



[image: Cover Image]






Also by Sonia Purnell


Just Boris: A Tale of Blond Ambition
First Lady: The Life and Wars of Clementine Churchill




Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-3490-1015-1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Copyright © Sonia Purnell 2019


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Map by Barking Dog Art


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




For Sue
1951 to 2017
Courage comes in many forms




 


‘The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.’


HANNAH ARENDT,


The Origins of Totalitarianism


‘It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls … ’


ROBERT F. KENNEDY,


speech at the University of Cape Town, 6 June 1966


‘The Resistance was a way of life … We see ourselves there utterly free … an unknown and unknowable version of ourselves, the kind of people no one can ever find again, who existed only in relation to unique and terrible conditions … to ghosts, or to the dead. [Yet] I would call that moment of my life: “Happiness”’.


JEAN CASSOU,


Toulouse Resistance leader and poet,


La Mémoire courte
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Prologue


France was falling. Burned-out cars, once strapped high with treasured possessions, were nosed crazily into ditches. Their beloved cargoes of dolls, clocks and mirrors lay smashed around them and along mile upon mile of unfriendly road. Their owners, young and old, sprawled in the hot dust, were groaning or already silent. Yet the hordes just kept streaming past them, a never-ending line of hunger and exhaustion too fearful to stop for days on end.


Ten million women, children and old men were on the move, all fleeing Hitler’s tanks pouring across the border from the east and the north. Entire cities had uprooted themselves in a futile bid to escape the blitzkrieg that threatened to engulf them. The fevered talk was of German soldiers stripped to the waist in jubilation at the ease of their conquest. The air was thick with screams and smoke and the stench of the dead. The babies had no milk, and the aged fell where they stood. The horses drawing overladen farm carts sagged and snarled in their sweat-drenched agony. The French heatwave of May 1940 was witness to this, the largest refugee exodus of all time.


Day after day a solitary vehicle weaved its way through the crowd, a striking young woman at the wheel. Private Virginia Hall often ran low on fuel and medicines but still pressed on in her French Army ambulance towards the advancing enemy. She persevered even when the Stukas came screaming down to drop fifty-kilo bombs onto the convoys all around her, torching the cars and cratering the roads. Even when fighter planes swept over the treetops to machine-gun the ditches where women and children were trying to take cover from the carnage. Even though French soldiers were deserting their units, abandoning their weapons and running away, some in their tanks. Even when her left hip was shot through with pain from continually pressing down on the clutch with her prosthetic foot.


Now, at the age of thirty-four, her mission marked a turning point after years of cruel rejection. For her own sake as much as for the casualties she was picking up from the battlefields and ferrying to hospital, she could not fail again. There were many reasons why she was willingly risking her life far from home in aid of a foreign country when millions of others were giving up. Perhaps foremost among them was that it had been so long since she had felt so thrillingly alive. Disgusted at the cowardice of the deserters she could not understand why they would not continue the fight. But then she had so little to lose. The French still remembered sacrificing a third of their young menfolk to the Great War and a nation of widows and orphans was in no mood for more bloodshed. Virginia, though, intended to go on to the end, wherever the battle took her. She was prepared to take whatever risks, face down any dangers. Total war against the Third Reich might perversely offer her one last hope of personal peace.


Yet even this was as nothing to what was to come in a life that drew out into a Homeric tale of adventure, action and seemingly unfathomable courage. Virginia Hall’s service in the summer of 1940 was merely an apprenticeship for what soon became a near suicide mission against the tyranny of the Nazis and their puppets in France. She pioneered a daredevil role of espionage, sabotage and subversion in an era when women barely featured in the prism of heroism; when their part in combat was confined to the supportive and palliative. When disabled women – or men – were confined to staying at home and leading often narrow, unsatisfying lives. The fact that a young woman who had lost her leg broke through the tightest of constrictions and overcame prejudice and even hostility to help the Allies win the Second World War is astonishing. The fact that a female guerrilla leader of her stature remains so little known is incredible.


Yet that is perhaps how Virginia would have wanted it. She operated in the shadows, where she was happiest. Even to her closest allies in France, she seemed to have no home or family or regiment, merely a burning desire to defeat the Nazis. They knew neither her real name or her nationality, nor how she had arrived in their midst. Constantly changing in looks and demeanour, surfacing without notice across whole swathes of France only to disappear again as suddenly – she remained an enigma throughout the war and in some ways after it too. Even now, tracing her story has involved three solid years of detective work, taking me from the National Archives in London via the Resistance files in Lyon and the parachute drop zones in the Haute-Loire to the judicial dossiers of Paris and even the white marble corridors of the CIA headquarters at Langley. My search led me through nine levels of security clearance and into the heart of today’s world of espionage; I have discussed the pressures of operating in enemy territory with former members of Britain’s special forces. I have tracked down files that have gone missing and discovered that others remain lost or unaccounted for. I have spent days drawing organigrams matching dozens of codenames with her scores of missions, months hunting down remaining extracts of those strange ‘disappeared’ papers, years digging out hundreds of forgotten documents and memoirs. Of course, the best guerrilla leaders do not intend to keep future historians happy by keeping perfect records of their overnight missions, and those that do exist are often patchy or contradictory. Where possible, I have stuck to the version of events as told by the people closest to them. At times, however, it has been as if Virginia and I have been playing our own game of cat and mouse; as if from the grave she remains, as she used to put it, ‘unwilling to talk’ about what she did.


Nor have governments made it easy to fill in the gaps. Scores of relevant documents are still classified for another generation – although I managed to have a number released to me with the invaluable aid of two former intelligence officers. Still more went up in flames in a devastating fire at the French National Archives in the 1970s, leaving an unfillable hole in the official accounts. Whole batches of papers at the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) in Washington, DC have apparently been mislaid or possibly mis-filed; a handy list of them apparently forgotten in a move between two buildings. Only 15 per cent of the original papers from Special Operations Executive – the British secret service that Virginia worked for from 1941 to 1944 – survive. Yet for all these challenges and twists and turns down dark and hidden alleys, Virginia’s story has never once disappointed: in fact, it has repeatedly turned out to be more extraordinary, its characters more vivid, its significance far greater than I could have imagined. She helped to change espionage and the views of women in warfare for ever – and the course of the fighting in France.


Virginia’s enemies were more cunning and deadly, her conduct more gallant and daring than in many a Hollywood blockbuster. And yet the swashbuckling tale is true and Virginia a real-life hero who simply kept going even when all seemed lost. The pitiless universe of deception and intrigue that she inhabited might have inspired Ian Fleming to create James Bond, yet she came closer to being the ultimate spy. Every bit as ruthless and wily as the fictional 007, she also understood the need to blend in and keep her distance from friend and foe alike. Where Bond was known by name to every baddie, she slipped past her enemies, unseen. Where Bond drove a flashy Aston Martin, she travelled by train or tram or, despite her disability, on foot. Where Fleming’s character seemed to rise effortlessly to the top, Virginia had to battle for every inch of recognition. Her struggle made her the great figure she became, one who survived, even thrived, in a clandestine life that broke many apparently far more suited to the job. No wonder today’s MI6 chief has revealed that he searches specifically for recruits who do not shout loud and show off but who have had to ‘fight to get on in life’.1


Virginia was a human being with the flaws, fears and insecurities of the rest of us – perhaps even more – but they helped her understand her enemies. Only once did her instincts let her down – with catastrophic consequences. For the most part, though, she conquered her demons and won the trust, admiration and ultimately gratitude of thousands in the process. Until the moment she retired in the 1960s from her post-war career in the CIA, she was a woman ahead of her times who has much to say to us now.


Controversy still rages about women fighting alongside men on the front line, but nearly eight decades ago Virginia was commanding men deep into enemy territory. She experienced six years of war in Europe in a way that very few other Americans did. She gambled again and again with her own life, not out of a fervent nationalism but for the love and respect for the freedoms of another land. She blew up bridges and tunnels and tricked, traded and, like Commander Bond, she had a licence to kill. What she pursued was a very modern form of warfare based on propaganda, deceit and the formation of an enemy within to topple a regime – techniques now increasingly familiar to us all. But her goals were noble: she wanted to protect rather than destroy, to restore liberty rather than remove it. She neither pursued fame nor glory, nor was she really granted it.


This is not a military account of the battle for France, nor an analysis of the shifting shapes of espionage or the evolving role of special forces, although they of course provide a rich and dramatic background to Virginia’s tale. This book is rather an attempt to reveal how one woman really did help turn the tide of history. How adversity and rejection and suffering can sometimes turn into resolve and ultimately triumph, even against the backdrop of a brutal and horrifying conflict that casts its long shadows over the way we live today. How women can step out of the construct of conventional femininity to defy all the stereotypes, if only they are given the chance. And how the desperate urgencies of war can open up opportunities that normal life keeps closed.


Of course Virginia did not work alone. The supporting cast of doctors, prostitutes, farmers’ wives, teachers, booksellers and policemen have been forgotten, but often paid dearly for their valour. Just as what they did for the cause was inspired in part by lofty romance and ideals, so also were they aware that failure or capture meant a lonely and grisly death. Some of the Third Reich’s most venal and terrifying figures were obsessed by Virginia and her networks and strove tirelessly to eliminate her and the whole movement she helped to create. But when the hour of France’s liberation came in 1944, the secret armies she equipped, trained and sometimes directed defied expectations and helped bring about complete and final victory for the Allies. Even that, though, was not enough for her.




Chapter One


The Dream


Mrs Barbara Hall thought she had it all worked out. She had raised her youngest child and only daughter, Virginia, born on 6 April 1906, in the expectation of an advantageous marriage. As an ambitious young secretary in the previous century, Barbara had triumphed by marrying her boss Edwin Lee Hall (known as Ned), a wealthy Baltimore banker and cinema owner, and never wanted to look back. Such a steep social elevation had, even according to her own family, made her ‘snooty’. After all, Ned’s father, John


W. Hall, may have run away to sea at the age of nine on one of the family’s sailing ships, but he had gone on to marry an heiress and become president of the First National Bank. John’s brother, Virginia’s great-uncle Robert, had been the grandest grandee of the exclusive Maryland Jockey Club. Barbara saw how the senior Halls led a fancy life – the hallway of their opulent Baltimore townhouse was reputedly wide enough to turn round a coach and horses – and wanted the same. But Ned had, to Barbara’s frustration, failed to maintain the family fortune, let alone enlarge it, and now the Halls’ domestic arrangements were more modest. Ned and Barbara’s family house at Boxhorn Farm in Maryland was genteel but did not have central heating and pumped its water in from a stream. Their apartment in central Baltimore, although elegant, was only rented. It was Virginia’s duty to haul the family back up to the Halls’ former social heights by marrying money.


In her old life, Barbara had watched Virginia being chased by well-to-do young suitors with maternal satisfaction. Such was her appeal that Virginia was known to her friends at her posh private school, Roland Park Country, as Donna Juanita. Tall and rangy with sparkly nut-brown eyes and a melting smile (when she chose to use it), she was unusually spirited and presented an irresistible challenge for those young men who dreamed of taming her. Virginia held such displays of male ardour in contempt, however, and would assert her independence by wearing tomboy trousers and checked shirts whenever she could. ‘I must have liberty,’ she proclaimed in her school leavers’ book in 1924, ‘withal as large a charter as I please.’ Little she said or did accorded to her mother’s great plan.


Virginia took pleasure in defying convention. She hunted with a rifle, skinned rabbits, rode horses bareback and once wore a bracelet of live snakes to school. Just like her sea-going grandfather, it was clear that the fearless young Dindy, as her family called her, yearned for adventure even if it meant enduring discomfort. The fact that Roland Park Country pursued a Dickensian insistence on keeping its windows open, even in below-freezing weather – meaning the girls took their lessons in coats, gloves and hats – seems not to have bothered her at all.


Dindy described herself as ‘cantankerous and capricious’1 – a view shared by her classmates who nevertheless also recognised her gifts for organising and initiative. They viewed her as their natural leader and voted her in as their class president, editor-in-chief, captain of sports and even ‘Class Prophet’. Her elder brother John studied chemistry at the University of Iowa and then dutifully went to work with his father as had been envisaged since birth. By contrast Virginia liked to explore pastures new, encouraging her classmates to expect from her nothing less than the unexpected. Considered by her peers at school the most ‘original’ among them – an accolade she evidently enjoyed – she admitted that she strove to live ‘up to her reputation at all times’.2 If Ned was indulgent of this unconventional outlook, then Barbara had quite different views. Mrs Hall was intent on her daughter forsaking her interest in adventure for the greater prize of a rich husband and a fashionable household. At the age of nineteen Virginia dutifully became engaged and appeared destined for the narrow life of many other society women reaching adulthood in the 1920s.


However eligible her fiancé might have been in her mother’s eyes, Virginia still bridled at his entitlement and cheating. Yes, young ‘ladies’ such as Virginia had long been expected to defer to their menfolk, but now rebellion was in the air, with the advent in Baltimore as elsewhere of the independence-loving flappers. They were a new breed of young women who broke the Prohibition on drinking and scandalised their elders by cutting their hair short, smoking and dancing to jazz. They rejected the one-sided restrictions of traditional marriage and were taking a more active role in politics, not least because in 1920 (after a century of protests) American women had been granted the vote. Virginia now looked around her: home life was stifling but the world outside seemed to offer enticing new freedoms. And so – to her fiancé’s evident indignation – she ditched him. (It turned out to be the right call as he later reputedly went through three unhappy and adulterous marriages.)


Virginia may have shared her mother’s sense of vaulting ambition, but she began to direct it towards a career and exploring the world rather than bagging a feckless husband, however well-heeled. Barbara had seemingly had little choice in her youth but to work as a secretary – few other options were open to a single woman of modest fortune in the late nineteenth century. She was now mystified by her daughter’s desire for a job instead of a lifetime of married leisure, but Virginia’s regular family trips to Europe as a child and the influence of her crisply dressed German nanny had inspired a hunger for independent travel. She had excelled at languages at school and dreamed of using them to meet what she termed ‘interesting’ people by becoming an ambassador, apparently undeterred by the fact that such exalted positions had hitherto always been reserved for men. Dindy was set on proving herself an equal in a masculine world. To that end it was her doting father, to whom she was unusually close, who allowed her to spend the next seven years studying at five prestigious universities.


She had begun in 1924 in Cambridge, Massachusetts, at Radcliffe (now part of Harvard) but the bluestocking atmosphere bored her and in 1925 she moved to the more metropolitan Barnard College in Manhattan where she enjoyed the theatres on Broadway. She was still conscious, however, that after dispatching one suitor she was expected to conform and quickly catch another suitable husband. She failed to find one. Nor did Virginia impress her tutors, who noted her down as ‘an average student’ who failed to participate in campus life or turn up to physical education classes. French and maths were her favourite subjects (she loathed Latin and theology) but although she left in ‘good standing’ her grades were mainly Cs and she did not graduate. She knew she required a college education but was now anxious to begin her life in the real world. Barnard was perhaps still too much like home for her to thrive.


Paris seemed to offer wider horizons and she persuaded her parents that she would do better if only she could go abroad. Like many well-to-do East Coast Americans before and after her, Virginia viewed the French capital as the elegant gateway to liberation. Hundreds of young Americans boarded Cunard liners for Europe every week sending back word on how fashionable women in Paris – the so-called garçonnes – were positively expected to be independent, athletic and androgynous in appearance and to work and love as they pleased. So in 1926 the twenty-year-old Virginia moved to the other side of the Atlantic from her mother’s wearying disappointment to enrol at the École Libre des Sciences Politiques on the Rive Gauche at the height of the so-called Années Folles. In place of Prohibition and racial segregation, she found a thrillingly diverse art, literary and music scene that drew in such writers as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gertrude Stein and Ernest Hemingway and the legendary black dancer Josephine Baker (famous for her charleston performances at the Folies Bergère and later for her service in the Resistance). In the cafés of Saint-Germain and the jazz clubs of Montmartre, Virginia met actresses, racing drivers, intellectuals and budding politicians. The adventurous young woman from Baltimore smoked, drank and danced with them all, far more enthralled by what she learned from her new friends in France than from her teachers. Here, she felt free at last to be herself.


This freewheeling lifestyle continued when she moved in autumn 1927 to the Konsular Akademie university in Vienna to study languages, economics and the press. In contrast to her time in New York she coasted in her classes, achieving the required grades with the minimum of effort and finding plenty of time to revel in the city’s frantic round of parties. Tall, slender and now elegantly attired in the latest European fashions, Virginia attracted plenty of male attention, especially from a dashing Polish army officer called Emil who escorted her on romantic walks along the banks of the Danube. He adored her as a free spirit and in so doing won her heart in a way that no one had before, but Ned (seemingly egged on by Barbara) took exception to his uncertain origins and the idea of his daughter settling in Europe for good and forbade her from seeing him again. Although distraught, the normally wilful Virginia obeyed her beloved Ned (as she also called him) and broke off the unofficial engagement. She kept a photo of Emil for some time afterwards but her independence ran only so far. She never saw her lover again, and was later to discover that he had probably perished in spring 1940, one of thousands of Polish officers executed in cold blood by Russia’s secret police during the Second World War and buried in mass graves in the forest at Katyn.


Once she got over her heartbreak, Virginia left Europe a very different woman to the one who had set sail in 1926. She carried with her not only a degree at last, but a burning belief in female emancipation. Those three carefree years instilled in her a deep and abiding love of France and the freedoms its people had offered her. That passion was to withstand all the barbarity that was to come and drove her to put her life on the line to defend what she would call her second country. She had also honed her collection of five foreign languages – most usefully French and German but also Spanish, Italian and Russian – although she was never able to shake off her American drawl. She had, however, become unusually well-versed in European culture, geography and most of all politics. When she was in Vienna she saw fascist groups on the rampage during outbreaks of bloody political unrest. On trips over the border she witnessed Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist Party rising fast in popularity on the back of his pledge to put Germany first, with his Nuremberg rallies becoming massive displays of Nazi paramilitary power. In nearby Italy, the dictator Benito Mussolini had already declared war on democracy itself back in 1925 and had been building up a police state ever since. She was thus witness to the dark clouds of nationalism gathering on the horizon. Peace in Europe and Virginia’s intoxicating belle vie de Paris were already under threat.


Dindy returned home to Maryland and Boxhorn Farm in July 1929, shortly before the family fortune was wiped out in the Wall Street Crash and the Depression that followed. John lost his job in the now-beleaguered family construction and finance business and the general gloom appears to have affected Virginia’s graduate studies in French and economics at George Washington University in Washington, DC. Her attendance was erratic but her grades sufficient to apply to the State Department to become a professional diplomat, still her fervent dream. With the confidence of youth – plus her languages and extensive academic study – she expected to succeed in the requisite entrance exam. The fact that only six out of fifteen hundred Foreign Service officers were women should have been due warning. The rejection was quick and brutal.


The high echelons of the State Department seemed unwilling to welcome women into their ranks, she told her friend Elbridge Durbrow, but refusing to countenance defeat she planned to ‘enter by the back door’.3 In the meantime, she would try to support her father as he lurched from one business calamity to another, agonised by the plight of the thousands now out of work and facing the prospect of personal ruin. On 22 January 1931, as he emerged from his office in downtown Baltimore, Ned collapsed on the pavement from a massive cardiac arrest and died a few hours later. His loss at just fifty-nine was a cruel blow to his family, and perhaps Virginia most of all. He had doted on his daring young Dindy, indulging her fondness for traditionally male pursuits such as hunting, even buying his daughter her own gun. Now he had gone, and so had much of the money. John and his wife and two children moved in with Barbara at Boxhorn Farm to cut costs, and Virginia was expected to live a quiet life with them. Such a claustrophobic arrangement was tolerable only for so long, however, and she was soon applying for jobs. After seven months stuck at home, in August 1931 Virginia was impatiently on her way to a clerk’s job in the American embassy in Warsaw. It paid two thousand dollars a year, a respectable salary and a third higher than the median household income of mid-Depression America when many families were on the breadline. She had also finally broken out of Baltimore and into the ranks of the State Department. But for all her studying and high expectations it was as a secretary, just like her mother.


Virginia nevertheless made an instant impression, conducting her duties – coding and decoding telegrams, dealing with the post, processing diplomatic visas and dispatching reports back to Washington on the increasingly tense political situation – with notable intelligence and initiative. Warsaw was a vibrant city with the largest Jewish population in Europe but Poland, an independent state only since the end of the Great War, was precariously squeezed between the two muscular powers of Germany and Russia and its future was uncertain. It was an instructive time and place, and her sympathies for the Poles were no doubt heightened by memories of her love affair with Emil. It may also be that in having been trained in coding she got her first intriguing glimpse of the intelligence world. She certainly felt her extensive studies and experience were being wasted behind a typewriter. So a year later she asked for and received her bosses’ backing – including that of Elbridge Durbrow, who was now her vice-consul – to apply to retake the diplomatic corps entrance exam. She was particularly confident about the oral test, in which she had proved herself an outstanding candidate, scoring 100 per cent the first time round. Virginia knew she was at her most compelling and impressive in person. Yet mysteriously the oral paper questions never turned up and so she missed the deadline for the application. Just as she thought she was finally about to be accepted into the core of the State Department, she was cast out again.


In her frustration she applied seven months later to transfer to Smyrna (now Izmir) in Turkey – a perfect posting for someone with her love of the outdoor life because of its proximity to the lagoons and salt marshes of the Gediz Delta, famous for their pelicans and flamingos. Her official duties when she arrived in April 1933 were no more exalted than in Warsaw, and indeed politically Smyrna was of less strategic interest. It was in this unlikely spot, however, that an adventurous if perhaps still naive young woman was forged into a figure of exceptional fortitude; it was here that fate dealt Virginia a hand that would change her life. What happened here, where the Gediz River flows into the sparkling Aegean Sea, would help shape a distant nation’s future in a war that was still six years away.


Soon after her arrival Virginia began organising groups of friends for snipe-shooting expeditions in the marshes. Friday 8 December dawned clear and mild as she prepared for another day of sport, taking the treasured 12-bore shotgun she had been given by her late father. There were plenty of the party’s long-billed quarry that day and there was high excitement amongst the group, although snipe were always difficult birds to shoot on the wing because of their erratic pattern of flight. Ever competitive, perhaps it was Virginia’s eagerness to be the first to bag one of the famously well-camouflaged birds that distracted her and also persuaded her not to apply the safety catch. Either way, it was as she climbed over a wire fence running through the tall reeds of the wetlands that Virginia stumbled. As she fell her gun slipped off her shoulder and got caught in her ankle-length coat. She reached out to grab it but in doing so fired a round at point-blank range into her left foot.


A creeping slick of blood stained the muddy delta waters around her as she collapsed into unconsciousness. The injury was serious – the round she had fired was large, blunt and full of spherical lead pellets now embedded deep in her flesh. Her friends desperately sought to staunch the bleeding with an improvised tourniquet while they carried her to the car and dashed to the hospital back in town. The doctors in Smyrna acted quickly and for the next three weeks she appeared to rally and recover. Her friends – and the State Department headquarters in Washington – were relieved to be told that Virginia would be back to normal within a couple of months. What the local medics did not yet realise was that a virulent infection was seeping into the open wounds. Just before Christmas, her condition began to deteriorate rapidly and the head of the American hospital in Istanbul was urgently summoned, along with two American nurses. By the time they arrived after a twenty-four-hour train journey, her foot was swelling up and turning black; the putrid flesh had begun to stink and her whole body was racked with waves of ferocious pain. Instantly the American team realised that it was the worst possible outcome: gangrene had taken hold and was fast spreading up her lower leg. In the days before antibiotics there was no effective medical treatment and Virginia’s organs were in danger of shutting down. She was on the brink of death when, on Christmas Day, surgeons sawed off her left leg below the knee in a last-ditch bid to save her.4 She was twenty-seven.


The amputation had gone well, given the circumstances, but when she came round nothing would assuage Virginia’s grief for her old life. The Izmir consulate cabled Washington that ‘Clerk Hall’ was ‘resting very comfortably’ and was expected to recover her health within two or three weeks, although a return to duty would take a lot longer. But often in those early days Virginia could not foresee a future for herself that she could bear. Her life had contracted to a hospital bed and, worst of all, the pity of others. And how could she break the news to her mother, who had never wanted her to go so far away and who had already lost her darling Ned? Virginia was to relive her actions that fateful day again and again for the rest of her life, through a kaleidoscope of mental images of blood and suffering, all the while punishing herself for her carelessness.


The American consul, Perry George, cabled Washington to ask for a senior official to inform Mrs Hall about the accident ‘as tactfully as possible’. As Virginia feared, Barbara was inconsolable at receiving the devastating news about her daughter. Soon the tragedy was reported in the press, but the consequent public sympathy did little to help Barbara, paralysed with fear that she could still lose her youngest child. Not until 6 January did she receive word from Izmir that Virginia was now thought out of danger. The American doctor finally returned to Istanbul, relieved that his patient had made it.


Eleven days later, alarm bells rang again. A new infection had set in, which appears to have been sepsis, a potentially lethal poisoning of the blood. Frantically battling for Virginia’s life once more, the local doctors injected mysterious serums into her knee to try to save it, all the while consulting the Americans in Istanbul by phone every hour. Even today, her condition would have been critical; back then her chances were slim. The daily pain of having the pus-soaked bandages on her stump changed by the nurses was almost unbearable, and often her heart raced uncontrollably.


One night, delirious from the infection racing around her body, Virginia was galvanised by what she would describe as a vision. Although her remaining family were thousands of miles away, Virginia’s late father appeared at her bedside bearing a simple message: she must not give up. Ned told her that ‘it was her duty to survive’, but if she genuinely could not bear her suffering, he would come back for her. Although not religious in any formal sense, Virginia truly believed that Ned had spoken to her. His words remained with her as a powerful force, and she talked often over the years about how he had urged her to fight to live.5 And so she waged the first, but not the last, great battle for her life, alone save for a ghost. If she were spared after such appalling torment, she felt she could surely endure anything else life threw at her. She would not let her great mistake get in her way, for her father’s sake.


Virginia did indeed miraculously pull through and Perry George, who devotedly visited her every day in hospital, came away astonished by her resilience. She was eventually transferred to a more modern hospital in Istanbul to convalesce. Throughout the long, slow weeks of her recovery, she determined that she would not be treated as an invalid. In May 1934 she insisted, against her doctors’ and employers’ advice, on returning to work the day after her discharge from hospital. It was a terrible decision. The doctors could supply only the most rudimentary and ill-fitting wooden leg so she was reliant on crutches; after months lying in bed even walking the shortest distances was exhausting. There was little follow-up medical attention back in Smyrna and the pain from her wound was still crushing. For once she felt bereft, so far from home. The result was a swift physical and emotional breakdown. ‘This is a situation which I foresaw and tried to avoid, but Miss Hall did not understand the difficulties that were before her,’ Perry cabled the State Department in Washington. ‘The experiment has been painful for us all.’6


Within a few days Virginia was on a ship back to the United States, and a month later, on 21 June, she arrived in New York, where her family met her at the pier and watched her limp gingerly towards them. She was admitted to hospital for a series of what were called ‘repair operations’, almost certainly involving the cutting away of more of her leg to avoid flesh-eating infections, and to be fitted with a new prosthesis. Although modern by 1930s standards, it was clunky and held in place by leather straps and corsetry round her waist.7 In hot weather the leather chafed her skin and the stump blistered and bled. Despite being hollow, the painted wooden leg with an aluminium foot weighed in at a hefty eight pounds. Simply getting around was a test of endurance, and her beloved field sports were surely now out of reach. Pain would be her unceasing companion for the rest of her days.


Over the summer months at Boxhorn Farm, Virginia taught herself to walk again, while still battling niggling infections and the constant spectre of depression. She enjoyed sitting on the veranda, and helping to feed the sheep, horses and goats. But by November 1934 she was itching to return to work and secured a new posting in Europe, this time in Venice, where she hoped conditions would be better than in Turkey, a country that held such bad memories she intended never to visit again.


She did not ask for – and was not granted – special dispensation regarding her workload. Only the occasional flashes of temper,8 often the mark of someone facing intolerable frustrations, hinted to outsiders as to her anguish. She tried to disguise her disability with long strides, although even in the flat-heeled shoes she was now obliged to wear a rolling gait became more apparent when she was tired. Going up and down steps remained a particular challenge – and consequently Venice, as she was to discover, could scarcely have been less suitable for a new amputee.


La Serenissima was a walking city. Virginia gazed with horror at its slippery cobbled passages, and the four hundred humpbacked bridges, many with steps, over the city’s 177 canals. She quickly devised an ingenious solution: her own gondola, emblazoned with a splendid golden lion, would be her carriage. A devoted local man, Angelo, would help her row and catch her when the ‘sea was rough’, making her ‘foothold precarious’.9 She was developing a knack of recruiting people who would go out of their way to help her, smitten by her charm and obvious courage in adversity.


Virginia set up home in an historic palazzo with a sweeping view from her apartment balcony over the Grand Canal. She started entertaining again, making good use of the Hall family’s fine china and silver. She also invited her mother over to stay for several months in the early days when she still felt she might need some extra help, particularly as her stump ‘suffered greatly’ in the sticky Venetian heat. Perhaps it was in part their renewed disagreements over Virginia’s decision to work once again so far away from home that made life with her anxious mother in constant attendance uncomfortable. In any case, it seems that Barbara, however much the two women genuinely loved each other, was never to travel to see her daughter in Europe again.


Despite these trials, Virginia once again impressed her superiors at the American consulate, where the staff dealt with the visas, passports and repatriations of American tourists as well as customs arrangements for businessmen. Desperate to prove her worth, she was soon handling the more complex or delicate tasks typically the preserve of career diplomats rather than clerks and even standing in for the vice-consul when he was away. Keeping busy, she discovered, was the best way to keep her darkest thoughts at bay. The consul noted that Virginia rarely took a day off, even at weekends, and never allowed her disability to get in the way of her work. Now assuming she would never marry, her career meant more than ever and she took pains to keep abreast of political developments. Horrified by the tide of fascism rising all around her she craved to be involved in the diplomatic efforts to stop it.


At this time of mass unemployment and grinding poverty, only the dictators seizing power across Europe seemed to offer hope. Hitler, until quite recently the butt of complacent laughter by commentators who said he would come to nothing, was now Chancellor of Germany and worshipped by millions; Virginia’s host country, Italy, was effectively a one-party fascist state under Mussolini, upheld by gangs of blackshirt thugs known as squadristi; in Russia Stalin ruled by murderous diktat. Such extremism (on the left and right) seemed to be on the march everywhere, on the back of propaganda, sloganeering and ruthless media manipulation.


In what became known as the decade of lies, truth and trust were falling victim to fear, racism, and hatred. Virginia found herself in a ringside seat as the increasingly fragile ideal of democracy failed to find champions with alternative answers. A rare exception was her home country, where President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal offered programmes of emergency relief combined with the creation of properly paid jobs in giant schemes of public works. Virginia was a natural Roosevelt supporter and had been taught at Barnard by one of his chief advisers, Professor Raymond Moley. But to her frustration America, still wary of getting involved in what it saw as interminable European squabbles, was shutting its eyes to menacing developments in the rest of the world. However aesthetically glorious her surroundings, against such a global backdrop her clerical work in Venice felt like a stifling irrelevance.


In late 1936, Virginia decided to have another crack at becoming a diplomat. After five years’ overseas service as a State Department clerk the rules stated that she was no longer required to sit the written exam and an interview would suffice. Confident that this would play to her strengths at last, she sailed back to the United States in January 1937 to pursue her application with the blessing of her bosses in Venice and a feeling of optimism. Now thirty and having served in three different legations, she had much to offer in local political knowledge. Yet her application was rejected out of hand, this time citing an obscure rule barring amputees from diplomacy. Initially she thought it merely a temporary hurdle and demanded a series of meetings at the State Department to prove that her work was in no way affected. It was a valiant – but doomed – campaign and she returned to Venice with her spirits crushed and a growing contempt for rules and their enforcers.


Secretary of State Cordell Hull had issued the verdict himself but Virginia’s supporters were not content to let his treatment of her pass without a fight. After a number of months and a flurry of correspondence between various powerful family friends, one of them, Colonel E. M. House, took it upon himself to lobby his old friend in the Oval Office. Virginia, he told President Roosevelt, was a ‘gentlewoman of great intelligence’ and a ‘credit to our country’ who was the victim of an ‘injustice’. Despite her injury she lived an active life, including rowing, swimming and riding and had ‘kept up her work’, but had been told that she could never progress to the diplomatic corps. On 4 February 1938 Roosevelt asked for a briefing from Hull, who appears to have taken umbrage at this special lobbying on her behalf. Virginia’s disability hampered her performance, the president was told, and she was not up to the demands of a diplomatic position. Hull, apparently ignoring the glowing reports from the consulate in Venice, agreed she might make a ‘fine career girl’,10 but only by remaining in the clerical grades. FDR had overcome his own semi-paralysis from polio to reach the highest office of all. Yet, with some irony, he saw no reason to pursue the matter further.


In what seems to have been a deliberate punishment for her impudence, Virginia was soon after ordered to leave Venice and to report for duty at the American legation in Tallinn, the far-flung capital of the increasingly authoritarian Baltic state of Estonia. When she requested to route through Paris – only slightly out of her way – so that she could seek urgent repairs to her prosthetic leg, she was curtly instructed that her costs would not be reimbursed. It was equally insulting that her successor in Venice – a man – was granted vice-consul status and higher pay. Increasingly living up to her rebellious reputation, Virginia decided to travel under her own steam to the French capital and pick up again with old friends at her leisure.


Few in Paris, even if they perhaps wondered why she always wore thick stockings in the spring sunshine, knew that she had suffered an accident. They certainly had no idea that the special hosiery helped to disguise the prosthesis and cushion her stump to minimise pain and bleeding. Although she described herself as Episcopalian, Virginia’s mother’s family hailed from the stoic traditions of the Pennsylvania Dutch, descendants of early German settlers linked to the Amish. She had been brought up never to discuss money, feelings or health and to hold back a little from the crowd. Keeping her problems – and her secrets – secret thus came naturally. She may not have been married to an indifferent husband, but a different form of silent suffering was now part of her life.


Virginia finally arrived in Tallinn at the end of June, and started work on the same two-thousand-dollar salary, never having had a pay rise during seven years of service. The one compensation was the bounty on offer in the vast, virgin forests of Estonia and Virginia wasted no time in securing licences to shoot capercaillie, grouse and pheasant. She determined that her accident would not deprive her of the sport of firing a gun, despite the challenging, marshy terrain. The low-grade work, however, bored her. She was answering the phone and filing papers while Europe was spinning towards war, watching with horror as Neville Chamberlain met Hitler in Munich in September 1938 and talked of ‘peace for our time’. In Estonia, Virginia found a similar story to much of the rest of Europe: a nationalist fever had taken hold here too. Political parties were banned, the press was censored and all potentially foreign names were recharacterised to sound Estonian. Fearful of the future, all hopes of promotion dashed, pigeon-holed as a disabled woman of no importance, she resigned from the State Department in March 1939. For all her hopes at the start, her career had proved little more faithful or rewarding than the old-fashioned marriage she had once spurned.


After seven years of living under the shadow of fascism, she decided she could do more to wake up the public back home to what she described as its ‘false thinking’, ‘corruption’ and ‘terrible deceptions’ by selling articles to American newspapers. She had of course studied the press at the Akademie in Vienna, but writing was never really her forte. It is doubtful whether she was very successful or her voice heard. No published articles from this time have been found, although her passport proves that she stayed on in Tallinn for some months after leaving the consulate. Writing was in any case never going to satisfy her for long. She wanted to act, not just report.


On 1 September 1939 Germany launched a sudden and brutal attack on Poland, and two days later Britain and France responded with a declaration of war. It was well known that Estonia’s neighbour Russia had similar expansionist designs and at the end of October Virginia decided to leave before it was too late, on a lastminute ship to London. She had already had another idea. She would abandon her typewriter and volunteer for the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s branch of the British army, but when she turned up at the recruitment office the sergeants took one look at her passport and declared that foreigners were not welcome. It was yet another rejection.


Most in her position might well have opted at this point to give up and return to the safety of the United States – but for Virginia such a move would have been an unthinkable admission of failure. She sailed back to Paris and with gritty persistence finally tracked down the one active role she could take up to help the fight against fascism. To avoid a row she deliberately kept it from her mother when she signed up in February 1940 with the French Ninth Artillery regiment to drive ambulances for the Service de Santé des Armées. She had no medical skills but did have a driving licence and the service was one of the few military corps open to women volunteers – and also to foreigners. To her joy, they snapped her up (perhaps unaware of her disability) and gave her an intensive course in first aid. Finally, she had the chance to play her part.


On 6 May, after her induction course, Virginia reported for duty just outside Metz on France’s north-eastern border, close to the Maginot Line of concrete fortifications built as a supposedly impregnable barrier to future German aggression. There was little to do in those last days of what became known as the Phoney War. Soldiers lolled around at a loose end and their guns remained idle. As gently as she could, she took the chance to break the news of her new role to Barbara, insisting that while she was ‘weary and grubby’ she was ‘well taken care of’ in a cottage ‘with plenty of good food’.11 Her mother was hardly taken in. She told a reporter from the Baltimore Sun researching a story headlined MARYLAND WOMAN IS DRIVING AMBULANCE FOR FRENCH ARMY12 that Virginia’s words were ‘well-intentioned but they afford me little consolation, for in her characteristic manner she is trying to make things sound better for me’. Why was her daughter, she asked herself, running away from a comfortable life at home towards more hardship, more guns and more horror?


That was the last that was heard from Virginia for some time. On 10 May the Germans mounted a deadly attack, simply bypassing the whole of the Maginot Line to burst into France via the undefended wooded highlands of the Belgian Ardennes. Panzer divisions swarmed over the border catching complacent elderly French generals on the hop and scattering their ill-prepared troops, some of whom Virginia had spotted from her ambulance. The French were locked in an outdated defensive mentality, sitting behind walls and sending messages to one another by carrier pigeon. They had little chance against the devastating brilliance of the Nazi forces with their frightening speed, flamethrowers and lightning waves of aerial bombardment. The negligent apathy – and in some cases venality – of the old French elite allowed a world power to descend into a subject people in just six weeks. The politicians and military had, as one French patriot of the time put it, fooled their people with an ‘hallucination of strength and invulnerability’ that when tested by the Germans rapidly turned out to be a ‘criminal deception’.13 Official posters had repeatedly boasted ‘We shall win the war because we are the strongest!’ No one in the French government or high command had ventured the possibility of collapse, until it came.


Within little more than a fortnight, the remnants of the French and Belgian armies and large numbers of British troops were cut off by the German advance and waiting to be evacuated from the beaches of Dunkirk. It seemed as if nothing could stop Hitler sweeping victoriously across the whole of Europe. Virginia was dismayed to witness most of her ambulance unit panicking and abandoning the dying where they lay. But then their mayors, councillors and officers had also given up on their responsibilities and fled. The French government itself abandoned the capital on 10 June, making its way south to Bordeaux, where it too soon collapsed in disarray.


When the Germans poured, unchallenged, into Paris through the Porte de Vincennes at dawn four days later, Virginia was already on her way to Valençay, deep in the Loire Valley. Here she had heard that a determined French colonel was still collecting the wounded and driving them the two hundred miles to hospitals in the capital. As the army collapsed around him, he was in urgent need of help and Virginia responded to the call. For several weeks she relayed soldiers to Paris, where she had to apply for fuel coupons and passes from the Nazi authorities, newly installed under giant swastikas at the Hôtel Meurice. She noticed how as a nominally neutral American she was permitted greater freedoms than the French she worked alongside. A thought began to form in her head.


The new hard-right French leader, Marshal Philippe Pétain, had already seized control and on 22 June signed an armistice with Hitler in a railway carriage at Compiègne, signalling his country’s capitulation to the Nazis. Virginia was formally demobilised a few weeks later but at least had somewhere to go in the chaos, looking up an old friend from her student days who lived in the avenue de Breteuil in Paris. She had already endured the terror of enemy fire out on the road but the strict curfew, the reprisal killings and the first rounds of arrests – or rafles – disturbed her. She also railed at the complicity of the French authorities in return for what was all too clearly peace at a price. It was French police who guarded the Nazis ensconced in the best Paris hotels and the French who were allowing camps to be built on their own soil for the thousands the Germans were taking prisoner.


Virginia knew that she wanted more than anything to help her beloved France reject the acquiescence of its rulers and fight to reclaim the old freedoms. Only this could give her that longed-for purpose and relief from her darkest thoughts. She was convinced it would not be long before the French rose up again and in the meantime she would return to London and wait. Meanwhile Britain was now standing alone against Hitler, but for how long could it survive without help? To Virginia’s dismay, America refused to be drawn into the war to help her old allies: Congress would not countenance the loss of American lives for what were seen as only marginal national interests in a far-flung continent, particularly so soon after the last European war. Public opinion – even in the universities – was overwhelmingly against allying with Britain in another re-run of the Franco-German conflict. But she had seen the realities of fascism with her own eyes, and her country’s isolationism did not preclude her from entering the fight on her own account. Even if diplomacy was a closed door, there must be another way for Virginia to prove her worth in what she saw as the battle of truth against tyranny. She only had to find it.




Chapter Two


Cometh the Hour


On a white-hot day at the end of August 1940, an undercover British agent called George Bellows was working the dusty Spanish border town of Irun, keeping watch on the frantic comings and goings at the railway station. Spain was ruled by another fascist dictator, Generalissimo Franco, and teeming with Nazi sympathisers and narks, but was officially neutral. Every day hundreds or even thousands of refugees were pouring over the border from France, some of whom might have vital information on what was going on under the heel of the Third Reich. Since Hitler’s invasion and the evacuation at Dunkirk, British intelligence had lost virtually all contact with its closest continental neighbour. Its once extensive network of agents across France had either escaped, been killed or were deemed unreliable. London was left dependent on the vagaries of aerial reconnaissance and sketchy reports from neutral diplomats and reporters when a Nazi invasion from across the Channel appeared to be imminent. Britain was fighting for its very survival, but was doing so almost blind.


Bellows’s eyes were drawn by a glamorous American making enquiries in the ticket office under the sinister glare of the banner portraits of Hitler, Mussolini and Franco. Intrigued, he drew closer and struck up a conversation with the young woman who had just arrived from France and wished to take a train to Portugal, and continue on from there to Britain by ship. He introduced himself as a salesman experienced in the challenges of wartime travel and offered to help her secure her passage. As they got talking, Virginia recounted her extraordinary story to this reassuring companion (although as ever she was selective in what she revealed). Bellows heard about her ambulance-driving under fire, and how she had travelled the length of a France reeling from the humiliation of capitulation to Nazi Germany. And how she had had to cross the heavily patrolled demarcation line (broadly following the course of the Loire) that now divided the country into two distinct zones. She relayed in matter-of-fact detail how conditions were rapidly deteriorating in the south, the so-called Free or Non-Occupied Zone, nominally run from Vichy by Pétain. The Occupied Zone (the north and west of France) was under direct control of the Germans stationed in Paris and she angrily described the curfews and food shortages, the widespread arrests and the incident at a Renault factory when workers protesting about working conditions had been lined up against the wall and shot.


As he listened to her sharp yet impassioned account, Bellows was astonished by Virginia’s courage, powers of observation and, most of all, her unqualified desire to help the French fight back. Trusting his instincts, he took the most important decision of his life, one that was to help revive dashed hopes of an eventual Allied victory in France. When he bade Virginia farewell, he slipped her the phone number of a ‘friend’ in London who could help find her a worthwhile new role and urged her to call him on her arrival. Even if the State Department did not appreciate her qualities, Bellows knew he had just encountered an exceptional force.


Bellows did not give anything away, and judging by her visa application Virginia seems to have assumed she would most likely be driving ambulances again once she reached England. In fact, the number belonged to Nicolas Bodington, a senior officer in the independent French or F Section of a new and controversial British secret service. Special Operations Executive had been set up on 19 July 1940, the day that Hitler had made a triumphant speech at the Reichstag in Berlin, boasting of his victories. In response, Winston Churchill had personally ordered SOE to set ‘Europe ablaze’ through an unprecedented onslaught of sabotage, subversion and spying. He wanted SOE agents – in reality, more special forces than spies – to find the way to light the flame of resistance, prove to the French and other subject nations that they were not alone, and prepare them to rise up against their Nazi occupiers. Through a new form of irregular warfare, as yet undefined and untested, they needed to prepare for the distant day when Britain could land its forces on the continent again. If this new paramilitary version of fifth columnists violated the old Queensberry rules of international conflict (involving codes of conduct, ranks and uniforms), then the Nazis had given them no choice.


To serve in SOE, Churchill believed, would require a character able to pursue a noble cause with piratical flair. Now a month old, SOE was, unsurprisingly, struggling to find men with the guile and guts it took to be secretly infiltrated into France without backup if things went wrong. No one had really thought of considering women for such potentially suicidal work. Yet Bellows believed the American he had found in Irun station could be exactly what SOE needed.


Virginia soon forgot about the phone number, though, because uncharacteristically she had a change of heart. Upon her arrival in London on 1 September she felt reluctant to put her mother through any more angst, perhaps also doubting that she really could make herself useful. She presented herself at the American embassy as a former State Department employee and asked for a temporary job while she waited to be repatriated. Virginia was not initially made welcome; after all, she had resigned before from the service. True, her up-to-date knowledge of France was invaluable and she obligingly wrote a detailed report on matters such as the curfew, food shortages – and the way that, in her view, the ‘French were continuing to conduct themselves with dignity with the exception of prostitutes’, whom she believed were shamelessly consorting with the Germans.1 The State Department took more notice, however, of her linguistic and typing skills. The military attaché needed a secretary. Within a fortnight she was behind a typewriter again.


The weeks wore on, her nights largely sleepless as London braved the Blitz. Mrs Hall urged her daughter to speed up her return and shortly before Christmas Virginia agreed to book the passage home she thought due to her as a former State Department staffer. But she was informed she was too late: she had allowed more than a year to elapse since her resignation and was no longer eligible for an official ticket, and others were all but impossible to come by. Unexpectedly stuck in London alone, she dug out the telephone number she had been given in Irun. Nicolas Bodington, a former Paris correspondent for Reuters, invited her to dinner in the new year at his smart white-stucco house at 20 Charles Street in Mayfair, not far from where Virginia was staying.


Although his big round glasses lent him a scholarly air, Bodington could be a dilatory and even controversial character, and was known for his brutal lack of tact. Behind the blackout curtains that bitter winter’s evening, however, Bodington was at his most entertaining and he and his American wife Elizabeth put Virginia at her ease by banking up the fire and laying on as fine a meal as wartime conditions allowed. She had no idea of her host’s real war job – or his exasperation at F Section’s continued failure to infiltrate a single agent after six months of trying – but soon she had him gripped by talk of her own plans. Now that she could not go home to America she wanted to return to France. Speaking about her trip as breezily as if she were embarking on a holiday, and seemingly unfazed by the dangers or obstacles, she told him how she had it all worked out, right down to how she would press her old contacts at the State Department to fast-track her application for a visa. She had also plotted her route via Barcelona, crossing the border on a train and then making for the French Riviera ostensibly to help the Quakers’ refugee relief effort, but also taking the chance to report for newspapers back home. After all, as she pointed out to her exultant host as they finished their meal, as a neutral American she could travel into and around France quite openly.


Early the next morning, 15 January 1941, Bodington rushed to the top-secret SOE offices at 64 Baker Street2 in a state of considerable excitement. He took the notoriously wobbly lift up to the fifth floor and dictated an urgent memo to the head of his section, known internally as F. ‘It strikes me that this lady, a native of Baltimore,’ he informed F, ‘might well be used for a mission and that we might facilitate her voyage there and back, and stand her expenses on her trip in exchange for what service she could render us.’3 The more Bodington thought about Virginia, the more exceptional the opportunity she appeared to offer SOE, now under intense pressure to justify its existence through action. As she was American there was no need for the sort of challenging clandestine sea landing or parachute drop that had so far proved beyond them. Neither did her accented French count as a problem as she could operate under the cover of working as an American journalist, which would also explain her need to travel around and ask probing questions.


Such was his certainty of the value of the idea, Bodington had already instructed a Captain Strong of MI5 to conduct a positive vetting of her, a rigorous screening process then known as ‘putting her through the cards’ or PTC. The PTC involved searching for traces of German connections in the vast vaults of cross-referenced paper files kept on undesirables of every sort. It was a lengthy process, and F swiftly agreed that Virginia was such a catch they could not wait. Well before her ‘clean’ verdict was finally returned on 17 February, Virginia had been offered a job. This time it was not typing that anyone had in mind.


Luckily, money was hardly the motivation as the five hundred pounds a year on offer was barely more than she had been paid for sitting at a State Department desk. But how could Virginia, lover of adventure, otherwise stuck in a dead-end job in what she considered a dead-end life, resist entering France as a secret liaison officer (Class A)? She would be the first female F Section agent and the first liaison officer of either sex. Tasked with coordinating the work of local Resistance leaders and future SOE agents, her appointment was an outstanding act of faith in her abilities, which had for so long been belittled or ignored. She resigned again from the State Department, and on 1 April 1941 started work on preparing for her secret mission without anyone understanding quite what it would involve.


What did become clear was that SOE’s new, most ‘ungentlemanly’ brand of warfare would draw in large part on the terror waged against the British by Irish republican paramilitaries. In the Anglo-Irish war of 1919–21, the British had observed how regular troops could be defeated by a hostile population whose will had been stiffened by a few resolute gunmen. Now SOE agents would be expected to act as these Irish terrorist leaders had done, inspiring, controlling and assisting the French to rise up against their oppressors when the time was right and to eliminate without mercy those who got in the way. There was, however, a lot of groundwork to do before SOE had any hope of sparking what was in effect another French revolution.


Advertising for recruits for such subversive work was obviously out of the question – the government never mentioned Special Operations Executive in public and if asked would deny its very existence. Traditionally, British secret services had drawn from a shallow gene pool of posh boys raised on imperial adventure stories, but this regard for breeding over intellect was scarcely a match for the ruthless barbarism of the Third Reich. MI6 operatives were accustomed to lying low and patiently gathering intelligence while avoiding direct action themselves. SOE agents would be different. They would observe, yes, but also recruit and train guerrilla forces to agitate, spread propaganda and ultimately kill and destroy. As one intelligence writer has put it: if MI6 officers spotted enemy troops crossing a bridge they would observe them from a distance and estimate their number, whereas SOE would simply demolish the bridge. The old-style spies were outraged by what they deemed to be a ‘high strategy low tactics’ approach – branding it ‘amateur, dangerous and bogus’ and tried to thwart SOE’s very inception.


Unsurprisingly, Hugh Dalton, the pugnacious Labour minister whom Churchill had chosen to put in charge of SOE, found the search for a new type of rule-breaking recruit capable of ‘absolute secrecy’ and ‘fanatical enthusiasm’4 exceedingly tough going. Dyed-in-the-wool military types, obsessed with what they termed ethics, had to be kept away, as indeed did most government ministers. The devout Anglo-Catholic Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax was excluded from SOE meetings, for instance, because he did not have what it took to ‘make a gangster’.5


Yet such was Britain’s plight as she braced herself for invasion that the highest hopes were placed on SOE by Churchill himself. Others also saw it as an imaginative, if desperate, alternative to the ‘frontal slogging matches’ of the First World War. Perhaps through cunning and courage it could help break Nazi power while Britain worked flat out to build up the military might needed for an eventual return to the continent. And although no one could yet predict when that might be, any future attempted landing was always expected to be in France (the largest and nearest country in western Europe), making it the pivotal military theatre in the Western Hemisphere. Yet there was still no detailed plan or tested technique for stoking this rebellion. Virginia was joining what remained a Cinderella secret service, whose early days were marked by repeated failure. A boat carrying three agents to the coast of northern France had turned back when it had run into a German convoy. Another agent had been set to parachute in, but became terror-struck at the last minute and refused to jump. Most recruits had not even got that far, pulling out horrified the minute they discovered what they were expected to do; others were ejected once found to be mad, sad or bad. In London, the whole of F Section numbered only eight people. The entire SOE had just ten phone lines.


It was a huge gamble in so many ways. Even if Virginia could make it safely into France, did the desk clerk from Baltimore really have what it took to succeed? Was there any real hope of creating a Free France anyway, or was resistance just a fable? Early on, Dalton had promised that by the end of 1940 the ‘slave lands’ overrun by Germany would ‘rise up in rebellion, causing Nazi occupation to dissolve like snow in the spring’.6 Certainly, that had not happened. One prominent French patriot, for instance, had not been able to recruit more than five volunteers to form a fledgling Resistance group after three desperate months of trying. So was there any support at all for Britain continuing the fight? Could the French people be transformed into effective paramilitaries, or would they simply become hostile servants of the Third Reich? Could a British-controlled agent even survive long enough in France to report back? SOE had no answers to these questions.


The prospect of SOE service in the field was undoubtedly terrifying. So many backed out that SOE would later set up a ‘cooler’, a remote country house in the wilds of Scotland where quitters would be forcibly confined until what knowledge they had gleaned of SOE was of no use. As of July 1941, F Section had just ten people in training – of whom Virginia was the only woman. And the only one with a disability.


Yet there is no mention of Virginia’s prosthesis in her files. SOE seems to have been unbothered. Her superiors already knew she could drive from her time with the French ambulances. When she was asked whether she could ride a horse, sail a boat, shoot, climb mountains, ski or ride a bicycle she answered Yes, Yes, Yes, Yes, Yes, Yes. True, she admitted she could not box, or – most importantly for a secret agent – run.7 But for Virginia this was the first time since her accident that she was not defined by it. She was not going to give up.


Yet a frustrating series of events kept delaying her departure. It was as if the State Department (almost certainly unaware of the true reason for her trip to France) was deliberately holding her back even now, refusing to allow its London embassy to help push through her visas on the grounds that ‘no special assistance’8 should be given to ‘Miss Hall’. Unwilling to promote her within their own ranks, State Department officials seemed equally reluctant to allow her to plough her own furrow elsewhere. Perhaps her name was noted down in a file somewhere as having asked for special treatment before, over her application to join the Diplomatic Service.


In the meantime, in May 1941, SOE had finally successfully parachuted two agents, both French, into France. The aristocratic Pierre de Vomécourt (or Lucas) was SOE’s first network organiser and Georges Bégué its first wireless operator, and therefore its sole direct communications link with France. (Wireless operators were vital for sending intelligence and receiving orders.) Both were to become exceptional officers in different ways but they could scarcely cover the entire country of a quarter of a million square miles by themselves. The need for Virginia’s presence was thus more urgent than ever, but now there were problems with her journalistic cover. SOE had used a go-between to approach Ralph Ingersoll, owner of the American magazine PM, to take her on as a stringer. ‘We are not asking Miss Hall to do anything more than keep her eyes and ears open,’9 Ingersoll was told. He said no. SOE had more luck with an ‘extremely cordial’ George Backer, publisher of the New York Post, who agreed to arrange for Virginia to become his accredited correspondent. Backer was ‘obviously aware’ of the ‘ulterior motive’10 although he knew to pretend otherwise, a delighted SOE operative reported back.


There were, as ever in Virginia’s life, further obstacles. Churchill’s Cabinet had forbidden women from front-line service of any sort. Government lawyers advised that women were particularly vulnerable if caught, as they were not recognised as combatants and therefore not protected by international laws on war. Within SOE itself, old-fashioned attitudes were also widespread. There was ‘considerable hostility’11 at every level to the idea of a woman in any other than supporting roles such as decoder, typist and courier. Also, as Virginia was American, could she be trusted? It was standard intelligence policy only to recruit British citizens. Her country, in those pre-Pearl Harbor days, was not at war with Germany and was suspiciously friendly with the Vichy regime, which was proving deeply hostile to Britain. ‘I have raised this question with CD [the SOE chief] and the Sections concerned and I do not consider that she can be qualified as an intelligence agent,’12 a senior security officer argued a few days after she joined the service. It seemed as if her disability was now the only thing not to count against her.


In the end, Virginia’s supporters won the day, persuading the doubters that the nationality of recruits was unimportant as long as they were loyal to the anti-Nazi cause and the British war effort. SOE would perforce need to be multinational; there could be no room for nationalism of any sort. And when the need to infiltrate agents into France was so urgent, the fact that one of the very few plausible candidates was a woman would simply have to be overlooked. Indeed, SOE decided in its desperation that it must and would be ready to work with ‘any man or woman or institution, whether Roman Catholic or masonic, Trotskyist or liberal, syndicalist or capitalist, rationalist or chauvinist, radical or conservative, Stalinist or anarchist, gentile or Jew, that would help it beat the Nazis’.13


So SOE’s urgency became Virginia’s breakthrough. In true SOE style the rule book (such as there was) was discarded and her mission confirmed as ‘Liaison and Intelligence in Vichy France’ – although almost uniquely in SOE she was not granted the recognition of an equivalent military rank, perhaps because her disability would have prevented her from passing a precommissioning medical test. It was an omission that would dog her for rest of the war, but for now plain Miss Hall was given orders to report generally on operating conditions and to help other agents who would follow her in. Now, finally, what SOE termed her ‘special’ training could begin.


Despite the wide-ranging scope of her mission, the induction was perfunctory and nothing like the extensive preparation given to later recruits. Over a few days locked away in a heavily guarded modern villa hidden in the New Forest, she learned the basics of coding and clandestine warfare and security: how to disseminate pro-British propaganda; how to use only covernames or codenames in the field; and the importance of ‘looking natural and ordinary’ while doing ‘unnatural and extraordinary things’.14 During days that started at six and went on long into the evening, she learned how to spot a follower (look in a window) – and lose him (double back). She picked up when to change an address, how to make secret inks (urine comes up brilliantly when subjected to heat) and even how to conceal her personality (through altering a distinctive laugh, gesture or demeanour). She was shown how to seal microfilm documents (equivalent to nine sheets of A4 paper) in tiny containers and insert them in her navel or rectum – or, as she discovered, a handy little slot in her metal heel. She learned how to rifle files and go through a desk leaving no trace, even replacing dust on a smooth surface, and how to approach a guarded house noiselessly. A retired burglar came in to demonstrate how to pick locks. Staff dressed in German uniforms probably put her through the standard drill of a simulated Gestapo interrogation or Verhör, waking her up in the middle of the night with rifle butts, blazing lights and shouts of ‘Raus, du Schweinehund!’
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