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INTRODUCTION


With the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 many European women embraced the opportunity to support their individual countries in their time of desperate need. Those who were fit and able took over the industrial and agricultural work that was traditionally seen as a male domain. Others worked on the front line as military nurses or in the transport sections of the fighting forces. Yet another, smaller and more select group of women actually worked behind enemy lines. These special services women were trained as secret agents and established underground Resistance movements across Europe. They provided such movements with crucial intelligence information, dynamite and armaments, radio equipment, secret hideaways, food and clothing. They guided Allied bombers into enemy-occupied territories, led raids on Gestapo headquarters and sabotaged rail and communication networks. They were in essence a vital, and for the most part secret, component of the war effort.


This book tells the story of one such woman, an incredible and courageous individual who became the first woman to receive both the British George Cross and the French Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur for her courage in the face of the enemy. Born in Amiens as Odette Marie Celine Brailly she assumed a variety of names during the course of her war service. Yet she was universally known to both the British and French public in the post-war years simply as Odette. At a time when it was rare for a woman to step out of the domestic environment, let alone engage in dangerous undercover war work, Odette had entered the brink of hell and survived against the odds to testify against her persecutors at the International Nazi War Crimes Tribunals in Hamburg. Her contribution to the war effort was deemed to be all the more remarkable because she was the mother of three small daughters.


Odette was a member of the Special Operations Executive (SOE), a British secret service organisation that was established to encourage underground covert resistance within enemy-occupied territories, and to gain vital information to assist the war effort. In the spring of 1943, while she was engaged in dangerous espionage work in Nazi-occupied France, Odette was arrested along with her supervisor, Captain Peter Churchill. En route to Fresnes prison she managed to convince her captors that she was married to her supervisor and that he was, in fact, closely related to the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. In total, Odette was subjected to fourteen Gestapo interrogations and brutal torture. All her toenails were pulled out and her back was scorched with red hot irons; yet she clung rigidly to her fabricated story about her supervisor, and also refused to disclose the whereabouts of another British agent and a radio officer. Significantly for the intelligence service, she succeeded in deflecting attention away from her ‘husband’ by claiming that he was only in France at her request, and knew nothing of her activities with the French Resistance. Nevertheless, her refusal to co-operate with her captors had severe consequences, and Odette was subsequently condemned to death on two counts by a Gestapo court at Avenue Foch. However, on hearing this news, she had simply replied politely: ‘Then you will have to make up your mind on which count I am to be executed, because I can only die once!’


Incensed Gestapo officers quickly responded to her insolence by transferring Odette from Fresnes prison in Paris to the notorious Ravensbrück concentration camp. Here Odette was kept in solitary confinement as a political prisoner to await her execution. Within the walls of this all-female camp the SS women guards ruled supreme. Each day and night they patrolled the confines of the camp with their vicious dogs and inflicted cruel and sadistic treatment on their despairing prisoners. It was during this nightmare period that Odette became fully aware of the horrors of the Holocaust and other Nazi atrocities.


Miraculously Odette survived her internment at Ravensbrück, and in 1946 she received her honours from Britain and France. They were, she insisted, accepted on behalf of all the gallant women who had worked within the Special Operations Executive. But despite her own deep sense of humility, Odette became a celebrated heroine on both sides of the Channel. Furthermore, a major film about her war time exploits, starring Dame Anna Neagle, was released in 1950. Thus for a considerable time, Odette remained the darling of the British popular press. But the story of Odette is not without controversy. During the post-war years there were several officials who disbelieved her recollection of events and others who cast doubt on her personal and professional integrity. There were even some who fervently believed that she did not deserve to be the first woman to receive the George Cross medal. Subsequently, the organisation and administration of the SOE was also subjected to increased scrutiny and criticism, and a negative wave of publicity threatened to destroy Odette’s peace of mind along with her gallant reputation. But the prolonged media attention and controversy made her even more determined to defend not only her own honour, but also that of her comrades, since the role of women in war was deliberately downplayed by many who supported the notion of a patriarchal society in the post-war years. At times it appeared that Odette was on a one-woman mission to emphasise the role of female SOE agents, and to ensure that these women and their brave sacrifices were respectfully remembered.


This book, therefore, highlights not only the danger and excitement of espionage work, along with the determination of all those who were involved with Resistance work, but also the warmth, generosity, intelligence and sense of humour of its heroine. Ultimately, the story of Odette demonstrates the enduring, eternal and uplifting nature of the human spirit. Ten years before her death in 1995, she stressed once more that most of the women who suffered profoundly at the hands of the Gestapo did not survive to tell their own stories. She strongly believed that her own personal experiences should be recorded for future generations. The memory of Odette’s fallen comrades remained with her throughout her life, and she stated categorically on numerous occasions that: ‘My story is also their story.’ It is hoped that through the pages of this book Odette’s experiences will, to some extent, illuminate the lives of the comrades she never forgot. Furthermore, as far as possible, Odette’s moving and memorable story is told in her own words using extracts from her oral history testimonies and personnel files. The riveting story of Odette is primarily an account of dangerous political intrigue in Nazi-occupied France, intertwined with the fascinating personal experiences of an extraordinarily determined and courageous young woman.


Sources


The primary research material for this book consists mainly of Odette’s oral history testimonies and her recently opened Special Operations Executive personnel files. (These files were opened in 2004 and can be found at The National Archive in Richmond, London.) This material is supplemented with other primary source documents that have been obtained in Britain and France. J. Tickell’s fictionalised biography of Odette should also be mentioned. It was published as Odette: the Story of a British Spy in 1949.
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CHILDHOOD YEARS


Europe during the late nineteenth century was characterised by rapid industrialisation, wars of unification, a quest for colonial expansion, newly emerging ideologies such as nationalism and socialism, and a steadily increasing population. Epidemics were rife, and scientific discoveries and Darwin’s theory of evolution had prompted an almost obsessive preoccupation with the health and fitness of individual nations. Due to a fundamental misapplication of evolutionary theory, colonial conquest, wars and disease were all viewed as part of an essential global struggle that ensured the survival of the strongest of human races. Some scientists even believed that wars were vital because they supposedly acted as a purification process that eliminated inferior beings. By the turn of the century, nationalism had usurped both liberalism and socialism to become the dominant ideology across the continent, and nations forged a system of alliances in preparation for war. The German economy grew rapidly stronger, and fuelled by intense waves of nationalism the Kaiser embarked on a policy of Welpolitik in order to gain colonies for his country. An Anglo-German naval arms race began, and France became England’s closest political ally. Events in Russia and Serbia also contributed to the increasing tension. Thus, by the time Odette Marie Celine Brailly made her entry into the world, in Amiens on 28 April 1912, a tumultuous Europe was already preparing for a major conflict. Her father Gaston Brailly had been secretly wishing for a son, but he quickly became besotted with his first-born child. Odette resembled her mother Yvonne, and was a very attractive baby, with deep brown eyes and fine curly hair. Gaston did not have to wait long for his secret wish to be granted, as Odette’s brother Louis was born barely a year later.


The siblings were emotionally very close, despite the fact that their temperaments were as different as chalk and cheese. They were also reasonably obedient children, perhaps because the whole family were strict Catholics. Their mother Yvonne was a young, slender, petite woman with deep-set brown eyes and angular features. By nature she was reserved and painfully shy. In contrast, their father Gaston was, by all accounts, a proud, intelligent but volatile man with a finely tuned sense of justice. He had worked tirelessly in a tedious but secure position in a local bank until the First World War broke out in 1914. Then, like many of his fellow countrymen, he volunteered for military service. His innate intelligence and character ensured that he was often extremely critical of his superior officers, and of French military strategy. Consequently his commanders regarded him as subversive and potentially mutinous. Although his superiors in the 52nd Regiment of Infantry undoubtedly regarded him as a disruptive influence, his military career was littered with numerous exploits of extreme courage. Indeed, Sergeant Gaston Brailly died a hero. During the battle of Verdun two of his soldiers went missing; refusing to continue to a safe position without them, he went back to the front line. He eventually discovered them lying in agony, groaning from the pain that had been inflicted upon them by their severe wounds. But, as he attempted to drag the men back to the safety of their platoon, they received a direct hit from a shell that claimed the lives of all three. Gaston was killed just thirty days before the Armistice of 11 November 1918, and was duly awarded the Croix de Guerre and the Médaille Militaire for his courage on the field of battle. His young wife Yvonne was left to bring up Odette and Louis alone.


Lest they forget their father and his sense of heroic duty to France and his comrades, both children were taken to Gaston’s graveside in La Madeline cemetery every Sunday by their paternal grandparents. Neither of the latter believed that the Armistice marked the end of a war to end all wars. In fact, both of these staunch Picardy folk firmly expected the Germans to initiate another world war during their lifetimes, despite political optimism to the contrary and the presence of a newly formed League of Nations. They constantly reminded their grandchildren of the handsome, eager French soldiers who had departed for war full of youth and vigour, only to be returned to their homes dismembered, disfigured and disillusioned. Too many fathers, sons, husbands and brothers had been taken to early graves by the prolonged and utterly miserable conflict. Others, they said, were physically, emotionally and psychologically damaged beyond repair; men whose permanent, silent and catatonic expressions were only broken by intermittent screams of terror as they were momentarily transported to the horrors of the battlefield. Those who were not obviously suffering from shell shock or dismemberment often bore the deep but invisible scars of chemical warfare. These unseen lesions on the lungs killed them slowly and painfully, a long time after the hostilities of the First World War had ceased. As Odette recalled, she and her brother were never allowed to forget these men who had given so much for France and the world.


My family had always lived on the battlefields of war. I was brought up with the image of my father who had been a very brave man. Every Sunday after church I was taken with my brother to his grave. My grandfather used to say, ‘in another twenty years there will be another war and it will be your duty, both of you, to do as well as your father did.’ Of course, I listened to this for years. I was always brought up with a sense of duty. I was not war minded, but the seed was there, that like my father, when the time came, I had to do what I could.1


On Christmas Day 1918 a picture of Gaston smiling in his full military regalia was positioned in pride of place on the living-room mantle-piece. Festivities were quiet and reflective with occasional outbursts of tears from the subdued women and bewildered children. But with a fixed determination and a good deal of stoical inner strength it was Grandfather Brailly who successfully rallied the family to focus on the future. He had never been inclined towards the destructive emotion of self-pity and firmly believed that there was probably some rhyme or reason behind whatever life threw at him. Perhaps, he reasoned to himself in his more thoughtful moments, these challenging life events were dictated by a greater being for the education of the soul. His Catholic upbringing strongly supported this view and he saw no reason to argue with the wisdom of God. He was a meticulously clean, tall and upright gentleman of impeccable manners and kindly disposition – though he did not suffer fools gladly, and always gave the appearance of an overly strict patriarch whose authority could not be questioned. He had a fashionable well-trimmed moustache, sturdy figure, kind deep brown eyes and a sprinkling of grey hair, and he hid his sorrow well. There was no doubt in his mind that God or fate had dealt him a severe blow. But he consoled himself continually with the thought that his son was a national hero. He had died honourably trying to save the lives of others. During the wet, blustery Amiens winters, when the family huddled around the warmth of a roaring fire, he would embrace and patiently reassure his grieving wife of this fact. As the months passed and the initial pain of his loss was dulled he took quiet delight in noticing the same lopsided smile of his son flickering across the face of Odette. Then he marvelled that the serious expression and frown lines he remembered so well from the heated political discussions he had shared with Gaston were clearly visible across the furrowed brow of young Louis. There were times when his son seemed almost palpable in the idiosyncrasies of his offspring. However, both children differed dramatically in their looks and temperament.


Louis was strong, lively, outgoing and energetic, whereas Odette was an introverted, temperamental and somewhat sickly child. The moment any virus inhabited her body it seemed to stay for the duration and inflict maximum damage upon her small physique. But at least the family had managed to survive the devastating 1918 influenza pandemic that had claimed the lives of 25 million people across Europe. Throughout her childhood, Odette’s immune system was considered to be weak. Indeed, many of her earlier days were spent looking out of her bedroom window from her sickbed. In addition to fighting a seemingly continual flood of minor illnesses, Odette contracted poliomyelitis at the age of seven. This condition left her totally blind for three and a half years and paralysed for over a year. Speaking of this difficult period Odette credited her grandfather for cultivating her strength of mind.


I had a wonderful grandfather who did not suffer weaklings very easily. One had to learn to endure pain and suffering. Even when I was blind he was absolutely marvellous and would never accept that I could not be as clever and as good at everything as I could be.2


There was no doubt that during her prolonged periods of illness and distress Odette’s grandfather was a rock of dependability. He studiously ignored her stubborn sullenness and frequent outbursts of rage because he knew that they were born of childish frustration and despair. He patiently coaxed her to play the piano and fostered her love of Chopin and Mozart. He was extremely tough with her, instantly squashing the seemingly inevitable sense of gloom and self-pity that reared its ugly head from time to time. Her grandmother was equally firm, and insisted on teaching her granddaughter to bake bread and clean the house like any other Picardy girl. Between them they encouraged her strong wilful nature, believing that her stubbornness and volatile outbursts would, in some way, offset the restrictions of her sickly physical disposition. They had also, perhaps unwittingly, nurtured Odette’s own indomitable and steely determination to overcome adversity.


In the meantime, Odette’s mother Yvonne diligently traipsed the streets of Amiens in the hope of finding a medical specialist and a cure for her daughter’s blindness. Just when all hope seemed to be lost, an unlikely cure emerged as a result of a visit to an aged and eccentric local herbalist. Yvonne was highly dubious of the man’s credentials, dressed as he was in old, grimy clothes, and displaying an unnerving habit of talking quietly and quickly to himself as he brewed his foul-smelling concoctions. He lived in a narrow back street and his standard of hygiene left a lot to be desired. Apparently, even his neighbours gave him a very wide berth when they saw him out shopping for his potions or wandering around in the woods and fields collecting his herbs. His constant muttering both alarmed and disturbed them. But Yvonne was ready to try anything by this stage.


Over the previous three years she had already paid numerous, but quite useless, visits to spanking clean medical clinics with their neatly laid-out modern equipment. They had all been inhabited by doctors with clear credentials who had displayed long arrays of letters after their names; yet with all their combined medical knowledge they had not been able to devise a cure. Thus, with a growing sense of desperation she had found herself at her wits’ end and reluctantly placing her faith in a muttering old man. But once he had peered and prodded Odette several times and asked Yvonne numerous questions, he had triumphantly produced a bottle of opaque liquid. He then proceeded to issue a set of strict instructions as to the application of his ‘medicine’ and a stern warning not to let the light back into Odette’s eyes too quickly. Yvonne had politely expressed her thanks for the consultation and had paid the man a few francs. In truth, she had very little faith in the miniature bottle of liquid she had wrapped in a handkerchief and placed in her small brown bag. There was considerable surprise and joy in the Brailly household therefore, when only two weeks after this consultation Odette was able to make out the outlines of faces and furniture. Gradually, over the following weeks and months, her sight improved. Two years later her visual clarity was restored.


Odette recounted this story of her childhood battle with poliomyelitis and blindness as accurately as she could; but it is possible that her sight may have returned without the help of the backstreet herbalist. Poliomyelitis often produced encephalopathy, which could be accompanied by blindness. Once the poliomyelitis virus had run its course the swelling in the brain eventually subsided and sight was sometimes restored. Odette’s herbal treatment may simply have coincided with the time at which the swelling in her brain was subsiding naturally. Nevertheless, her ‘miracle cure’ resulted in an unshakeable faith in the elderly herbalist, who was successfully consulted once again some time later when Odette contracted rheumatic fever. This particular illness confined her to bed for the whole of one summer and left her extremely weak. The herbalist was able to effect a dramatic improvement in her condition by teaching her special exercises for her joints and administering a mixture of foul-smelling potions. At this point in her life her brother Louis was dispatched to school in Lycée, and, at the end of the summer when she had recovered from rheumatic fever, Odette was sent to the convent of St Thérèse.


Odette’s sickly disposition was often a topic of family discussion, and the elders in the Brailly family believed the stronger air of Normandy would in some way strengthen her health and nurture her in a way that the damp climate of Amiens could not. Yvonne was inclined to agree, and in 1925 she settled in a house in Saint Sens and a year later moved to Boulogne. By the time she was fourteen, therefore, Odette was living in Boulogne with her mother. Her face and body had gained some much-needed weight and her health had indeed improved. Louis remained in school in Lycée but joined them for holidays. The siblings spent their vacation periods rock climbing, exploring the rugged coastline and watching the English tripper ships travel to and fro across the Channel.


As young children they had gradually developed affection for the English. During the First World War their home had often been occupied by wounded English soldiers. Most of these had been nursed back to health by their mother and grandmother. Odette and Louis remembered vividly that when these soldiers were fully recovered, they would bounce them on their knees, laugh and play with them. Odette in particular loved their impeccable manners and soft spoken voices.


During their summers in Boulogne brother and sister would mimic the English accents, laugh at their clothes and discuss English and French history. The siblings always remained close but Odette developed an increasing desire for solitude as she grew older. Subsequently, she began to wander the cliffs of Normandy alone and immerse herself in the peace and tranquillity of the coastal countryside. Perhaps because of her previous years of enforced blindness, changing seasons were noted with relish and keen observation. No tree in blossom, budding flower or blade of grass escaped her fond attention. It was as though her earlier period of imposed darkness had made her appreciate every subtle beauty nature had to offer. Long country walks increased her stamina and her health continued to improve dramatically. As she walked, random thoughts about creation and other deep philosophical questions drifted, undisturbed, in and out of her mind. Gradually she found herself staring out towards the silver sea more frequently, and by the time she was sixteen Odette had made up her mind that she wanted to marry an Englishman and experience what life was like on the other side of the Channel. Furthermore, being a decidedly strong-willed young girl, she informed her mother accordingly!


Yvonne Brailly took her daughter’s vow to marry an Englishman in her stride, since there was certain logic in her plan if she genuinely wanted to live in England. Besides, she knew her children well and had no doubt whatsoever that her daughter would follow a path of her own choosing. Even her school reports suggested as much. As far as she could tell, the nuns had observed her daughter and recorded her character traits with a great deal of accuracy. They had noted her intelligence, sense of humour and enthusiasm for life, along with her extreme obstinacy, occasional petulance and wilful determination. All these traits were marked in her final end of year report. The nuns had also observed with a hint of amusement that she was unlikely to embark on an ecclesiastical career! Yvonne meanwhile had recognised that in addition to her scholarly prowess Odette was accomplished in the art of cooking and in needlework. Nevertheless, she did not immerse herself in domestic duties very often, preferring instead to roam the countryside every evening until darkness descended.


In 1930 Odette passed through the imposing iron school gates for the last time. She was eighteen years old; yet her face still had the appearance of an eight-year-old. Although she had grown tall and had a slim, well-proportioned figure, her face displayed the chubby cheeks of childhood. These overly full cheeks, dark brown deep-set wide eyes, a lopsided grin and long wavy brown hair conspired to preserve her childhood appearance. This childlike façade was reinforced by a disarming naivety that belied her strong, intelligent nature.


Most evenings Odette would write in her journal. During this nightly ritual she usually recorded the details of her evening walks. She knew the coastline intimately and loved all of the seasonal changes, but spring was her favourite. The spring of 1930 was a special time for Odette. As she noted new flower shoots, buds on tree branches and other signs of new life awakening from the hibernation of a dreary, cold and predictably wet winter, she would ponder her future. She now considered herself to be a woman and her mind would sift through a list of attributes that her potential husband should possess. These included: being English, of course; a nice smile; a deep and sincere English voice; a kindly disposition; a good sense of humour; strong moral fibre; dependability; intelligence; and good dress sense.


With a disarming level of straightforward innocence and optimism Odette truly did believe that, by merely making a wish list, God or the universe would automatically deliver the goods. On this occasion her faith was well placed, for in the summer of that same year a romance blossomed between the young Odette and an Englishman called Roy Sansom. He was the son of a British officer who had been billeted with the Brailly family during the war and had returned to Normandy to improve his knowledge of the French language. Roy worked in the hotel industry and discreet checks on his background revealed no obvious character weaknesses. According to Grandmother Brailly, weak men were prone to gambling, alcoholism and womanising. Some women she had observed had been unfortunate enough to marry a man with all three of these vices! They were a constant source of worry, poverty and distress to a good many women. Fortunately, Roy Sansom was refined and restrained in his habits, although he was considerably older than his wife-to-be. This was Odette’s first real romance and she was quite in awe of the Englishman. Their courtship was remarkably brief, and at the tender age of nineteen, in 1931, Odette married Roy at the Church of Saint Pierre. But despite her impatience for a new life in England she had to wait another year before she was taken across the Channel.


Notes


1Imperial War Museum, oral history interview with Odette Hallowes, 1985.


2Ibid.
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ADOPTING ENGLAND


Odette’s journey to England eventually began shortly after the birth of her first daughter Francoise in 1932, and the Sansom family made their home in Kensington, London. A second daughter named Lily arrived in 1934, and a third named Marianne was born in 1936. However, while Odette was largely preoccupied with the joys of motherhood, political tension was increasing yet again across Europe. The roots of this particular tension lay firmly in the aftermath of the First World War. German politics had polarised sharply in 1918 and there was a very real threat of a socialist revolution in Germany at this time. Widespread poverty and starvation, the influenza pandemic and a rise in the number of people suffering from tuberculosis and venereal disease, overwhelmed a nation that was still smarting from the humiliation of defeat and the harsh conditions of the Treaty of Versailles. Political and economic stability was achieved for a time in the shape of a newly formed democratic Weimar Republic under the guidance of Stresseman. The latter expressed peaceful intentions and even took Germany into the League of Nations in 1925. Indeed, despite the fact that Stresseman was secretly rearming Germany in preparation for another conflict, he nonetheless gave a fine speech to the League propounding Germany’s peaceful intentions. All German stability collapsed when he died a few weeks before the Wall Street Crash of 1929. During the uncertain years of the Great Depression that followed, the German people increasingly turned to the new ideology of fascism, in the vain hope that fascists would restore Germany to her former glory. Thus, with his sinister hatred of Jews, gypsies, homosexuals and what he termed to be the feeble-minded, the fascist leader of the Nazi party Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933. Subsequently, Germany was plunged into a moral abyss.


Odette read the newspapers avidly and listened anxiously to radio broadcasts. The changing political face of Europe was a source of constant concern. Civil war in Spain had resulted in a fascist victory for General Franco, and the Italians had embraced the fascist leader Mussolini. It seemed to Odette that right-wing dictatorships were destined to dominate the whole of Europe. Incredibly, some political commentators even welcomed these changes, believing that the march of fascism would stem the tide of socialism. Events in Germany were particularly disturbing as the Nazis burned books, persecuted Jews and threatened territorial expansion to the east. In an attempt to avoid another war, the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and his French counterpart Deladier decided to pursue a policy of appeasement towards Hitler. Both took the view that it was important to avoid conflict on humanitarian grounds. Besides which, neither Britain nor France was prepared for war. The economy of both countries had not recovered from the previous conflict and it would have been foolish not to have attempted a political compromise. At the very least, the policy of appeasement would buy Britain and France some valuable time in which to rearm for war. Furthermore, although both countries were deeply disturbed by the rampant anti-Semitism that had infiltrated German society at all levels, Hitler’s territorial demands did not seem particularly unreasonable at this time.


Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty Germany had been forced to relinquish an area of land called the Sudetenland to the state of Czechoslovakia. Hitler was demanding that this area should be returned to Germany. Chamberlain and Deladier both agreed that this was not an unreasonable request and the land was duly returned to German rule at the Munich Conference in 1938. Hitler firmly assured Chamberlain and Deladier that his territorial claims were restricted to the Sudetenland. British and French citizens alike heaved a collective sigh of relief and celebrated the successful negotiations with street parties. Then, without warning, the Nazis marched into Czechoslovakia in March 1939. Appeasement was dead. Like many others, Odette feared for her children and the future of Europe. But neither Britain nor France intended to stand by and let Hitler rampage across Europe and the former signed an Anglo-Polish agreement in August 1939. With this pact, the stage was set for war, since the agreement promised British military aid to Poland in the event of an invasion. Therefore, when Germany invaded Poland on 1 September 1939 as part of a planned strategy to gain German living space in the east, Britain and France responded by declaring war on Germany on 3 September.


Despite this declaration of war Britain was plunged into a strange limbo for a few months. This period became known as the ‘Phoney War’. Hitler’s attention was concentrated on Eastern Europe and nothing seemed to be happening in the west. Children, pregnant women and hospital patients were evacuated from the cities and resettled into the countryside; people practised gas mask drills and adhered to the blackout rules, cinemas were closed and young men and women were enlisted into the armed forces, but nothing of any note actually happened. In fact, more accidents happened because of the black-outs than because of war activity. Even ninety per cent of the evacuees were back home by Christmas. There were publicly voiced rumours that Chamberlain was still trying to negotiate a separate peace deal with Hitler, but Odette was unsure of the foundations for this gossip so gave the rumours little credence. Against all advice to the contrary she had chosen to remain in Kensington with her children when war was declared. Her husband Roy had been one of the first to enlist in the armed forces and Odette had simply adapted to his absence and focused on the needs of her children. Life appeared to continue much as it had done before Chamberlain’s declaration of war.


This ‘calm before the storm’ came to an abrupt end in April 1940 when the British were defeated in their Norwegian Campaign. There followed a rapid chain of events that shook the populations of Britain and France. On 10 May the Germans invaded the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. Neville Chamberlain resigned as British Prime Minister and was replaced by Winston Churchill. On 12 May the Germans put paid to the idea that they were only interested in expanding their territories eastwards and crossed the border into France. Between 26 May and 4 June British and French troops were hurriedly evacuated from Dunkirk. This process required nearly 900 ships, some of which were privately owned. Between them they ferried almost 340,000 troops back to Britain. By 14 June the Germans had taken over and gained control of Paris. Odette began to feel uneasy in her London home and continued to listen earnestly to the radio for news of France. Yet as she watched her children playing in Kensington Gardens, bathed in sunlight and swathed in the green leaves of summer, she still found it almost impossible to believe that the world was at war. Unsure of what she could do for the war effort at this stage, she gave away a family heirloom, her pride and joy:


I sent my French coffee pot to be melted and that was that, I tried to forget about it all for a moment.1


Britain had been lulled into a false sense of security by the Phoney War, but its population responded with great courage when the defence of the realm began in earnest. Morale was high and most British people complained more about the weather than they did about German bombs. The French leader Marshal Pétain was eighty-two years old and had little mental or physical strength with which to fight the Nazis. He surrendered France to Germany and formed an official government in Vichy in central France. Northern France was occupied by German forces while southern France was policed by the Gestapo and Vichy police. The Vichy government collaborated fully with the Nazis and also attempted to recruit young Frenchmen into the German armed forces.
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