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World War I and the Resilience of Picardy 

Imagine walking through a city of ruin, past the rubble that used to be houses and shops. 

This is the view of some cities in Picardy that were destroyed in the first World War in 1914 

through 1918. It is evident that these ruined cities and buildings needed to be reconstructed. 

After the armistice, reconstruction became a priority as French citizens desperately tried to 

restore what they once had. With Picardy being the main region of battle in WWI, Picardy had to 

deal with the burden of ruined villages and cities more than any other region in France. A lot of 

Aisne (the region in which Villers-Cotterêts is located) was negatively affected by the WWI. 

This region contains the town of St-Quentin. In addition, the Somme, where the famous Battle of 

the Somme was fought was affected also. Amiens is included in the department of the Somme. 

Many buildings in Soissons were destroyed, and a great effort was made to reconstruct them. 

Towns like these who got the worst of the destruction had to focus on reconstructing their cities 

as they mourned the loss of once was. It was not unusual to feel empty and despondent after the 

war, considering all of the deterioration that occurred.  While the region of Picardy restored their 

cities, they restored themselves emotionally as well.  

At the Paris Peace Conference, Britain, France, the United States, and Italy created the 

Treaty of Versailles. During the conference, Wilson introduced the 14 Points, and the eighth 
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point states, “All French territory should be freed and the invaded portions restored, and the 

wrong done to France by Prussia in 1871 in the matter of Alsace-Lorraine, which has unsettled 

the peace of the world for nearly fifty years, should be 

righted, in order that peace may once more be made secure in 

the interest of all.” Everyone there agreed with Wilson on his 

proposal for a post-war world, but Germany  did not think it 

was fair that they had to pay reparations and restore France. 

Nevertheless, restoration commenced. To start, the city of 

Saint-Quentin was badly damaged. The occupation of 

German forces left ¾ of the city in ruins (The Star). The city 

used the opportunity of reconstruction to their advantage and 

did not hold back when it came to the design and decor of destroyed buildings. In fact, colorful 

mosaics, large floral paintings, wrought iron/bow 

windows were used (The Star). The art deco movement 

was born in Saint-Quentin. Unfortunately, the center of 

the city contained most of the wreckage. The Basilica, in 

the photo to the right, was destroyed because the 

Germans used it to observe artillery. It caught fire a year 

before the war ended and the roof collapsed on itself. The fire was a result of the Allies’ shelling, 

believe it or not, because they were targeting the Germans.  The inhabitants of Saint-Quentin fled 

the city a month before the fire because the Germans completely took it over as a result of their 

Hindenburg Line (a German defensive war position). After the war, Saint-Quentin citizens came 
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back to find their town completely destroyed. Reconstruction in Saint-Quentin started, and the 

first thing that happened was that the roads and railroads were fixed. According to The Star, it 

took until the late 1930s to get everything back to the 

way it was before the war. Stained glass windows of 

the cathedral in Saint-Quentin were restored. Over 

time, thanks to the persistent citizens of Picardy, the 

city ameliorated.  

Amiens was affected by the battles of World War I, but not as much as Saint-Quentin. 

During the war, the people of Amiens stacked sandbags on walls to protect the cathedral from 

shelling (left photo). Unfortunately, the chapel of St. John 

the Baptist was damaged by a German shell. The image 

below depicts this. While shells did negatively affect the 

cathedral, they did not completely destroy the infrastructure. 

In July of 1918, the cathedral of Amiens could have been 

completely destructed, but Pope Benedict XV negotiated with the Germans, and as a result, the 

Germans ceased to aim at the cathedral. Since there was no serious 

damage, the cathedral was easily reconstructed after the war and it did 

not take much time. The real damage started in World War II, but that 

is a different story. 

In accordance with Saint-Quentin and Amiens, the city of Soissons was badly damaged. 

During World War I, Soissons was right behind Franco-British lines. As a result, it was densely 

bombed, and then it was captured by the Germans in May of 1918 (Britannica). After the Battle 
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of the Marne in 1917, France recaptured it. It was not that simple, because in 1918, the Germans 

took control of Soisson once again until France was liberated from Germany. Since it was 

damaged so badly, it was essential that the Gothic cathedral of Saint-Gervais-et-Saint-Protais be 

reconstructed, along with the rest of the ruined town. If one watches a video of the town of 

Soissons during one time between 1914 and 1918 

(the video can be found by typing “Video Soissons 

ruins” in a search engine), one can see the complete 

devastation that Soissons had turned into. What 

were once houses became millions of bricks where 

the house once stood. Grand buildings became 

pieces of walls, as the ceiling had crumbled down. 

People are seen going through the debris. It makes the person viewing this video question who 

these people are. They might be people who once inhabited these dwellings. One person who 

helped this situation was George B. Ford, who was 38 years old the time of the war. He was 

Massachusetts-born and specialized in engineering and architecture. His profession was in town 

planning, and it is said that his most significant work was being an international consultant for 

the American Red Cross and helping with post-World War I reconstruction work (Slavitt). He 

helped Soissons immensely because he designed plans for reconstruction. He wanted to make the 

city better than before. In fact, he proposed the idea of using the private land for the public’s use. 

Many people disagreed, but he persuaded this opposition by saying that since there is so much 

damage, it was reasonable to sacrifice private land that could be useful to the public. He made 

the same plan for other cities like Reims (which is not in Picardy). Ford was not the only one to 
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help Soissons. Furthermore, in 1921, students from American 

universities were sent to cities, including Soissons, to survey the land 

and create restoration plans to design new schools and rec. centers 

(Slavitt). Finally, things began to look good as new, including the 

cathedral of Saint-Gervais-et-Saint-Protais (photo to the left). In 

essence, foreign aid was very useful to France when it came to 

reconstruction.  

Similar to the other cities previously mentioned, the Somme was affected by the war and 

reconstruction was a timely process. To start, the victims of the war damage received a sum of 

money, and this was allowed through the law of 17 April 1919. This money went to the material 

losses of the victims (Beigner, Manable). Secondly, the French could borrow money from other 

nations that went to financing the reconstruction. Foreign cities or French (those who were not 

badly affected from the war) became what the French called “les marraines de guerre” which 

translates to “war godmothers.” This was very beneficial to the Somme because it was one of the 

most affected cities with 381 villages destroyed (Beigner, Manable). In the Somme, the 

reconstruction of soil and infrastructure (e.g. roads) took precedence until two years after the war 

ended. Since the priority was not on rebuilding the buildings of the Somme, victims whose 

homes had been destroyed lived in temporary shelters that were cold and uncomfortable. The 

reconstruction of the buildings began in 1924. This included the rebuilding of homes, churches, 

and town halls. Most castles were not included  in this since it was too costly to repair, so many 

castles of the Somme have not stood since World War I. At the start of reconstruction, architects 

attempted to reconstruct what had been destroyed, but it was easier to completely rebuild new 
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buildings. This new buildings were usually made of brick 

with high ceilings . This is shown in the town hall of a 

town called Chaulnes (above), which was built following 

WWI (Beigner, Manable). The newly-built buildings were a 

lot more innovative than the buildings preceding WWI. Running water and electricity became 

much more common. The town of Albert created a plan that improved 

stores and activities for the public. Albert has very interesting history 

regarding reconstruction. The Basilica had a statue of Mary on the highest 

point of the church. The British thought that whoever knocked the statue 

down would lose the war. Others believed that the destruction of the statue 

would signify that the war was near. Ironically, British artillery knocked it 

over on purpose (World War One Battlefields) (this is shown in the photo 

above). After the war, the Basilica was rebuilt and the statue of Mary was 

replaced. This is shown in the photo to the right. This photo was taken in 

in March 16, 2017 during the time of the trip in which the Albert was 

visited. The photo below is the view right in front of the Basilica. 

According to Mme. 

Fischer, the host teacher of Lycée European, 

everything in that photo is a result of the 

reconstruction after WWI since this space was completely destroyed as well. Albert is now a 

relatively quaint town, and the effects of World War I are still seen and felt today since there are 

memorials and museums about it everywhere. 
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Aside from physical damage, World War I created many emotional wounds that had to be 

healed over time. The fact that WWI killed 9,000,000+ military men and 5 million civilians, cost 

$168 billion direct costs and $151 billion in indirect costs (Mintz) -- more than any previous war 

caused many to be disturbed. In addition, a citizen losing the life of a loved one or having their 

town completely destroyed will leave one to never be the same again. There was so much 

trauma. An example of how the war’s psychological effects is depicted in Hemingway’s 

Soldier’s Home. Even though the story is not based in Picardy, the plot is universal. Hemingway 

describes how Krebs (the main character) feels when he comes home from the war. He is 

desensitized an unable to love. Krebs 

does not think that loving someone is 

worth it, and he hurts his whole family 

with the way he becomes so distant 

from everything. Shell shock was a 

major problem. In fact, during the Battle 

of the Somme in 1916, there was a steep 

increase in shell shock cases (War's 

Long-term Effects). In fact, the shell shock victims were called “les morts-vivant.” 

Unfortunately, the way the French handled emotional trauma from the war is very under-studied. 

Moreover, the non-military population suffered as well because in the destroyed cities, hospitals 

were usually destroyed and there was a shortage of doctors since they all went to help the 

soldiers. As a result, the civilians had no place to go when they were sick, and this is another 

thing that Picardy had to overcome.  The war not only affected the buildings, but it affected 
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families as well. Emotional scars are not as easy to fix as physical ones, so slowly but surely 

Picardy found happiness again. Even though Picardy had to endure terrible times, the region and 

its citizens came out of it all even stronger.  

Although World War I caused a lot of destruction and trauma, the way Picardy recovered 

from it all shows how resilient and tenacious its people are. The citizens of Saint-Quentin, 

Amiens, Soissons, and the towns of the Somme showed their strength by refusing to let their city 

be permanently destroyed by the Germans.  The way the Somme not only brought their town out 

of ruins, but innovated and improved everything shows how the people of Picardy used any 

adversity that is thrown their way to make them stronger. In every destroyed city, homes, 

cathedrals, and roads became new again as the inhabitants of those cities refused to give up. The 

Picards even reconstructed the city and suffered from emotional wounds simultaneously. 

Subsequently, Picardy developed a way to cope with such emotional pain and physical 

destruction inflicted from the war and this goes to show the perseverance and determination of 

the human race. 
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