ANGER, SYMPATHY, SADNESS, 
OUTRAGE, JOY, HOPE, AND 
THANKFULNESS
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Children of the Stars is a “tempestuous, uplifting story... 
[an] excellent tale.”

Escobar highlights the 
tempestuous, uplifting 
story of two Jewish 
brothers who cross 

Nazi-occupied France in hope 
of reuniting with their parents 
in this excellent tale. In 1941, 
the Nazis control much of 
France. Brothers Jacob and 
Moses—12 and eight years old, 
respectively—have been staying 
with their aunt Judith for the 
past year while their parents 
search for a safe place for them 
to move. Then the boys are 
picked up in a raid and taken 
to a velodrome that’s been 
repurposed as a detention camp 
housing thousands of Jews. 
After a guard nearly beats Moses 
to death, the brothers decide 
they must escape. Thus begins 
Jacob and Moses’s life on the 
run, first from the gendarme, 
then the hatred of neighbors and 
strangers in occupied France. 

While they face many dangers, 
they also encounter people who 
risk their lives to help the two 
boys reunite with their parents. 
Among the brutality and despair 
that follows in the wake of the 
Nazis’ rampage through France, 
Escobar uncovers hope, heart, 
and faith in humanity.

PUBLISHERS 
WEEKLY SAYS
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Auschwitz Lullaby
• An international bestseller
• Full-length World War II 

historical novel
• A finalist for the 2019 

Empik Award for Literature
• Includes discussion 

questions for book clubs, 
research notes from the 
author, and a historical 
timeline

Based on the true story of a 
brave German nurse tasked with 
caring for Auschwitz’s youngest 
prisoners, Auschwitz Lullaby 
brings to life the story of Helene 
Hannemann—a woman who 
sacrificed everything for family 
and fought furiously for the 

children she hoped to save.  
Based on a true story, Mario 
Escobar’s Auschwitz Lullaby 
demonstrates the power of 
sacrifice and the strength of 
human dignity—even when all 
hope seems lost.  

Remember Me
• Full-length 20th century 

historical novel
• Includes discussion 

questions for book clubs, 
research notes from the 
author, and a historical 
timeline

Based upon the true stories of 
the Children of Morelia, Mario 
Escobar’s Remember Me explores 

the agony of war and paints a 
poignant portrait of one family’s 
sacrificial love and endurance.

The Librarian of St. 
Malo
• Forthcoming! Releases in 

2021
• Full-length WWII historical 

novel
• Will Include discussion 

questions for book clubs, 
research notes from the 
author, and a historical 
timeline

Mario Escobar is known for beautiful, 
poignant, heartbreaking historical 
fiction. If you enjoyed Children of the 
Stars, you’ll surely enjoy these other 
works, now available in English!

OTHER 
TITLES BY 
MARIO 
ESCOBAR

AUSCHWITZ 
LULLABY GRABBED 
MY HEART AND 
DREW ME IN. A 
GREAT CHOICE 
FOR READERS 
OF HISTORICAL 
FICTION.

—IRMA JOUBERT, 
AUTHOR OF THE 

GIRL FROM THE 
TRAIN 
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