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Shortly after the war, Georges Bernanos affirmed that Europe's general core reality was the presence of the black market. This statement drew on the experience of five long years of war and occupation, a period during which black markets acquired wide-spread notoriety. Almost immediately after German troops set foot on Western European soil, the parallel economy started to assert an ever-increasing grip on the daily preoccupations of millions of people who were to spend increasingly disproportionate amounts of their time in the sole endeavour of procuring that vital supplement to their diet. Those with relatives in the countryside could consider themselves lucky, whereas the less fortunate had no other choice than to fall back on the black market. This is the wartime subsistence marché noir in its crudest form, identifiable to most contemporaries and later adopted into popular culture via books such as Marcel Ayme's occupation novel Le chemin des écoliers, Jean Dutourd's Au bon beurre and films such as La Traversée de Paris. The surreal atmosphere of blacked-out Paris under curfew is the perfect backdrop for this burlesque screw-ball comedy à la française - on an otherwise grim reality. Such touching (and often sentimental) evocations are indicators of the public's ambivalent relationship to the black market and the message seems to be that, while morally reprehensible, they were also indispensable. In Le chemin des écoliers, the young Antoine delineates the black market as the heroic survival of the free market economy which was landing tyranny (fascism) a heavy punch on the nose. At a time when most rules and regulations bear the mark of the occupier, Antoine (who is himself engaged in some trafficking) views its illegality as hardly reproachable.
 This no doubt corresponded with a majority view on the informal economy which gained a legitimate place in French hearts because it guaranteed a minimum level of subsistence during four difficult years.

The fact that it also favoured previously outlawed, anti-social and sometimes criminal practices was perceived as a necessary evil. In addition, blackmarkeetering attained an aura of 'resistance of the average person' whose manoeuvering space in frustrating the occupier's schemes was restricted, but who had some succes in limiting the latter's parasitic grip on the host economy. It conjures up positive references of the French past where other men and women had compensated the established authorities' incapability by taking their lives in their hands and initiating self-help. The wartime black market points in the same direction: it seems to embody an archetypal spirit of defiance and testifies to the French will to make ends meet via alternative circuits of distribution - the ubiquituous 'système D'. It is interpreted as the direct response of individuals - producers and customers alike - to the challenge of crisis; the high prices paid on this market are in the interest of the customer who rewards the efforts made in circumventing the official regime with a supplement, the inevitable black market risk premium. This is how the black market came to epitomize sense of purpose and solidarity of the national community.

Such rationalizations of the festering wartime black markets had an enormous appeal to the public mind in the post-war era. However near in measures of time, the mass-consumerist France of the 'trente glorieuses', a society reconstructed from the debris of European violence, was hardly the place that would favour a thorough understanding of the material problems caused by the occupation. Over the years, cultural references to the wartime black market were to become little more than quaint evocations of a strange past that most knew to put behind themselves in no time.  The firm establishment of Gaullism did little to alleviate the crassest contradictions of the black market myth. 

In the aftermath of Liberation, stiff court rulings were metted out to those who had mingled openly with the occupier. The scope of war-time profiteering was particularly obnoxious in the informal economy and death sentences were the only appropriate punishment for die-hard collaborators and notorious intermediaries running purchasing agencies that often doubled their dismal business with routine assistance to the German police and secret services. However, what surprises is the little zeal the Republican officials showed in order to elucidate the provenance of the goods supplied to the German black market through these agents. In fact, an unspecifiable number of industrialists and entrepreneurs owed their economic survival to exactly the afore-mentioned type of shady middleman. While such business methods allowed them to keep a low profile and protected them against both an incalculable and volatile client (the German occupier) and Vichy's Economic Control, it was an equally well-suited antidote against post-war prosecution. They had little to fear after Liberation, due to a general unwillingness to implement a thorough economic épuration, and were free to enjoy the fruits of their wartime activities.
 This astounding paradox points towards a reality that was less clear-cut and morally elusive. The investigations against the entrepreneur Joseph Joinovici (le chiffonier milliardaire), a self-made man who became a multi-millionaire during the occupation uncovered further disquieting features of wartime business and post-war complicities. Procedures against this archetypal wartime profiteer were delayed for several years, a state of affairs eventually building up to a full-scale scandal that caused headlines in the French and in the foreign press. The 'Joino' case, while unusual in terms of the money accumulated over four short years (50 billion francs), was not exceptional. The sheer number of such cases demonstrates that an over-indulgence to view black markets solely as the legitimate expression of independence is misguided. These cases are anathema to a blurred vision that takes little account of the realities of the occupation of sophisticated industrial societies and the methods of coercion available to an agressive and determined occupier. Finally, they point to the vital need of making a clear distinction between the industrial sector on the one hand and the agricultural and food supply sector on the other. 

I hope that this introduction will counterbalance a one-sidedly benign representation of the black market which takes little account of its other, more malicious manifestations. Indeed, the black market could be a hobbesian Behemoth, a reductive version of the darwinist universe where only the fittest, i.e. the most quick-witted and unscrupulous thrived and the others simply perished. By their nature black markets form a symbiosis with organized crime, and at their worst they can signify little else than brutal greed and callous profiteering - the spoils of a vacancy of state power and the anarchy of a criminal laisser-faire. This is the black market as portrayed in Carol Reed's post-war classic The Third Man: The cynicism of Harry Lyme who considers 'making a buck' with stretched penicillin a worthwhile occupation and who is indifferent towards the children agonizing in a hospital as a result of his action; a man who while looking down on the crowd from the heights of the Vienna Riesenrad sees nothing but ants. And this is only part of the story: their pervasive dimensions and expansive nature made the tentacles of the black market often go far beyond the food subsistence sector. They could become all-comprehensive phenomena that had the capacity to dominate and stiffle economies and societies as a whole. 

What follows is a short account of the position the German occupier assumed towards the phenomenon and the efforts he deployed to come to terms with it. The presence of an occupying force did have incontestable ramifications and it is unlikely that the black market - at least in the industrial sector - would have reached the dimensions it did without German manipulation. Reflecting on the French black market under the occupation is difficult outside the broader framework of conquest and ex​ploitation. As a derivative of this, the context of wartime mobilisation and production in Nazi Germany (and at a later stage in occupied Europe) has to be kept in mind as it had a bearing on the general forms of exploitation. The occupier's economic policy underwent several changes over the years. In the beginning there were no blue-prints for rational exploitation and no organization existed whose authority went uncontested. In fact, the level of German war mobilisation had dropped effectively after the fall of France and first attempts at using French industrial capacities through Auftragsverlagerung were followed by sluggish growth. German producers were reluctant to pass orders in France, not least because of the excessively bureaucratized procedures, and prefered to remain in Germany. What interested them, however, were the cheap raw material stocks in the territories. The attempt to procure such supplies via the black market makes a convincing case for the chaos of economic organisation in the occupied territories and signifies a policy of 'pillage by other means'. The arbitrarily high prices paid by the German occupier created the artificial draining effect referred to in the title of this article. 

The economic and financial starting position

War preparation had created a relative abundance of supplies in France. Changes occur after the breakdown of public life following the German invasion of May/June 1940 and form part of the policies to restore order in August. Mandatory declaration of goods, rationing and an array of various measures aimed at economic control are introduced during autumn 1940. They were designed to respond to a situation where, under the chaotic conditions of defeat, hoarding had become a commonplace. However, such measures could back-fire and black market formation was definitely encouraged by the existing price gaps between surplus and deficiency départements - a result of prefectoral price-fixing powers. A similar suction existed between the occupied and the unoccupied zones of France, and between France and Germany.
 At the same time supplies from overseas were dwindling and for many vital imports such as coal and fuel replacement through continental supplies was insufficient, thus making scarcity chronic.

The behaviour of the German troops put further strain on an already delicate supply situation: Pillaging and requi​sitioning occured on a massive scale (the phase of Ausräumung), until at least spring 1941.
 After this phase had come to an end, a variety of monetary manipulations ensured that the Germans would benefit from the situation: the mark-franc exchange rate was set artificially high, thus enabling troops to enter upon a buying spree. Such behaviour was nur​tured by the extreme scarcity of many consumer items in Germany. The over-evaluation of the mark also gave German industry a considerable advantage in the importation of French goods.

Secondly, all occupied countries agreed to pay substantial levies to the German occupiers after the conclusion of armistice agreements. German and Allied experiences with occupation currencies show that they can be used for a variety of purposes: as a means of exchange for victorious army, to transfer occupation costs to the vanquished and to manipulate the economies of the occupied country.
 These levies were camouflaged as 'occupation and billeting costs', a provision made by the Hague Convention, but they ex​ceeded the mere costs of the upkeep of an army of occupation. In addition, Germany coerced all European countries to sign clearing agreements and ran up huge clearing debts which it had little intention of ever repaying. Foreign payments to Germany accounted for 38,4% of her war budget, of which France contributed the bulk (two-fifths).
 The vast sums at Germany's disposal were primari​ly destined to pay French exports to Germany and finance the military infrastructure in the occupied countries. Taxation covered a fraction of these expenses and the remainder had to be financed through loans and advances made by the National Banks.
 Price and wage freezes had been maintained from the beginning of the occupation; but while they kept the cost of German imports low, they were wholly in​adequate in contain​ing inflationary pressures. Surely, this was not the way ahead to restore the much needed monetary confidence. These pressures were further magnified by a purchasing power overhang caused by German demand. The French wartime experience is a reminder of Keynes's dictum that price control and rationing are no guarantee for price stability as both measures do not attack the crucial issue of excess pur​chasing power. In the same measure they are little effective in spreading inflationary pressures more equally.
 But with the Germans manipulating monetary policy for their purposes and introducing vast amounts of currency into the economy, lack of monetary confidence was a hardly surprising consequence and turned stabilization into a Sisyphean task. As things were going, the German occupiers seemed little impressed by the growing imbalance between the level of exploitation and the slump in productivity in the territories.

It appears perfectly sound to argue that under conditions of tightening scarcity and faced with a continental blockade the use French francs could be put to was diminishing by the day. The reason for the accumulation of capital on Germany's occupation account at the Banque de France up to spring 1942 has to be sought precisely in the area of limited possibilities of spending the available money.
 Therefore a case for black market purchases on a grand scale was also made by the fact that official markets were unable to absorb the excess cash put into German hands. Other cost-intensive projects, such as the fortification of the French coast
 and the upkeep of an ever-increasing army were only to manifest themselves after it had dawned on the Reich leadership that they had to get prepared for a long war and when a siege mentality started spreading its roots. From this per​spective, the exploitation of black market resources as a measure was highly complemen​tary to placing vast amounts of occupation monies in German hands. This viewpoint is cor​roborated by post-war statements of French officials of the Board of Economic Control who considered that spending astronomically high sums for black market goods was only apparently irrational, as it constituted no real 'sacrifice' on the part of the spenders. Under unusual conditions the simple draining of resources presented the best investment of the capital available at the given time. The German war effort simply attempted to maximize the limited purchasing potential within continental Europe.
 The French government's post-war damages report described the efficacity of German purchasing tactics in comparison to 'classic' spoliations: it was an attempt to exploit the nation and the community as a whole under the cover of business transactions, while avoiding to put personal strain on the individuals belonging to that the national community; in fact,  it was in the best of German interest, if some of its individual members' could receive financial rewards for their particular forthcomingness. 

It would be fallacious, however, to claim that German financial management underwent no significant changes in the course of the occupation. We will see in a later section how the Nazi dictatorship had to respond to an acute financial crisis in late 1942 and duely adapted the practice of over-spending to new conditions. Big spending did not dominate the entire occupation.

The importance of sums allocated to black market purchases is attested by official post-war figures and statistics. French contributions to Germany during the occupation total​led 862,5 billion ffrs.
 Approximately 14,7 % of this sum (126,7 billion ffrs) was destined for black market transactions. 

Table: German purchases on the French black market (in bn francs)

Purchaser



1941
1942
1943
1944
Total

Veltjens and ÜWA


0
23.1
8.0
0
31.1

Army




5.1
15.7
19.6
4.5
44.9

RKK-Importers


0
5.2
13.2
0.4
18.8

Wehrmacht purchases

0
12.6
15.7
3.6
31.9

Total




5.1
44.0
40.8
4.9
126.7 

(RKK=Reichskreditkassenscheine)
Despite the long-running myth of an all-pervading sense of efficiency and organisation, German control of these masses of funds was never more than fragmentary and their allocation often took the character of self-service. Sharing the prey was difficult and the services entitled to claim funds acted more like a lions' pack than parts of a sophisticated bureaucracy running a military occupation. Consequently, rational criteria such as priority or necessity were often disregarded in favour of an approach that regarded a claimant's agility to enforce his demands as the ultima ratio. Air force monopolisation of a substantial part of the 'cake' was founded on the grounds that the Luftwaffe in Western Europe constituted part of the combat troops rather than of the occupation forces. This reasoning continued to be used against rival claimants long after the her main zone of operations and, accordingly, most of the effective troops had shifted to the Eastern front.
 All the services interested in getting a foot in the door adopted such a rationale to underpin their claims. Another important move in order to cover oneself was to get close enough to Hitler - the ultimate source of legitimacy - in order to kill off all potential criticism. This was the case in early 1941, when General Field Marshal Speerle asked for permission to transfer currency to France which exceeded his military pay. As a matter of form Göring submitted the affair to Hitler's approval  who - business as usual - left the final decision to the supplicant. Göring then pontificated that Speerle could transfer as much savings as he wished to, either in French francs or RKKs. In full knowledge of the explicit contrary regulations of the military governor in France he insisted that such action was not liable to prosecution.
 This charter hardly represented a step forward in clearing the Augian stables of corruption in the territories.

First black market operations

Unsurprisingly, the beginning of the black market remains shrouded in secrecy and it is difficult to dissociate the measures actively encouraging black market formation from those simply drawing on already existing black market structures. 

In the first months the air force and the navy, both launching military operations from French soil, assumed a predominant position. This followed the logic that the military campaigns should put as little strain as possible on German domestic resources; as a consequence, the flow of supply was soon reduced to a trickle. The fact that the very first professionally-run purchasing agencies were founded by the military in 1940/41, underlines their tendency to rely on the resources of the occupied territories.

In late summer-autumn 1940 the Abwehr became active in Paris and the doors of Organization 'Otto', the most important German purchasing agency, opened the following year. Like other agencies of this type, 'Otto' was a two-headed hydra directing clandestine commercial activities (in the wider sense) on the one hand, and secret warfare and counter-espionnage on the other. There can be little doubt that the Abwehr arrived in France with an important documentary base and saw its first and foremost economic task in localizing and draining stocks of hidden strategic raw materials - in the occupied as well as in the unoccupied part of France. Operations in the latter zone were a blatant violation of Vichy's sovereignty and the need for camouflage explains why the Abwehr was charged with this commission.
 'Otto' covered its tracks by passing orders through French intermediaries, a vital step in circumventing French reluctance to supply the German occupier. This defiance was non-existant in cases where the producers were made to believe that they were dealing with French clients.

The secondary logic of the Abwehr's black market activity evolved later: the networks she helped build were used for intelligence gathering and the recruitment of secret service auxiliaries. This technique was to be copied by the Abwehr's main rival in the German intelligence community, the SIPO-SD. Spring 1941 also saw Wifo (later Roges), the central Reich agency charged with the procurement of war booty and raw materials from the occupied territories, hunting down metals in France. Assistance was provided by Reichsstellen specialists dispatched on a temporary assignment and acting with official consent in their purchases at marginal black market prices. Some used former business contacts in France in order to evade supervision altogether. Their influence on price-giving and modes of payment was such that 'almost all contracts left the impression that the interest of the Reich had not been taken into consideration the way it should have been.'

Although there is little evidence on what was going on on ground level, the available documentation points to insufficient control and a relatively lax management of financial resources. The fact that some Germans found themselves outside Reich jurisdiction fostered a frontier mentality which was the perfect complement to already rampant victor's euphoria and delusions of superiority.  The relative material abundance of Western Europe had ineluctably aggravating effects on such dispositions and led to economic delinquency on a level unknown in Germany. Reich services dispatched special envoys into the occupied territories and black market involvement became all the rage in Paris. The examples of semi-official illicit trading dispelled remaining individual inhibitions and soon found a multitude of imitators - Germans, French and foreigners alike. As the war dragged on, the principle of 'living-off the soil' became even more pervasive and after the failure of the Blitzkrieg the occupied territories also had to provide food supplies to Germany and to the troops in the East. This brought the number of Parisian purchasing agencies to a staggering 200.

The troops stationed in France were the other important German black market customer. According to one report, by end 1941 troops in Brittany were abandoning their somewhat monotonous staple diet of carrots or cabbage they received from officially commissioned wholesalers. The delivery of fruit had failed altogether and other foodstuffs remained under embargo in the non-occupied zone. 'Troops', it was said, 'are adapting to self-procurement'. 
 Obviously, private operators offered the best solutions in by-passing the inefficient official allocation system and self-procurement metamorphosed into black procurement in no time. These purchases were effected by the military commanders on behalf of their units. They have to be dissociated from the purchases of individual soldiers and German civilians, and those that were illegal even by German standards. Considering Göring's refusal to wind down the amounts of goods soldiers on leave could take out of the country, the borderline between legal and illegal was thin, indeed. Some more enterprising military personnel, often in collaboration with German civilians and with the assistance of corrupt Wehrmacht officials - began to neglect their duties to the Fatherland and turned to exceedingly lucrative part-time 'export-import' ventures. 
 An assessment of individual black market purchases was drafted up by the Wehrmacht's Research Bureau for Military Economy (Forschungsstelle für Wehrwirtschaft) in 1944: While the figure of clandestine Wehrmacht purchases with official approval was estimated at around 10% of the total, the report concluded that military personnel in France had effected up to 50% of their personal purchases in the parallel economy. The military administration's awareness of the problem was only matched by its lack of power; especially after the German military courts had become adamant in their refusal to pass sentences on individual soldiers involved in the black market, on the grounds of its encouragement by many superior authorities. A serious clamp-down only came in spring 1943, in the wake of Göring's interdiction order.

The creation of a centralized black market purchasing structure

Beginning in about mid-1941, the idea was brought up that the initial piece-meal strategies of exploitation should be combined to a mission with a declared aim of 'exhausting' the black market. This was to be achieved through the constant drai​ning (Abschöpfung) of all secret supplies. Göring in his capacity as head of the Quadrennial Plan and supreme commander of the Luftwaffe was the prime ad​vocate of an extremist stance in the question. In his view the unlimited exploitation of black markets constituted the simplest way of getting hold of goods which otherwise would have been out of German reach. The high black prices, which excluded competi​tion from the majority of civilian buyers in Western Europe, served as the major tool for draining  secret stocks and creating an area dominated exclusively by German demand. Very clearly, German economic planners soon learned to rely on what they imagined as an unquenchable cornucopia which, in the end, owed more to wishful thinking than to reality. Despite constant admonishments to discipline, the agencies' tendency to outbid each other and drive up prices to astronomical levels soon came to epitomise abuse, wasteful practices and corruption. However, it was not before spring 1942 that purchases in the whole of Western Europe and in Serbia were centralized under the auspices of Göring's war comrade and 'plenipotentiary for special tasks', Colonel Veltjens. Four centralising agencies were set up in The Hague, Brussels, Paris and Belgrade in spring 1942, each bearing the name Zentrale Anmeldestelle (ZAM, later changed to Überwachungsstelle -ÜWA). Later that same year a fifth ÜWA was established in Lille in Northern France. The number of purchasing agencies was limited and all black market purchases were subject to ÜWA's prior approval, at least in theory. Black market prerogative was a source of considerable in-fighting, and with each of the Reich's central bodies trying to assert its position by running one of the ÜWA-authorized agencies, it closely reflected the state of affairs within the Third Reich. Termed Aktion Veltjens and masterminded by ROGES, the agency charged with the commercial and transport side of operations, the ensuing German purchasing spree consumed a total of 695 m RM (14 bn ffrs) for raw materials and finished products on the French black market.

The end of Aktion Veltjens
The reasons for the formal and sudden ban of the German black market in spring 1943 are to be sought in a variety of areas. Its apparent deficiencies somehow preprogrammed the end of Aktion Veltjens; therefore the question was rather how long (than whether) this aberration would be able to survive, especially in the light of Speer's simultaneous creation of a Deutsches Beschaffungsamt (DBA) in France (25.7.42). This institution was charged with the centralization of all German procurement services, including those working the black market. In order to assemble a global picture of German orders to the French industry it soon swallowed ZAST.

Doubt about its economic soundness had cast a shadow on Aktion Veltjens from the beginning. Unsurprisingly, the most outspoken critic was the Reich Minister of Finance, Graf Schwerin von Krosigk. On 15 July 1942, after the launch of Aktion Veltjens, von Krosigk rode a violent charge against what he considered collective financial irresponsibility and circulated an extensive memorandum in the Reich's upper echelons. His main points were the German management of finances in the occupied territories and the generalized havoc caused by unrestricted foreign purchases, at unjustifiably high prices. The sky-rocketting clearing debt that was accumulating in the occupied territories bore a severe inflationary threat for the German war economy. In the long run, he argued, German commercial exchange with her allies and the occupied countries would collapse, due to a total loss of confidence in German financial credibility.
 Even though such gloomy predictions were bound to find few enthusiastic followers in Germany, these (or similar) arguments were not new to the German administrative machinery in France. Schwerin von Krosigk's advance paved the way to a convergence of views that included the military governor in France, the Ambassador in Paris, Otto Abetz and Hans-Richard Hemmen, head of the powerful Economic branch of the German Armistice Delegation.

As Aktion Veltjens grew in scope, a collusion of several structural factors forced the German hierarchy to see sense: these problem areas were the management of food and financial resources, the effects of corruption and the total suffocation of legal production by the black market.

By 1943 German food reserves were virtually exhausted. Food rations had already been lowered in April 1942, but things were worsened through the unsatisfactory grain yield of the following harvest. At the same time the high hopes set in food deliveries from the Eastern occupied territories were to prove wholly unjustified.
 June 1942 had seen the conclusion of the Franco-German negociations on the delivery of foodstuffs and a sensitive increase of the quotas. However in August 1942, Göring made it clear that he expected additional foodstuffs, a demand rejected by the Foreign Ministry which considered that there was a political risk of Laval resigning, if brought face to face with these new demands. Requisitions were shunned as a little yield-effective solution that fostered massive concealment and instead it was suggested to commission Veltjens with the additional procurement of foodstuffs on the French black market. This was to proove a dissatisfactory palliative through its prohibitive cost and its incapacity to rival with the level of official deliveries. The next blow on French food supplies came in November 1942, when the Reich ceased its supply of fats to the army of occupation and Vichy had to cater for the butter supply of the troops stationed in France. This was to have particularly tough consequences as French supply in fats was to suffer badly from the occupation of North Africa.

Financial difficulties found their main expression in the dangerous drop in the sums available on the occupation account. 'At the beginning of 1943', one September 1942 report said, 'the account will be totally exhausted.'
 A first solution was sought in the alteration of exchange rates, but this proposal was rejected during the ensuing discussions. Then the idea was raised to get the Vichy government to agree to a rise of the occupation payments. Again, this presented no real solution in a situation characterized by constant price increases which were diminishing the purchasing power of occupation franks and leading to their automatic devaluation. Despite this, the proposal was accepted and submitted to the Vichy government. Further strain was put on German resource management in 1942/43, following the occupation of Southern France and the extension of costly fortification projects. The other problem souring business was the fact that all legal production was slowly being overgrown by an extended black market production; of sometimes very poor quality as several ÜWA reports were quick to observe. In April 1943 over 50% of total orders declared with ZAST still were black market purchases.
 In the long run, the Germans were only going to cope if they reduced their own expenses, forcing upon themselves a policy of financial rigor and taking decisive steps to guarantee the stability of the French currency. The irrational black market venture was conducive to neither of these targets. 

The event setting in motion an irreversible clockwork was the Allied landing in North Africa. Operation 'Torch' severed metropolitan France's links with her African possessions, thus depriving her of food imports equalling two-months' domestic consumption p.a.  On 26.11.42 the head of the military administration in France, Elmar Michel, let it be known that in view of this new situation the French governement was no longer willing to stand by the summer agreement.  Michel also mentioned the negative impact of an unusually low yield in 1942, a year that had experienced one of the severest droughts of the century in Southern France.
 Naturally, Göring refused to engage in any talk about abandoning parts of his demands and the reaction of Aktion Veltjens supporters is brutal: to them the occupation of Southern France is the perfect occasion to expand black market exploitation and increase the allocation of funds to Veltjens by an additional 100 m marks per month, up to May 1943.
 However, the prospect of seeing a total of 1,2 bn RMs dumped on the French black market in the first half of 1943 is enough to make an ever-increasing number of German experts agree with Vichy that the new situation was overstretching France's potential of absorption and bringing her economy near breaking point. In a report issued on 7.12.42, the Reichsbank's national economy section expresses fear at the negative impact of French inflation on German ressource management: inflaction may cause a slump in production and bring hoarding to such extremes that even the black market would be cut off from all further supply. The report concludes that an increase in the amount of occupation francs available would not necessarily lead to an automatic increase in material gains. The following day, a similar report discussing the French capacity to absorb the black market purchases and debating its economic sense is released by the Forschungsstelle für Wehrwirtschaft. Its main point of critique is the blatant contradiction between German black market activities and the measures demanded of the French government to tighten its economic control and bring it in line with the German model of 'centrally administered economy'. The Forschungsstelle report draws attention to the fact that the French economy was definitely in a critical state where a collapse was possible at any time. Advancing purely economic arguments, it claims that the benefits bore no more relation to the risk and recommends the imminent withdrawal of all backing for the black market Aktion.
 The German Embassy in Paris joined in the cacophony on 12.12.42, after reception of a document by Laval detailing cases of German intervention in favour of notorious blackmarketeers and other criminal elements.
 Its critique is the most rivetting, as the Embassy held the opinion that the occupation of Southern France had made black market draining redundant as a policy of exploitation. Fears about the preemption of clandestine resources through third parties or enemy nations had lost their raison d'être. The report is astonishingly far-reaching in its affirmation that hoarded stocks were no longer available. It deduces from the low level of raw material allocation to the official French market in all the important sectors that the black market was fuelled through materials branched off Auftragsverlagerung. Thus the new black production in industrial products was largely sustained by the Reich herself. Where agricultural production is concerned a more stringent controlling effort is demanded of the French government, but even here the superiority of official quota policy over black market exploitation is conceded.

Obtaining the cessation of German black market activities is at the top of Laval's agenda when he meets Hitler in the week preceding Christmas 1942.
 However, as on previous occasions where Vichy had tried the 'direct line', Laval's advance proved a stillborn undertaking. More promising horizons were opening up on ground level where growing German food demands were increasing the pressure on the military administration in France. This institution contained a number of astute officials who were not fooled over the fact that their small apparatus in France did not have the means to go it alone in the food question and who knew that they depended entirely on Vichy's goodwill to implement Berlin's over-ambitious schemes.
 This reality, added to a politico-military urgency situation where Germany was seen loosing for the first time, provided the right mix in order to generate change. At the beginning of 1943, new German protagonists appear on the French scene: First OB West, the supreme commander of German combat troops in Western Europe, who had seen his power base extended since the occupation of the Southern zone. Von Rundstedt ordered the re-stocking of his fat provisions, a step putting the military governor in the unenviable position of having to relaunch negotiations with Vichy.
 Another Reich dignitary touring France was Reich Food Minister Backe who sejourned in Paris from March 1-3, 1943. When  he met with Laval and Bonnafous in order to discuss additional meat deliveries to the Reich, the principal French exigency was the closure of the purchasing agencies.
 In his 1943 activity report Hemmen noted that in exchange Laval offered Backe a supplement to the official quota corresponding with the amount of German black market purchases of agricultural products. 

There is much reason to believe that Backe's intervention tipped the scales in favour of a measure that was overdue. The Reich Food Minister was one of those officials who disposed of enough objective power in the Nazi regime to be able to strike a deal on the definite end of German black market involvement. This base was largely determined by his ability to solicit Hitler directly - a striking reminder of the priority attributed to the food question. The 'November Syndrome', the phobia of a repetition of revolutionary upheaval in Germany due to unsatisfactory living conditions and an unresolved food question may well have sped up the dismantling of the German purchasing system. The terminology used by the German bureaucracy was also undergoing change: After having been clad in the euphemisms 'additional imports' (zusätzliche Einfuhr) or 'goods of unspecified provenance' (ungeklärte Warenbestände), blackmarketeering was now outlawed as a 'peril to the Reich's provisions'. On March 17, four days after the signing of the Michel-Bichelonne agreement,
 the first black market interdiction order concerning agricultural products was issued by Göring. The second order concerning industrial raw materials and finished products followed on April 2, 1943. With it, the gaudy years of official blackmarketeering had come to an end.

The German black market after spring 1943

For the period after spring 1943 documentary sources on the German black market are scarce, although transactions of strategic materials were continuing in cer​tain key areas.
 Contrary to the expectations of the military administration, the black market continued to put strain on the occupation account. The reason for this has to be sought in the recrudescence of RKK purchases effected by combat units and individual soldiers.
 As a matter of fact, 1943 saw the greatest number of such purchases. Military commanders were divided in their opinions, as black market purchases seemed an easy enough (and unbureaucratic) solution to rampant supply problems and was much preferred to rigor. German correspondence through 1943 contains numerous references on how hard it was to get troops to comply with the new standards and give up dearly-held automatisms. These purchases only diminished when black market repression was stepped up. Further progress was made when Göring agreed to limit the soldiers' baggage allowance. Finally, in December 1943 the RKK were withdrawn altogether from circulation.

The Security Police (SIPO-SD), the most powerful SS branch in the occupied territories, was charged to survey and enforce prohibition. This is somewhat paradox when one considers that hitherto the SS - a service at constant loggerheads with the military administration over the appropriation of important areas of competence - had devel​oped enormous energies for black market activities. The list of SS purchasers in France continued to rise throughout 1942 and by January 1943 they had become the second largest purchaser on the French black market.
 As a general rule the SIPO-SD had missed no opportunity to gain a prerogative in black market regulation and after spring 1943 it instituted a power of discretion whenever it considered 'German interests' were at stake.
 In synchronicity with their Abwehr collegues, the lack of available personnel had led them to rely on convicted criminals and notorious blackmarketeers as auxiliaries. These often received no remuneration other than a charter to continue their illegal activities with impunity and in the after-interdiction period (1943/44) the SIPO-SD becomes the prime interventionist on their behalf with the French authorities.
 Immunity combined with the privilege to requisition and deal on the black market are the principal baits leading to the formation of the notorious equipes de choc of French or foreign Gestapo agents. In the last months of the occupation these autonomous teams are given carte blanche to take initiative in a number of areas, including the repression of resistance.

The concept of responsibility-sharing was to prove as much a failure as other preceding attempts to get to grips with the agricultural sector. The introduction of German standards of Bewirtschaftung, including new output-boosting techniques (which would have been most welcome in other circumstances), were regarded as the mere prerequisite for extensive tributes to Germany. The attitude of the farming community was also due to the fact that the official market had become unprofitable: the agricultural fixed prices were not competitive and in some instances they allowed farmers no margin to cover their costs. The wartime shortage of labour and machinery had already worsened the farmers' situation and, with circumvention being relatively easy, a substantial part of agricultural production continued to be diverted onto the black market.
 With the disappearance of German monopsomy on the black market, demand in the agricultural sector had shifted and was now catering for the population's desperate need to supplement the wholly inadequate food rations. In this sense the cessation of German black market purchases in the agricultural sector was a partial victory of French national interest over a logic based on pure pillage. However, this victory had a price - the increase of French deliveries - and the German change of heart owed more to the effective imbrication of the two continental European economies than to Vichy's delusions on the limitations of its own power. 

German black market policy offers an example of irrationality and lack of sophistication in the Reich's mobilisation of European resources. It is correct that, if we accept the equation of black market=pillage by other means, the final abandonment of the black market confirms the considerable changes and the increased rationalization of German war production policy after the famous end of the Blitzkrieg. It also demonstrates the growing interdependence of the French and German economies. Most striking, however, is the incapacity of the German system to act at a prior stage, before the irruption of a full-scale crisis. By the time the pendulum swung in the other direction it was too late to echo the achievements made in the conversion of German war production in the territories. 
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