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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘I am a very ordinary woman to whom a chance was given to see human beings at their best and at their worst… I completely believe in the potential nobility of the human spirit.’

During some of the darkest days of the Second World War, a young Frenchwoman living as a mother and housewife in England left her ordinary life to become a British agent, working covertly in France to aid the Resistance. Entering a murky and deadly world of espionage and double-dealing, she was betrayed to the Germans, only to endure torture by the Gestapo and the hell of the infamous concentration camp of Ravensbruck. Yet she retained a compassion, grace and spiritedness that mystified her captors; and, living to see the liberation of Europe, she kept, in the direst circumstances, her fundamental trust in goodness. ODETTE tells the moving and inspirational story of a woman, who, in her courage and her ability to hold on to hope, was far from ordinary.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Jerrard Tickell (1905-1966) was born in Dublin and educated in Tipperary and London. Travelling extensively before the Second World War began, he joined the Army in 1940 and was appointed to the War Office in 1941. Between 1943 and 1945 his official duties took him to Africa, the Middle East, Washington DC, Canada, the West Indies, and Europe. He was appointed to the General Staff in 1945. His career as a writer began in 1936, with SEE HOW THEY RUN, and continued with a series of bestselling novels and biographies, ODETTE (1949) and APPOINTMENT WITH VENUS (1951) being among the best known. Tickell married and had three sons.


To all Odette’s Comrades
Who failed to return
and
Especially to Arnaud


AUTHOR’S PREFACE

What was it that impelled Odette, a vivacious young Frenchwoman, to undertake one of the most dangerous jobs created by modern war? It was not only a zest for adventure – though Belloc’s ‘holy hunger’ surely played its part. It was not crude hatred of the German people but a detestation of the Nazi system and of the mechanized leviathan of the police state. Odette saw more clearly than did most people that the greatest wrong ever done to Germany was unwittingly achieved by Bismarck who intended to unify. ‘He left behind a nation,’ wrote Max Weber, ‘without any political will, accustomed to allow the great statesman at its head to look after its policy for it.’ This vacuum provided Hitler’s opportunity and Europe’s tragedy.

Odette went to the war for three main reasons. She was a picarde and the place for the men – and the women – of Picardy has always been in the vanguard of the battle. Duty, therefore, came first. The second reason was more obscure. It was an inarticulate and unrealized revolt against general sloth and indifference to the fact that a great – if politically immature – nation had openly accepted evil as its good. The third reason lay in her profound love of England and of France and in her passionate belief that in their joint survival lay the bright hope of freedom and civilization.

In comparison with the work of some of her comrades Odette’s part in the field was necessarily slight. She was captured after six months, at a moment when the last labyrinth she had helped to create was beginning to surge into activity. The ‘Raoul-Lise’ circuit was only one of nearly fifty secret organizations directed from Baker Street and run by British agents in Occupied France. It was rarely possible to make a complete parcel of an operation, so to speak, and to tie up its ends neatly. The tempo was urgent and swift and the characters transitory. Men and women came into her orbit, were briefly vital, slipped away and she never saw them again. This lack of continuity is unavoidably reflected in these pages and, because of it, I have done far less than justice to a great many people, both to those who worked in Baker Street and to those in the field.

When this book was written, few people knew that women were recruited for special operations. With the award of the George Cross to Odette, the secret was out.

Twenty years have passed since Odette was driven to safety by the Commandant of Ravensbrück. In that space of time, the face of Germany has changed. The author, who has travelled widely in Germany since those unhappy days, has seen overwhelming evidence that the country is and wants to be an integral part of Europe, sharing in and contributing to our common civilization.

The book Odette was written in good faith and in the mood of the times.

We may all thank God that those times are past.

London, 1964.


FOREWORD

Nearly twenty years have passed since I was flown home to England to drive from Croydon to London through streets hung with the flags of military victory. It was a bewildering hour.

Now I continue to ask myself the extent of that victory. With great sadness, I believe that, for mankind, the choice between liberty and slavery has still to be made. In the camps, we used to believe that those of us who might survive would enter a more tolerant and tranquil world where the ancient virtues of truth, honour and gentleness would surely prevail. In the war, we fought a human enemy, one who had been infected with the germ of inhumanity. Though we defeated the host, we failed to defeat the parasite. Rendered the more virulent by its recent frolic, that same parasite is about the world to-day and, unless it is utterly destroyed, the Camp of Ravensbrück will merely be the shadow and the symbol of a greater darkness to come.

I am a very ordinary woman to whom a chance was given to see human beings at their best and at their worst. I knew kindness as well as cruelty, understanding as well as brutality. I completely believe in the potential nobility of the human spirit.

It is with a sense of deep humility that I allow my personal story to be told. My comrades, who did far more than I and suffered far more profoundly, are not here to speak. Because of this, I speak for them and I would like this book to be a window through which may be seen those very gallant women with whom I had the honour to serve.

‘LISE’


CHAPTER 1

HAMBURG – 1946

A FEW minutes after ten o’clock in the morning of December the 5th, 1946, seven women filed into the dock of No. 1 War Crimes Court at Hamburg and sat down and looked about them with self-conscious curiosity. Though it was bitterly cold in the freezing rubble of the streets outside, the court-room was pleasantly warm. There was nothing physically abnormal about any of these women. Each one of them might have stepped out of any bread queue in any German city. Rather more noticeable than the others was Carmen Mory, a thin grimacing, black-haired woman on whose breast was displayed the neutral emblem of Switzerland. She adjusted her red-fox fur, the better to show the disarming white cross. Pretty Vera Salvequart looked with lazy carnality at the distinguished visitors and Elizabeth Marschall, sixty-year-old hospital matron, sat bolt upright as if she were upholstered in granite stays.

The women ranged themselves demurely along two rows, obsequiously obeying the calm orders of the A.T.S. Provost.

After a brief interval, nine men, closely guarded by the Royal Corps of Military Police, were admitted to the dock. Like that of the women, their appearance was undistinguished. Most of them looked as if they might work in a minor capacity for the Control Commission, though Dr Percy Treite would have been more at home in a Harley Street consulting-room. They carefully hitched up the knees of their trousers and began a series of animated conversations with their black-gowned counsel. All the accused, men and women, wore on their chests a black number on a square of white cardboard. As this number was sometimes obscured by the level of the dock, they were invited to raise it and, with deprecating gestures, each of them tightened the string around his or her neck, unaware of the macabre symbolism of what they did.

At exactly 10.30, Major-General V. J. E. Westropp, C.B., C.B.E., entered the Court and took his seat in the President’s chair. He was followed by C. L. Stirling, O.B.E., K.C., Deputy Judge Advocate General of the Forces, a stooping, schoolmasterish figure in wig, gown and pince-nez. Six other officers, one of them French, one Polish and four British, made up the Court. These officers ranged themselves on either side of the President. The senior interpreter, an old hound on this blood-trail, sharpened his pencil. The Ravensbrück Concentration Camp Trial was about to begin.

Mr Stirling rose. He glanced at the accused over his pincenez, and read the arraignment. It was a simple one.

Pursuant to Regulation 4 of the Regulations for the trial of War Criminals, the persons in the dock were charged jointly with committing a war crime in that they, at Ravensbrück in the years 1939–1945, when members of the staff of Ravensbrück Concentration Camp, in violation of the laws and usages of war, were concerned in the ill-treatment and killing of Allied nationals interned therein.

Individually, each of the accused pleaded not guilty to the charge.

Major Stephen Stewart led for the prosecution. He was assisted throughout the trial by Captain (now Major) John da Cuhna and by Squadron Officer Vera Atkins, a smooth, utterly impersonal figure in W.A.A.F. uniform. Stewart arranged his papers leisurely, stood up and began to speak.

His tone was conversational, his manner almost apologetic as, one by one, he drew aside each merciful veil that shrouded a story unparalleled in the long, painful history of human suffering.

‘May it please the Court,’ said Stewart.

In Mecklenburg, some fifty miles north of Berlin, there is a group of lakes, a pre-war rendezvous for the more elegant persons of that grisly capital. To the shores of these lakes the Berliners would come by car and by caravan on Saturday afternoons, scorch their bodies in the sun, play merry games, indulge in a little Nackt-kultur and eat considerable quantities of Frankfürter sausages; sun-glasses, leap-frog, male hairnets; the Horst Wessel song, weight reduction and a little mild adultery – it was all very gemütlich. On Sunday evenings, the same convoy of cars and caravans would return to Berlin, their owners both refreshed and uplifted after their brief communion with nature.

Heil Hitler!

One of these stretches of water is called Fürstenburg. Unlike those of the other lakes, its shores were swampy and dank and gaseous smells were apt to rise from the imprint of an incautious foot. Because of this, it was less popular as a playground for the fastidious week-ender. Its proximity to Berlin, however, rendered it entirely suitable for another purpose where its physical drawbacks were of no account and to this secondary purpose it was put soon after the outbreak of war in 1939.

A high wall was built round a selected area, a number of huts were erected and Ravensbrück Concentration Camp for Women appeared for the first time on the official budget of the S.S. Long experience in the breaking of the human spirit had shown the need for the usual refinements and these were established. There was ‘Appell’. In summer this daily parade was held at half-past five in the morning, in winter at half-past four. In groups of ten and in all weathers the women stood to attention for periods ranging from two to six hours. Clad only in hideously striped sacking and with shaven or bristling heads, they waited on their masters. Those who stumbled or fainted or fell were ordered to the Bunker. This Bunker was a labyrinth of tiny, airless cells, a gaol within a gaol. It was a place of even greater darkness and fear for here the beatings were carried out and nameless things were done to women’s bodies.

Though the whole camp was originally designed to contain a maximum of some six thousand, the modest little undertaking expanded as the Nazis occupied one country after another and, after 1943, there were never less than twelve thousand women within its walls. It is on record that on a single day in January, 1945, there was a total strength of forty thousand – if one can use so virile a word as ‘strength’ to describe the feeble creatures who saw the sun rise over the walls of the camp that morning. By train, by cattle truck, by lorry and on foot, a never-ending queue of women shuffled through its gate during that eternity that lasted five years. A few left again by convoy, bound for those other camps whose names alone are like a Satanic drum-beat in the minds of civilized men – Belsen, Auschwitz, Lublin, Mauthausen … The vast majority stayed to die.

On May the 1st, 1945, the Red Army overran the camp in its drive to the West. Today it lies within the Soviet Zone. As no Western observers have been permitted to visit the site, its present-day function is a matter for merely brief speculation. Inside the wire then, the Russian soldiery found twelve thousand breathing skeletons, the formation of whose bones showed that they had once been women with wombs to bear and breasts to feed. Cynically watching these still animate objects gasp and scrabble and crawl were the well-fed persons who now faced the Court.

The accused listened with a show of polite attention. As Major Stewart’s address was delivered in English, the measured sound of his voice was merely interesting for its unemotional quality. Their time would come when witnesses for the prosecution and for the defence were called and every word spoken in Court would be translated into German.

Slowly, the faces and the hands of the accused began to assume a terrible significance. We realized with pain and with shock that we were, all of us, in the presence of a hitherto unimagined evil. But it was still difficult to believe that the eyes of Dorothea Binz had exulted in the cruelties inflicted by her primly folded hands; it was hard to believe that the bald Dr Hellinger had wrenched the teeth from the mouths of the murdered and sent their fragments of gold to support the reserves of the Reichsbank; could the alert Dr Percy Treite have wielded his skilful scalpel on the bodies of children and could his ears have been deaf to their bewildered crying? Carmen Mory straightened her red-fox fur and studied her nails. It was difficult to see her in another role – striding into a room where mad women fought together and beating them with a buckled belt until they died. Margaret Mewes, chief wardress of the Bunker, gazed at nothing with bovine eyes, Schwarzhuber bent his head and his lips moved silently as if he were whispering the prayers of a debauched monk. …

 

The Court rose. For a few minutes we went outside and saw the sky and breathed cold, clean air. Then Stewart took up the tale again.

As a distance of fifty miles is a pleasant drive in a high-powered car from Berlin, the camp was honoured by occasional visits from no less a person than Heinrich Himmler himself. He arrived unexpectedly one afternoon in the early spring of 1945 and was shown over the camp by its Commandant, Fritz Sühren.

Hitherto women had died from under-nourishment, overwork, exposure, lethal injections and obscene surgery. Now the process was to be accelerated. An S.S. corporal – who had brought to a fine art the method of shooting his victims in the nape of the neck – arrived from Berlin and, having demonstrated his prowess, applied for – and was awarded – proficiency pay. He shot some two hundred women. That was better but still not entirely satisfactory. Sühren decided to consult the real experts in mass extermination. Two middle-aged gentlemen – now before the Court – packed their bags in Auschwitz and travelled to Ravensbrück. Having surveyed the terrain and the human material they made a few calculations on the back of an envelope and recommended the immediate installation of that superb creation of the Nazi mind – the gas-chamber.

In haste a gas-chamber was erected near what was ironically known as The Youth Camp and there dawned the most fearful day of all. Nearly forty thousand women were ordered to parade bareheaded and with naked feet before the huts. Fear travels fast and those who were forced to take part in this fiendish Folies Bergères were fully conscious of its dread purpose. Desperate women scraped soot and dirt with their nails from the walls of their prison and tried to blacken the roots of their grey hair; they attempted to step out strongly with swollen ankles and feeble feet; they grimaced and smiled the smile of the damned for they knew that the old and the ill were to be killed and that the young and strong might live to work for a little longer. For hour after hour the parade waited for the arrival of the murderers. At last they came and strolled genially along the serried ranks, smoking and chatting. Hundreds of women were handed a pink card and their names were struck off the roll. These cards were free. They were tickets for the gas-chamber.

In five years, said Stewart, over one hundred thousand women had perished. It was, for example, as if a terrible disease had touched every inhabitant of the City of York and the town had died. Only by comparison could one begin to visualize the magnitude of the crime. And who were the dead?

Some of them had been prisoners of war in so far that they were Russian Red Cross nurses, captured on the field of battle. Some were Poles, some Norwegians, some French, some Dutch, some were Belgians. A few were British. Irrespective of guilt, nationality or education, they travelled the same via dolorosa to the crematorium.

What was the policy behind the creation and development of Ravensbrück? That too was simple. It was the efficient and the enduring intimidation of men, the fathers, the husbands, and the sons; it was an organized attack on the life, the health and the dignity of womanhood, an attack rendered the more vile because of its cunning. Like the Sword of Damocles, the word ‘Ravensbrück’ was poised over the head of every woman from the Baltic to the Bosphorus.

The story of Ravensbrück was told. The time had now come for the Court to hear the living words of women who had known and had survived and had triumphed over this ante-room to hell.

 

On the morning of December the 16th, 1946, Major Stewart announced that he now wished to call Mrs Odette Sansom as a witness for the prosecution.

In a tense and silent Court, a slim young woman in F.A.N.Y. uniform walked slowly to the witness box and took the oath. Her face, pale in the strong light, was small-featured, delicate and oddly child-like. Her eyes were bright. A mass of dark hair swept upwards from her forehead, almost concealing the slanting beret, and fell thick upon her shoulders. On her breast she wore the blue ribbon and silver miniature of the George Cross.

The Court leaned forward to hear the softly spoken answers.

‘Is your name Odette Marie Sansom?’

‘Yes.’

‘What is your nationality?’

‘British.’

‘Will you tell the Court, Mrs Sansom, when during the war you were first taken prisoner by the Germans and under what circumstances?’

‘I was taken prisoner in Annecy in France on April the 16th, 1943. I stayed with the Italians for three weeks and was then handed over to the Germans.’

‘When you were taken prisoner, were you a member of His Majesty’s Forces?’

‘Yes.’

‘What organization did you belong to – or do you belong to?’

‘The French Section of the War Office.’


CHAPTER 2

ODETTE

ON April the 28th, 1912, Madame Yvonne Brailly bore her husband her first child. To the great disappointment of Gaston Brailly, the infant was a girl. She was received into the Catholic Church and was given the names Odette Marie Céline. She was a plump, blonde baby with brown eyes and remained the sole focus of attention in the Brailly household until her brother Louis followed her into the world a year later.

In 1914 a drum beat and Gaston Brailly walked out of his bank in Amiens and into a French barrack room. He joined the 52nd Regiment of Infantry. His military career was administratively a stormy one and his four years of service were spent fighting, being decorated or narrowly escaping courts martial. He fought with a hard, steadfast courage which earned for him the Croix de Guerre avec palme and the Médaille Militaire. After the battle of Verdun, Sergeant Brailly went back to seek two men who were missing from his platoon. He found them wounded and in distress. It was at that moment that a high explosive shell hit the tiny group and, literally in a flash, France had at once lost a brave and honourable soldier, a staunch picard and a disruptive element from the barrack room.

Widowed almost in the springtime of her marriage, the years that lay ahead were difficult for Madame Brailly. Dark-eyed, slender and fragile, it was strange to realize that she had borne two children. In the early years Odette was largely influenced by her grandparents and particularly by her father’s mother. Grand’mère Brailly was a delicate, stout-hearted picarde with a long tradition of family and duty in her blood. Gaston had been her only child and his death in the field of battle had filled her with sorrow and with pride. In the tumult of the times, she was a rock of strength and it was to her that Odette turned for guidance and for counsel. Every Sunday afternoon, a small procession would make its way to the cemetery of La Madeleine in Amiens and a cluster of flowers was laid on the grave of Sergeant Brailly. Looking at her grandson and her granddaughter, the old lady was conscious of a deep foreboding. For generations her family had known and had suffered from the baleful ambition of the Teutons and she knew with certainty that these children would one day hearken to the same drum that had called their father to the fight. She saw clearly through the windy political optimism of the post-war years and listened grimly to the reiterated assertion that the combat which had cost her her son was ‘the war to end wars’. She knew that fair words do not and cannot change the hearts of conscienceless men.

‘The Boches are still the Boches,’ she said. ‘They will march again. This is not victory. It is armistice.’

She was an old lady and she had lost her only son. This was a new and more tolerant world. Let her have her say.

Odette was a reserved, silent child. She cared very much for horses and for music. The combination of bloodstock and Beethoven is an unusual one but each utterly satisfied a subconscious need. To see a horse galloping filled her with delight for it was swift and beautiful and strong and there was music in the sound of fleeting hoofs. In another mood, her mind was soothed and transported by piano and strings. For nearly two years she was to be deprived of the one and sustained by the other.

Just before her eighth birthday, Odette went blind. The whole world that she had known faded into total darkness and it was only on the painful screen of her mind that she could project the beloved sight of eager horses walking, trotting, tossing their heads in the sunshine, cantering, breaking into a joyous gallop. For a long time, she could not be comforted. And then her ear-drums began to understand fully what they had hitherto merely received and to distil into her consciousness patterns of light. Her melancholy took the rhythm of Chopin waltzes and her finger-tips – already acquiring a sensitiveness which they have never lost – danced to the formal cadences of Mozart.

Almost reconciled to blindness because of the acute perception that it had brought, Odette was led one day by her mother to a despised old man, a herbalist who lived in a back street and brewed noisome potions. The specialists had failed. How could this old man with the dirty waistcoat succeed? He lifted her lids with his grimy fingers and peered through cracked spectacles, muttering. He asked questions. Finally he gave Madame Brailly a bottle. The child should bathe her eyes with the liquid. The liquid could do no harm. It would do much good. When the child begins to see again, he said, let light be filtered slowly into her eyes. To restore sight suddenly would be dangerous. She would see in a few days. He shrugged impatiently. He was very busy. The consultation was finished. The price? Oh, a few francs.

Within a fortnight, Odette saw things dimly. With infinite care and patience, the veils of darkness were allowed to flutter down and she saw clearly after two years. But there was further misfortune to come.

 

In the early spring, Odette caught rheumatic fever and spent most of the summer in bed. At least she could see and it was a consolation to watch, through the open window, the ever-changing pageant of the sky. When the fever fled at last, she was left weak and partially paralysed. What has happened once can happen twice – and Madame Brailly went again to the old herbalist in the back street. ‘I remember the little girl,’ he said. ‘This – this is unfair. It is too much to demand of a child.’

His only medical credentials lay in his wisdom and in his knowledge of herbs and in the touch of his fingers. Very gently, he charmed blood back into the starved muscles.

Her brother Louis was sent to the Lycée and Odette to the Convent of Sainte Thérèse. It was to fill her lungs with the stronger air of Normandy and her body with the sweet milk of the Normandy pastures that Madame Brailly decided to take her daughter to Saint Sens, a big village between Rouen and Dieppe. There, in 1925, she found a house and settled down. Louis stayed on in the Lycée at Amiens, always coming to Saint Sens for the holidays.

In 1926, when Odette was fourteen, mother and daughter moved again – this time to Boulogne. In the holidays, Odette and her brother spent long happy hours scrambling bareheaded – and frequently bare-footed – about the rocks and cliffs of the coast. Brother and sister were firm friends and together the Brailly children made innumerable joyous expeditions.

On Sundays the English tripper ships came into Boulogne and it was a joy to Odette and to Louis to watch the ships come in. It was a spectacle of which they never tired, and, once the gangways were clear, they would imitate the speech and the mannerisms of these thirsty invaders. Many years ago, Odette had once sat on Mr Hilaire Belloc’s knee, and ever since then she had considered that to have occupied that distinguished perch constituted an introduction to the whole Anglo-Saxon race. But it was difficult sometimes to reconcile Mr Belloc’s genial England with the cricket-boots, the Albert watch-chains and the cloth caps of the trippers. British officers had been billeted in her grandmother’s house towards the end of the Great War and, as a child, she had tried to chatter to these diffident, kindly, preoccupied figures in khaki. She had not found the English very sympathique on the whole – except, of course, Mr Belloc, who was mostly French – and she decided that the uncouth islanders (who had burnt Joan of Arc) were a very mixed lot.

When Louis went back to the Lycée, Odette continued her walks alone. To her surprise, she found an unexpected and ever-increasing joy in solitude. Her affection for her brother had in no way diminished and she was puzzled by the fact of her desire of loneliness. At finishing school, she was considered to be ‘a little difficult, un peu étrange’. Moody, argumentative and headstrong, she was subject to swift enthusiasms and to brief, irrational tempers. Superficially she was one young girl in a charming class of young girls who learnt deportment, polite dancing, painting and singing. She had as much to distinguish her as any girl of her class. She was slim, with long legs; dark-haired, brown-eyed, vivacious. Like almost any young Frenchwoman, she was an elegant needlewoman and a subtle cook. She had a surprising and unfeminine palate for the red wines of Bordeaux and could place her finger unerringly on a vineyard. For the small flowers of the countryside, she had a passion. Yet beneath the bright ripples of her conversation, which ranged – according to social requirements – from Flaubert to the correct mixture of garlic, onion and butter for escargots de Bourgogne, there still flowed this bitter, turbulent stream. She was an utterly loyal friend and a merciless enemy. The nuns shook their heads and wished that this volatile, petulant young girl could have been led into their own kindly paths. It was no wonder that the Reverend Mother should write:

Odette est une élève très intéressante – intelligente, ayant beaucoup de principes. Malheureusement sa santé délicate ne lui permet pas de suivre régulièrement les cours. Il se fait que, ne pouvant pas suivre les autres, elle perd le goût des études et n’y apporte pas l’intérêt que nous désirerions car son caractère est très obstiné.

With this somewhat oblique benediction, Mlle. Odette Brailly ordered her first evening frock, began to consider the varying shades of lipstick and put a timorous, high-heeled sandal over the threshold of womanhood.

In 1930 Odette first met Roy Sansom, an Englishman and son of an old family friend. They were married a year later in the Church of Saint Pierre and continued to live in Boulogne. A daughter, Françoise, was born in 1932 and, soon afterwards, the young Mrs Odette Sansom sailed across the Channel to make her home in England. In 1934 a second daughter, Lily, was born in London, and in 1936 Marianne arrived to join her sisters in a world of ever-increasing fear, dishonesty and violence.


CHAPTER 3

ENTRE CHIEN ET LOUP

WHEN Mr Chamberlain finished speaking on that sunny Sunday morning of September the 3rd, Odette, in company with some forty million other persons in Great Britain, said with a certain relief: ‘Well, that’s that.’ When the sirens performed their first slow vomit, she herded her children into the cellar and, while waiting for the ‘All clear’, determined to make a gas-proof room in the house. This task occupied her for some days, in the intervals of plundering her children’s wardrobe for the evacuees. She presented the local hospital with a dram of rich French blood, she made over a corner in her house as a schoolroom for some children who had not yet been evacuated. But by far her most noble contribution to the war effort was the sacrifice of her aluminium coffee-pot. She had brought this coffee-pot with her from France and it had been matured over the years. It was painful to think of this redolent receptacle being casually melted down with a thousand plebeian frying-pans and transformed into the tip of a Spitfire’s wing. Still, she felt it her duty to give something she would really miss and she walked back from the collecting point in a glow of sad self-righteousness. To give a pint of blood was one thing; to give a vintage coffee-pot was another.

Autumn became winter. There was a little desultory skirmishing in the frozen Saar, to be sure, but the impregnable Maginot Line scowled in concrete at the impregnable Siegfried Line. Things happened vaguely at sea, but the real war, the land war, was an affair of loud-speakers, lies and smutty postcards – with France still the best night-club in Europe. It would be a good thing when spring came because the blackout was bad for the children’s health. It was pleasant to hear from Mr Chamberlain on April the 5th that Hitler had missed the bus. Four days later, the war began.

Narvik, Namsos, Trondheim … frostbite, bandages and surgical thread. On May the 10th, the machine-guns sniggered into laughter again as all Europe burst into chaos.

On May the 13th, the French Section of the War Office first stirred in the corridors of time. Disguised parachutists were dropped in North-east France. From lazy squadrons of German troop-carriers, a flower-garden suddenly blossomed in the sky, a garden whose flowers were swiftly metamorphosed into heavily-armed agricultural labourers, nuns, policemen, priests, insurance agents, motor-cyclists, radio operators, prostitutes and butchers. Another new technique had been established – noted this time.

Odette Sansom, native of Picardy, British housewife and mother, read the newspapers and listened to the B.B.C. in the dark days that followed. France, torn from within and assailed from without, was falling. Even though the buoyant accents of the announcers described one calamity after another, they still held in them the slightly shocked cadences of a well-bred woman turning down an immoral suggestion. In describing June the 4th at Eton, a special correspondent wrote: ‘Gaiety would have been out of place and a cheerful gravity reigned in its stead.’ The impact of the ordeal of France on a tired woman varied between an unbearable vividness and an exhausted reality.

German armies bad crossed the Somme and were forcing the Marne.

In the intervals between planning meals and shopping, Odette repeated the names of these old battlefields, for it was on their bitter ground that her father had fought the same enemy twenty-five years ago.

German armies were tearing into Brittany to leap the Loire and  others to drive scornfully down the now ludicrous Maginot Line to  Lyons.

Sick at heart, Odette pressed a frock for her daughter Françoise and answered the door to the grocer.

The French Government had fled to Tours and from Tours to Bordeaux.

Françoise must still be taken to school; Lily must still sail her boat on the Round Pond and Marianne continue to throw everything out of her pram as soon as it was picked up. Sometimes the maternal foreground mercifully dimmed the background …

The French armies, utterly demoralized by the Government’s panic, were in headlong retreat.

Where was the Fifty-Second Regiment of Infantry, her father’s old comrades-in-arms, who had fought the Boches to a standstill from bloody Verdun to the Champagne country? What blight had touched the sons of those gay and tenacious men?

In tens of thousands, refugees choked every road from Paris to the  South, machine-gunned by the contemptuous pilots of the Third Reich  as they fled on their pitiful transport.

Checking the laundry, mending, dressmaking for her children, answering the telephone, Odette thought of those roads to the South; she knew the dust of them and the poplars that lined them and the little streams they crossed. She had no understanding then of the value of her knowledge.

Paris fell.

The long columns of the Wehrmacht marched correctly down the Champs Elysées, flowed apart to enclose the Arc de Triomphe, rejoined, marched on. Louder far than the ghostly tread of Moltke’s Grenadiers, Hitler’s Panzers shamed the ears of the French.

Odette switched off the six o’clock news to put the fretful Marianne to bed.

The blows over her heart were soon to cease but the bruise was to remain. On June the 17th, the last remnants of the British Expeditionary Force were taken off the French shore to sail dangerously for home. Next day, Winston Churchill’s offer to France was published. It was that the two countries no longer be two nations but one Franco-British Union. Every citizen of France should immediately enjoy citizenship of Great Britain, every British subject become a citizen of France. The call fell on ears numbed by cannon fire and, eight days afterwards, the aged Pétain began to grope his way to Vichy.

The evacuation of Norway had already been announced. The sombre picture was now very nearly complete. Defeated by a combination of German armour, Soviet fuel and treachery at home, France had surrendered unconditionally and the only uncaged British soldier left on the Continent gazed defiantly from the high rock of Gibraltar at the menace of Africa and at the menace of Spain.

To Odette Sansom, sitting in the sunshine of Kensington Gardens while Marianne rolled on the grass and Françoise and Lily talked to a stray puppy, the naval strategy behind the melancholy action at Oran was a mystery. Only the fact was clear. A British fleet had attacked a French fleet and French sailors, blasted by an ally’s guns, had drowned in oil and blood. For all she knew, her friends might have been amongst them. In a world of terror, panic and confusion, it was difficult at first for this young Frenchwoman to see where her loyalty should lie. She had not had very long to peer behind the forbidding façade of the English, and during the early, lonely years she had seen little to admire and much to condemn.

The weeks that followed were hard and unhappy. The English, smarting under the ‘moral victory’ of Dunkirk, attributed their humiliation to the French and the French, in their turn, muttered against the English, who, they said, had deserted them in their desperate hour.

In the intervals between cooking, sewing, caring for her children and waiting for the sweet disharmony of the ‘All clear’, Odette pondered this bitter question. She told herself that English guns had fired on French ships because it was necessary. Her country’s morale had cracked and crumbled. But what was this intangible quality called ‘morale’? Every politician used the word glibly. It stared at her from posters and jumped out of newspaper headlines. It was, she decided, a sense of spiritual tranquillity that sprang from faith, faith in the rightness of a cause, faith in ultimate victory, faith, above all, in the honesty of one’s leaders. Her leaders had failed France and France had fallen. Under a veneer of patriotism, men in high places had sold their country for greed, for power, from cowardice. The ancient virtues of loyalty had been balanced against profit and flung away. Like fungus on a high beam, the corruption had spread and rotted the timbers of the whole house. If the Army was bad, it was because the officers were bad. If the officers were bad, it was because they lacked faith, because they smelled the corruption from above.

When the Spartans were at the pinnacle of their fame and their military glory, they sent a deputation to the oracle at Delphi and demanded with arrogance:

‘Can anything harm Sparta?’

‘Yes,’ came the answer. ‘Luxury.’

Vapour trails in the autumnal sky; a burning Heinkel on a burning hayrick; the slow whooping of sirens and tiger-humming in the night; the menacing whistle and the crash of bombs; the carillon of an ambulance tearing through city streets, fringed with fire.

French, German, Belgian, Dutch – it was all one now. The foreigners had let us down again. Shopping, difficult enough for an English housewife, became a nightmare for a Frenchwoman.

In those unhappy days, the coalman from Fulham called. He was a friendly person and, as Odette knew from his constant reminiscence, captain of the darts team in his local pub. He had not called since the collapse of France. She opened the door to his ring. In those three days, she had not once been out of the house. He greeted her cheerfully and took her order. When the sacks had been emptied into the cellar, he came up the steps again. He said:

‘You’re not looking your bright self this morning.’ He frowned. ‘You’re a French lady, aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she said nervously. ‘I am – I was – French.’

‘I was in France in the last war,’ he said. ‘Alongside of the French. Is that what’s on your mind, lady, that France has packed up?’

She nodded.

He spat accurately into the garden. He said:

‘France isn’t down and out, not by a long chalk, you mark my words, and I know the Froggies, me and them having had a basinful together, as you might say. One of these days France is going to wake up and give little old ’Itler the surprise of his bloody life, pardon me. I know the French and they’re all right, lady, so keep smiling.’

‘I’ll try,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

Charles de Gaulle, rallying the forces of Free France, sounded a trumpet call from London.

‘France has lost a battle. But France has not lost a war. … Nothing is lost because this war is a world war. In the free universe, immense forces have not yet been brought into play. Some day these forces will crush the enemy. On that day, France must be present at the victory. She will then regain her liberty and her greatness. That is why I ask all Frenchmen, wherever they may be, to unite with me in action, in sacrifice and in hope. Our country is in danger of death. Let us fight to save it.’

That was the voice of France. On July the 14th, the National Festival of France, Odette heard the voice of England. Winston Churchill said:

‘I proclaim my faith that some of us will live to see a Fourteenth of July when a liberated France will once again rejoice in her greatness and in her glory, and once again stand forward as the champion of the freedom and the rights of man. … We shall try so to conduct ourselves that every true French heart will beat and glow at the way we carry on the struggle; and that not only France but all the oppressed countries in Europe may feel that each British victory is a step towards the liberation of the Continent from the foulest thraldom into which it has ever been cast.’

Odette looked at her three daughters. In their veins ran the strong mixture of French and English blood. She saw clearly, in that transparent moment, where her ultimate duty lay.


CHAPTER 4

THE TIPPINGS

ODETTE stayed on in London with her three daughters until October. By then the fury of the air-raids had become so fierce that she decided at last that it was a right and proper thing to take her children to comparative safety, and the little exhausted family of four left the bombardment for Somerset.

From Taunton, the main road to Exeter runs through Wellington to the tiny village of Red Ball and it is about here that Somerset becomes Devon. A quarter mile down a narrow lane, Odette found a cottage occupied only by an elderly lady called Mrs Balsom and here she took rooms. The front windows of the cottage looked out over a valley to a soft line of hills. Inside its walls were oil lamps, lace curtains, china bulldogs and coloured lithographs of little girls in blue sashes playing with be-ribboned kittens. Outside apples ripened in the sun and cows gazed calmly over the garden fence at the children. For the first time for many weeks, the tired family slept soundly through the quiet nights and it was a joy to Odette to watch health and tranquillity flow back into the strained faces of her daughters.

She was a firm friend of her mother-in-law, who lived in a guest-house a mile or two along the main road. When the old lady became ill, it was less of a duty than it was a labour of love to Odette to nurse her. They were usually full and busy days and, as old Mrs Sansom’s health declined, they became even busier. The three children had to be woken, washed, and dressed. Breakfast had to be prepared, table manners watched, teeth cleaned, clothes washed and mended. Family shopping was done in the village of Culmstock, some three lonely miles away but, after a very brief probationary period, the tradesmen of Culmstock took Odette to their hearts and she and her children became their most welcome visitors. Genial Mr Strawbridge, who sold everything from baking-powder to lamp-oil and stays to mouse-traps would frequently slide a surreptitious bag of liquorice-allsorts into Marianne’s push-cart. Mrs Fisher, the butcher’s wife, never failed to provide a cheerful greeting and as generous a ration as the law would allow. Laden with parcels, Odette would wheel the push-cart back to the cottage, wash the children’s faces and dash up the lane to see if Mrs Marshall’s hens had possibly contributed an egg for to-morrow’s breakfast. Lunch was cooked in the shared kitchen and the children sent for their rest. There was little rest for Odette, who would walk to the guest-house to sit with her mother-in-law and, if necessary, walk on to the doctor or the chemist in Wellington, returning in time to give the children tea and read to them and put them to bed. Often she would go back to the guest-house and spend an hour or two there, coming back along the dark main road and turning down into the greater darkness of the lane that led to the cottage where her children slept.

A narrow road turns to the left behind the guest-house and makes in the general direction of the distant hills. It passes under the railway bridge and straggles over the uplands to Culmstock. It was at the bridge that Odette used to leave the road and turn to the right alongside the railway line. About a quarter mile along there is a gate that bars a still narrower path that climbs through a deep wood. Beyond the stile at the fringe of the wood there is a sloping field and then another field. A track, faint in the grass, winds up to a mound called ‘The Tippings’.

Quite by chance in the autumn of 1940, Odette found her way to ‘The Tippings’. She was alone that afternoon and she stood for a long time, filling her eyes with what she saw and her ears with the sound of silence. Then she spread a coat on the grass and sat down and gazed until long after twilight had slid down the steeps of the sky and the ancient hills had retreated into darkness and the first faint stars were sure.

She came again in the early morning. She wanted to rest her eyes once more on that sweet expanse of pasture and plough and to make sure that this first revelation of England was true. There was mist over the land that morning, and the sun rose and hung like an enormous orange in the sky, and swelled and turned to fire and sent the grey spectres scurrying and smoking to the hills. She walked home to her children with buoyance in her step and tranquillity in her heart.

As the days passed and the wind began to probe the woods with fingers that were suddenly cool, that mound on the border of Somerset and Devon became more and more precious to Odette. Autumn, with its wet blackberries, its bonfires quenched before the coloured sunsets and its bright array of stars, was slipping into the second winter of war.

It was a terrible winter, a winter that caught and gripped and split strong trees. The advent of spring deepened her new affection for England.

When she first came to this country, she had bitterly resented the half-pitying, half-tolerant distrust of foreigners. But what about Mr Strawbridge, Mrs Marshall, Mrs Fisher, shopkeepers of England with centuries of poetry in their blood? She was herself a foreigner, and from these people, from the postman, the roadman and the squire, she had had nothing but kindness. Watching the skirts of the rain brush Culmstock Beacon, she was conscious of a strange wish to deserve the sight of what was mirrored in her eyes and somehow to serve these people who had given her and her children their friendship in such warm abundance.

Libya, Greece, Crete. … They were unrealized sounds without meaning. Only Red Ball, Culmstock and Wellington were real. Old Mrs Sansom’s health was causing more and more anxiety and, more and more often, Odette came to see her and to sit with her when the children had been put to bed. Very occasionally, there were family outings as far as Taunton in the local bus and there were picnics in the woods. The arrival of Hess in Scotland set the village agog and the postman, the roadman and the squire all knew a man who knew a man who knew a man in the War Office who knew something but his lips were sealed. Hess, however, was eclipsed by the rumoured birth of a calf with two heads in North Petherton and even this phenomenon had to take second place to a recrudescence of lice in the hair of the evacuees.

On June the 22nd Hitler, ignoring the entreaties of his generals, invaded Soviet Russia.

This attack had a startling effect on public opinion in France. Up to this time, the Germans had held the initiative everywhere. They still held it – but it was extremely unlikely that England would allow them to hold it any longer. Up to now it had not been a question of victory for Britain but rather one of avoiding defeat. Hitler, blinded by military conceit, had himself disregarded the Holy Writ of Mein Kampf and opened a war on two fronts. It was folly on the grand scale and Britain’s ultimate victory was sure.

Now there were new arrows on unfamiliar newspaper maps and a host of new words for Odette to learn and to try and realize. Brest-Litovsk, Smolensk, the Dnieper, Leningrad. One day Lily cut her knee on the rusty reaper-and-binder in Mrs Marshall’s yard and the whole bloody panorama of the war instantly shrank to the size of a strip of Elastoplast.

Autumn was upon her again and a whole year had passed. It seemed quite extraordinary to Odette that she had seen the flight of four seasons over Culmstock Beacon but so it was. In the October afternoons, she saw birds perched on the telegraph wires, their feathers blowing up the wrong way, and the night sky blazed with stars.

Odette knew that a knowledge of England had come on her unawares during the cycle of a country year. She had been perpetually baffled by the shifting intricacies of a social system where birth, education, intonation, money and variety of work all combined to produce a situation which, like his own grammar, was instinctively known to the Englishman but had been almost impossible to formulate in terms comprehensible to a foreigner. She sensed that this certainty sprang from continuity of race experience and race absorption. Like the Centurion, she knew ‘no other life than this, no other life at all’. About the common people of England was generally a tolerance and a delicacy in dealing – blended with an infuriating compromise – that at once beguiled her and angered her. There was nothing she could do about it. In spite of the greengrocer of West Kensington, she was bound, hand, foot and heart.

On October the 21st a German major was shot in Bordeaux. One hundred French hostages were seized. Fifty of them were mown down in cold blood. A woman in Culmstock said that it was a shame, wasn’t it? Odette walked the road between Red Ball and Wellington that night. Though there were English fields around her with English cattle grazing; though she felt as if her body were enfolded in the soft arms of the English hills, every beat of her blood told her that she must soon rise and go to the fight.

The ice formed early in the ruts of the road that winter.

Towards the turn of the year, Odette went with Mrs Sansom to London, and there, in a very few days, the old lady died. When Odette returned to Somerset, she went one late afternoon to pay her last visit to the woods. Sparrows were shivering in the hedges and there was a muffled silence over the land. She gazed her fill at the wintry countryside and at the declining sun. She realized at this moment how dear these acres had become to her. She had recently been in the proximity of death and she knew that she too would one day die. With all her heart she wished that her body could in some way be dedicated to these most beloved fields.


CHAPTER 5

‘THE FIRM’

S.O.E., C. & D., M.O.1 (S.P.), ‘the Firm’, ‘the Racket’, ‘the org’.

These initials – and many other equally anonymous groupings – slid into the alphabetical mêlée of the war effort during the autumn of 1940. The first stood either for ‘Special Operations Executive’, or ‘Stately ’omes of England’, according to taste; the second was more flippant and stood for ‘Cloaks and daggers’ and the third for ‘Military Operations One (Special Planning)’. All of them were called ‘The Firm’ or, alternatively, ‘The Racket’, all of them led to Baker Street and from Baker Street by devious routes to Europe.

The ‘French Section’, though born of the one prolific S.O.E. mother, was sired by a number of fathers. It was, in every sense, a war-baby, the embryo having been conceived at the seaside resort of Dunkirk. The period of gestation was a restless one, for the mother had other offspring in the incubator. After a difficult and protracted confinement, the child – one of a multiple birth – first saw the light of day in the early spring of 1941. High-explosive bombs were its rattle, it was suckled from a static water tank and for its night-light it had the flames of London.

The remnants of the British Army were home and the long coasts of Europe were closed. From the cool waters of the Baltic to sunny Biarritz, the Germans flung a steel hoop that clutched every inch of shore. One strong strand reached out to encircle the Channel Islands, so that the men of Guernsey, Jersey and little Sark had to turn their eyes away from home and look askance at the vast, handcuffed Continent. Neutral Spain had long been under Axis domination, Lisbon had become a sort of ‘under the clock at Charing Cross’ for polyglot espionage and the Vichy police patrolled the Mediterranean shore from the Pyrenees to the Italian frontier. Tiny and unafraid, British bugle calls flared from the lonely Rock of Gibraltar.

There was one way to win the war and one way only. Britain must go back. Somewhere, somehow, a mighty British Army would have to land on the European shore, engage the enemy in mortal combat, liberate the enslaved and, sustained by the peoples it had freed, blast its way to Berlin. That was the simple, hopeless task that confronted the Cabinet in June, 1940. Much had to be achieved first. Mr Winston Churchill took the long view and steadily reinforced the armies in the Middle East. Accepting eventual victory in the desert as a fait accompli, his mind ranged even further into the future and he called for maps of the coasts of France. While the Chiefs of Staff considered in broad outline the future invasion of Europe, England waited for the immediate onslaught of the German armies.

The squire, the farmer and the poacher stood guard in turn over their familiar fields while their wives prepared pans of boiling fat to tip into the faces of the Wehrmacht.

Meanwhile the planning staff was at work.

A number of bitter lessons had been learned during the last few weeks. From the doleful history of the Norwegian fiasco, one fact stood out clearly. It was that an invading army must look for help and for co-operation from the people of the country it invades. Furthermore these people must be armed and they must work to a strategic and co-ordinated plan of sabotage and attack. The solitary, undisciplined franc-tireur could readily wreck a year’s careful planning by the untimely pressure of a trigger. The Germans had imposed a rigid discipline on their traitors, not only in Norway but in Holland, Belgium and France. The system had worked. Europe to-day represented the triumph of the traitor and a new word had been added to the vocabulary of all men. That word was ‘Quisling’. England’s appeal would not be to the traitor but to the patriot.

Slowly – and despite some disapproving Ministerial shivers – S.O.E. came into official being. The suggestion that Great Britain should dabble in unorthodox methods of warfare caused many a cultured eyebrow to lift and ‘the Firm’ was regarded as being inevitable in the circumstances but not quite nice. One was reluctantly forced to recognize its existence but one didn’t talk about it – a reservation which admirably suited its members. The Firm itself was violently extrovert. Its object was victory, utter and absolute. To achieve that victory, it was prepared not only to examine and exploit all the more successful innovations of the enemy but also to try out several of its own. Alarm, despondency, and destruction were to be its exports and these it proposed to despatch – by special messenger – to every country dominated by the Axis. Each country would have its own ‘Section’ in London. By submarine, by ship and by parachute, men, women and weapons would come from the United Kingdom. At the risk of their lives, these men and women would seek out patriots, arm them and train them; they would plan and undertake sabotage, disabling factories, wrecking power-houses, severing lines of communication. The bomb from the air, no matter how accurately aimed, could be no respecter of nationality. It killed where it struck and its proper target was Germany. S.O.E. proposed to render visits of the R.A.F. unnecessary elsewhere than to the Reich by accurately doing the bomb’s work from the ground within the occupied countries. Many lives would thus be saved. More than any of these things, the very fact that British men and women were prepared to come and live amongst them – and, if necessary, to die amongst them – would be for the oppressed a bright symbol of Great Britain’s unalterable purpose. One day the British armies would land again. In that day, the enemy would find the armed hand of all Europe turned against them and the road back to the Reich sown with death. That was the broad plan devised in London while exhausted soldiers slept like the dead, the salt and the sand of Dunkirk still on their boots.

For the moment – and for the moment only – the fountain-pen would have to be mightier than the plastic explosive.

As no purely military action was yet possible, it seemed right and proper that the project should be vicariously fathered by a Civilian Ministry and the first tentative stirrings took place under the roof of the Ministry of Economic Warfare in Berkeley Square. A number of commercial gentlemen went to Lisbon and a very few went to Madrid, Dublin, Stockholm and Berne. Their object was two-fold; it was not only to attune their ears to the voice of Europe but also to find means – either with a cheque-book or a garotte – of denying to the Germans those commodities which they most needed to wage war. Brown-paper parcels of tungsten, gold, radium, wolfram, diamonds, platinum et hoc genus omne were bandied about the cafés of Estoril, and men whose combined pay and allowances totalled less than a thousand a year stood on the conductor’s platform of Portuguese trams with the wealth of the Aztecs in their waistcoat pockets. A third and more diverting duty was the dissemination of anecdotes which showed up the Führer and his associates in a humorous or equivocal light. But it was a frustrating, bloodless way to fight a war and many an expatriate Englishman, sipping his champagne cocktail in the neutral sunshine, longed for the ropes, the stabbing knives and the burnt cork of the Commandos.

In preparation for the more active future, certain data were being collected at home. Elderly and retired business men who had built or equipped or managed factories in any part of Europe were surprised to receive visits from knowledgeable strangers who sought what appeared to be irrelevant information. Where exactly was the telephone exchange in a certain bacon factory in Copenhagen? The condenser in those silk mills in Lyons, could it be pointed out on this blueprint? How and precisely where did the points cross in this stretch of line; and the overseer of the locomotive repair shop, what was his character and is it true that his wife was machine-gunned on the road between Paris and Orleans? While a list of people and targets was being compiled at home, a vitally important question was put to the gentlemen in Lisbon, Madrid and Berne. How stood the name of England to-day among the patriots of France?
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