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FOREWORD


Pippa was much loved by the New Zealand Special Air Service. Even though her body finally aged, her spirit never did. I remember Pippa happily declaring, at her 100th birthday, that she had passed her medical and still had her own driver’s licence.


For us as special operators, it was Pippa’s fiercely independent spirit that we felt a kindred connection to, as well as the glint in her eye. Secretly, we all hoped we might shine at least half as brightly in our later years as she did in hers. But even we — as fond as we were of Pippa, and as secure as our environment is — only ever heard snippets of her story. Perhaps her great friend, Major David Hopkins, knew more. But David, ever fiercely loyal, would only allude to the tales of Pippa’s derring-do — the details were never divulged.


So, this book is a rare and privileged glimpse into the life of the last surviving SOE agent to have seen action behind enemy lines in France. In many ways it is Pippa’s last public service, her last contribution to freedom. It is a remarkable testament to one of the most remarkable women I have ever met. As Selwyn Jepson, the recruiting officer for SOE F (French) Section, once said: ‘Women have a greater capacity for cool and lonely courage than men.’ Pippa’s story, wonderfully told in the pages that follow, leaves the truth of that statement in no doubt.


In finally telling her story, Pippa does honour to the brave women in SOE and their French civilian allies, who served and suffered — and in many cases died — for our freedom. I hope that this story inspires other young people, especially young women, to take courage, to stand for what they value and, when faced by fearful odds, to set them ablaze.


Chris Parsons MNZM DSD


Commanding Officer NZSAS (2009–2011)
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PREFACE


My name is Phyllis Ada Latour, known to many in my later years as Pippa, and I am 102 years old. I am also known by other names — code names and alias names — because I was a World War II secret operative agent. This is my memoir, which finally tells the story of my life working behind enemy lines in France 80 years ago. It is a part of my life that, until now, I have intentionally never revealed to anybody. Not my husband (when I had one), nor my children — even when they became adults.


It would likely have stayed that way, which would have suited me perfectly, if it were not for my elder son finding something about me on the internet, some twenty years ago. Without the advent of the internet — something I could not have foreseen when I made the decision never to talk about these things in 1945 — my wish for secrecy would likely have remained intact. Because, as I see it, it wasn’t anybody’s business what I did in the war. It was my business. Mine alone.


My son was prompted to discuss the discovery with his younger brother, concerned that their mother might be in some sort of trouble and that was why I had never mentioned it to them. He flew to New Zealand (where I live, as does his younger brother) to meet up with him. Together they decided to talk to me, and the two obvious questions were posed. Was this World War II operative, Phyllis Latour, their mother of the same name? And presuming that it was (as they had), why had I never mentioned this to them?


I could not lie to my sons once they asked me directly. Up until then, I had simply chosen not to tell them everything about my war. Instead I had told them what I thought they needed to know. I was a balloon operator for the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) in the Royal Air Force (RAF), and that was not incorrect: I did that job for three years. I am pretty sure I told them about my time in the Royal Navy records department before that. I just didn’t tell them what came in the later stages of the war with the Special Operations Executive (SOE). And my former husband? I chose never to tell him because I saw how loose he was with quite sensitive information told to him by others. I thought if he was like that with their information, my information was never going to be kept secret by him.


***


Before I start telling you about my life, you’ll need some background on what SOE is. In June 1940, the Special Operations Executive was established by England’s wartime prime minister Winston Churchill to wage a secret war using an underground army of sorts in enemy-occupied Europe and Asia. Its purpose was to conduct espionage, sabotage and reconnaissance in occupied Europe (and, later, also in occupied Southeast Asia), as well as aiding local Resistance movements. Deliberately clandestine, the existence of SOE was not widely known even though some 13,000 people were involved. About 3,200 of these people were women. I was one of the women, and my job was to be a wireless operator in northern France, which I did in 1944.


Churchill instructed those, like me, tasked with the work across the English Channel to go forth and ‘set Europe ablaze’. Sabotage and subversion behind enemy lines, and passing intelligence to Mother England, required courage, resilience and resourcefulness from those of us who agreed to these dangerous jobs. By working with local Resistance forces, our presence on the ground boosted their morale. They were, rightly, wondering when and how this dreadful war would ever end.


In France, with new identities and forged papers, we SOE agents covered hundreds of kilometres on foot, by bike, or on trains, all the time under the constant threat of arrest by the Gestapo should our identity be blown or the work we were undertaking be discovered. It was exhausting work, with the ongoing threat of possibly being betrayed by double agents and traitors. It was hard to trust anyone.


It was also not glamorous; don’t think of me or my fellow agents as 007 types. Our job was to disappear — to fit in and not be noticed. Taking the job certainly didn’t win you any friends in high places either; quite the opposite, in fact. There was plenty of tension between SOE and England’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS, now known as MI6), which the Foreign Office had to deal with. The SIS viewed SOE with some suspicion. I did not know it at the time, but Sir Stewart Menzies, head of the SIS, argued on many an occasion that SOE agents were ‘amateur, dangerous, and bogus’, saying that we would disrupt their own intelligence-gathering operations by blowing up bridges and factories. The SIS preferred to work quietly through influential channels and individuals, whereas SOE’s way of operating was more grassroots. We also often backed anti-establishment organisations, such as the communists; I could only ever really trust communists in France. I also learnt after the war that Bomber Command and SOE did not always see eye to eye.


Although all these vested interests brought massive internal political pressure to bear on the fledgling organisation, SOE had Churchill as its ally; ‘Churchill’s Secret Army’ not only survived, but thrived, throughout World War II. There was also resistance to our existence across in France. General de Gaulle was never keen to recognise our significance, and we definitely felt that on the ground there. Looking back, it was a strange and solitary existence I found myself in in 1944. I could only ever rely on myself — from the top echelons of the British establishment to the people on the ground with me in France, and everyone in between, I trusted very few people. That became ingrained in me in my early twenties as a survival instinct.


***


Fast-forward 60 years to me in my eighties in New Zealand, where I have lived quietly for many years, keeping my head down about all that stuff. The discovery of this period of my life was a revelation to my sons and I have to say it caused some discord. If I am honest, I think there was some resentment that their mother had actively chosen not to take them into her confidence. When confronted about that decision, I was at pains to explain that as much as I personally didn’t want to talk about it, there was also something bigger behind this. I had signed an oath not to disclose anything about my war service with SOE. That pledge was something I knew I must honour, and that meant not telling a living soul — not even my family. I was subject to the rules of the Official Secrets Act, and that was not something I wanted to test. The stories were known only to me and the handful of trusted people I shared that hellish existence with. I had never wanted to revisit them. I had buried them. The flashbacks that had caused me to wake up in a sweat had by then become few and far between.


After the war, I simply disappeared. Given that I’d excelled at not being noticed as a spy in wartime, it was not so difficult to fade into an anonymous post-war existence. Besides which, the whole thing had been utterly exhausting, both mentally and physically, and I was completely fed up with double agents and collaborators and trying to figure out who I could trust. I had been fighting my own war within a war — there I was in France, and I couldn’t even trust the French unless they were communists. If I say that to people now, they don’t really get it, but it was the truth.


After the war ended, I was ready to move on with my life and vowed I would never step foot back in France after I left there in October 1944. And I never have. I have been asked more than once if I would go back, and the answer has always been a resolute no.


While I was silent about my experience, it seems that others were not. I heard about people wanting medals for this and that, things they did in the war; people saying things that were not right; people writing things that were not right. I would simply think ‘Poppycock — there’s more poppycock coming out!’ If people are going to write things, they must tell the truth — and the truth is not pretty; it’s not good.


This book tells the truth about my war. I’m the last living female special operative from F Section, and I need to record what happened before I die. I would like to leave my story behind so that, perhaps, young women in particular might know what it was like for me back then.


***


I am proud of being a woman in what was very much a man’s world. Of the 430 SOE agents in France, only 39 of us were women and fourteen of our group never returned. We were a mixed lot, probably because we were chosen for our language skills and therefore were not your standard English girl. We were women of various descents, among them British, French, Polish, Finnish, American, or South African like me. We had different belief systems, too — Jewish, Muslim, Catholic, etc. Some of us were young and unmarried, others had husbands and children. Some were shop assistants, others were journalists. I had had no opportunity to even have a job because I was only eighteen when war broke out, so my vocation became ‘fighting a war’.


What we women all had in common, though, was the knowledge that it was a dangerous job and that there was great hope from the hierarchy that we could do something our male counterparts could not: survive. We all knew that the remaining life expectancy of a male wireless operator who entered occupied France was just six weeks, and on more than one occasion had it explained to us that the chances of us coming back were 50/50. It is a wonder that any of us actually agreed to the job — I am not sure people would do so today, but you have to understand that wartime is very different. We were all doing our bit, fighting for what we believed in, pushing back against a cruel and expansionist enemy.


Unlike other special forces, SOE operatives wore civilian clothes. That fact alone meant we could expect to be shot as spies if we were captured, and we were at risk of torture by German Gestapo operatives trying to extract information. This all came from the notorious Commando Order that Hitler passed in October 1942. It decreed that any commando or saboteur taken prisoner, whether uniformed or not, would be treated as a spy — even if they had attempted to surrender. They were to be handed over immediately to the Gestapo or the SD (the abbreviation for Sicherheitsdienst, another Nazi intelligence organisation) for immediate execution.


I could never escape that sobering thought. And as women there were even fewer protections for us if we were caught and survived the initial threat of execution. Many of the male SOE agents were treated much better by the German authorities than we were, because, allegedly, women were not covered by the Geneva Convention at the time. Our SOE women who died, died horrible deaths after enduring indescribable torture.


The hope, though, was that women could blend into the fabric of society better and draw less suspicion. We would also be able to move around more freely, because with so many French men of working age being sent to Germany as forced labour, any ‘new’ men in a community were met with obvious distrust. The instruction to use women came from Churchill himself, with Selwyn Jepson, the recruiting officer for the French section of SOE, agreeing with him. After the war Jepson was quoted as saying: ‘In my view, women were very much better than men for the work. Women … have a greater capacity for cool and lonely courage than men.’ Many men were not of the same view as Jepson and simply did not believe that women should serve behind enemy lines. This was, as they saw it, not a place for the fairer sex, and they probably thought we weren’t capable of it anyway. I, for one, felt that judgement at various points in training or on the ground and wanted to prove them wrong.


However, with intelligence-gathering from the front being so crucial to the war effort, women suddenly became useful on the front line, not just in the back room. Getting us into the thick of it was not so straightforward, though: the statutes of the British Army, Navy and Royal Air Force barred women from armed combat, so it required a workaround by the politicians of the day. That ‘fix’ had us joining the volunteer First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY). The FANYs were an amazing group of women, and they deserve their place in history. The corps’ strength in World War II was 6,000 — of which 2,000 were also in SOE. I could contact the SOE FANYs at any time of the day or night from occupied France, secure in the knowledge that they would be there to hear my message and respond. Wonderful women. I can’t tell you how important they were to me. They were my invisible, reliable lifeline to London and a former life that I often wondered whether I would ever be able to experience again.


***


I was the first (and only) woman to be dropped solo by the Americans, and just the second woman they had ever dropped. (Nancy Wake was the first, a couple of day before me.) Once there I spent my days moving from place to place, only using fellow SOE agent Claude de Baissac’s Scientist circuit (network) if I needed to — unlike other wireless operators at that stage of the war who were mostly stationary and connected to a group. I was also one of the very last female operatives to get out of France after its liberation.


Although I still have the feeling that my wartime work is not really anybody else’s business, I can see that I should tell my story before it dies with me. In 2024, when this book comes out, it will have been 80 years since D-Day happened, and maybe there won’t be too many of us left who can remember that day. I can.


I have been reassured that the Official Secrets Act is not a problem for me anymore. So, I would like to set the record straight (if it is wonky anywhere) and tell my own story; which, as I am recalling it, does not seem as long ago as it so obviously is. I appreciate that if you don’t speak up, others can fill the void and say things that are not challenged, or may say things innocently while presuming them to be correct, when in fact they are not. I still do not have the internet and I don’t want it. But what I do want is to have my story recorded for those people who are interested in World War II and some of the things that went on.


Just to set expectations, though: if people are aware of my history, one thing they often ask is ‘How many Germans did you kill?’ I always look them straight in the eye and say, ‘None.’ Well, the truth is: ‘Not directly.’ I killed a lot indirectly with the information I messaged back to England, which then triggered air attacks. I am not sure if those people are disappointed when I answer, ‘None.’ It seems a funny thing to ask someone you don’t really know. Death is traumatic — I don’t have to have personally killed anyone myself to be traumatised by it. I have witnessed more than my fair share of death and destruction at very close quarters; sometimes because of me, sometimes despite me, and sometimes just because it is Wednesday and the Gestapo have come through a village, rounded up some people randomly and shot them dead. Remember: I was not a James Bond-style spy. I was a secret agent whose job it was to blend into the background and cause quiet chaos.


My story starts in South Africa and has traversed many countries and many names before ending up in New Zealand, 102 years later. Here, I now find myself talking about the life of one Pippa Latour, who started life as Phyllis in 1921, and embarked on an unusual childhood in Africa that set me up for an equally unusual wartime job. I think I like being a little unusual, even now. It suits me.


Pippa Latour


September 2023









PROLOGUE


1944, Bedfordshire, England. Pippa prepares to parachute into France.


The man who had given me my French clothing now brought over some more recognisable military clothing. The SOE striptease — that was the name the parachute jumpsuit was known by. It had two zips on the front running parallel up the entire length of the overalls from the ankles to either side of the neck, enabling the wearer to discard them quickly with one pull of a leather tab. Designed for one-time use, they were made of a heavy-duty windproof camouflage-pattern fabric with various internal and external pockets to house everything from a pistol, shovel and knife to documents and maps. There was also a large pouch fitted to the rear in case an agent was taking a small parcel, suitcase or attaché case with them.


Once I had zipped the jumpsuit up over my ladylike French suit, the man handed me the items destined for my pockets. Some items were innocuous, like my French shoes. Others were more in keeping with the new life I was about to embark on: torch, compass, stiletto knife, revolver, Sten gun with ammunition. After he had ticked off most of the standard-issue items on his list, he turned to face me.


‘I think we are almost there, but I do need to check something with you.’


I met his earnest look.


‘I understand you don’t want the suicide tablet?’


‘That is correct,’ I answered. I had thought about this for some time, having known it was a standard offering to people at high risk of capture, like me. The ‘L’ tablet contained a fatal dose of cyanide, and if you bit down on it with force it would kill you within fifteen seconds. I had decided it was something I would never need, and therefore wouldn’t bother with. It would just be another thing to worry about and I didn’t need to have anything extra on my mind. I needed to concentrate on surviving, doing my job, and staying invisible and out of trouble.


‘As you wish,’ he continued. ‘Here is the Benzedrine, though.’ Benzedrine was standard issue for operatives — taken to keep you awake when necessary — and I saw no harm in having it available to me.


He turned his attention to the map rolled out on the bench in front of him. ‘As you’ve been advised in London, you’ll be dropped in the Mayenne in the Pays de la Loire region, western France. The crew have the coordinates. When you land, you will be met by the reception crew who will deal with your parachute and swiftly move you to appropriate cover.’


The last thing I put on were some military-issue lace-up boots. They felt very heavy, but that was soon explained: ‘You are light, and to get you down quickly in a low-level drop and not be buffeted too far off course by any wind, we needed to weight your boots.’


This time, Vera and I sat side by side in the back of the staff car for the last trip together to the waiting aircraft. There was one final parting surprise.


‘Just to let you know, ladies, we were unable to secure an RAF aircraft this evening. OSS have helped us out at Harrington, and we have our American friends on the tarmac waiting for you.’


The RAF aircraft that was supposed to drop me had been shot down over Holland. RAF Harrington, about an hour’s drive away, was an airfield recently built by the US Army for heavy bomber use, and a couple of United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) Bombardment Squadrons were newly ensconced there in late March 1944. The mission of the Carpetbaggers, as they were known, was to fly Special Operations missions delivering supplies to Resistance groups in enemy-occupied countries, working with the OSS (the Office for Strategic Services), the intelligence agency of the United States during World War II.


‘Your transfer to France tonight will be with the Crance crew of the 406th Bombardment Squadron in a B-24 Liberator. This is a first for them.’ And another first for me — as well as being the first woman to be dropped solo by the Americans, I would be the first SOE agent dropped by the Crance crew.


The door closed, the driver started the engine, and we slowly inched out of the barn.


‘I’m glad you’re feeling better, and you’ve had some sleep,’ Vera smiled.


‘Well,’ I replied, ‘those fish and chips were the cheapest thing I could order, and I thought I was doing the right thing. Maybe I should have ordered something more expensive for our last lunch together — maybe that wouldn’t have made me feel sick.’


I added, wryly, ‘In France, at least I’ll change my diet.’


Vera’s smile turned into a little laugh at my attempt at light humour; we both knew I would not be eating beautiful French food. I was to be always on the road, managing myself with only a courier for company and foraging for whatever we could find. If I was light now, I was going to weigh even less on my return.


‘You have Buckmaster’s pen, yes?’


I nodded. The gold pen, a standard personal parting gift from Buckmaster to his SOE agents, was indeed in one of my pockets, and I knew, as instructed by him, that I should give it to a safe person in France to keep for me in case I needed to sell it.


‘I have something else for you,’ she continued. ‘This one is only for the women and comes from me to you.’


She handed me a small gold compact. I opened it to see a delicate powder puff inside and caught my face in the little mirror.


‘Like the pen, if you get in trouble it is good currency, so find a safe home for it over there. And if you have no use for it there, bring it home with you.’


To me, the idea of sitting in front of a mirror to powder my face seemed a lifetime away. This beautiful, feminine item was tied to a pre-war existence that I quietly hoped would translate to a post-war one. I would always remember getting this precious wartime memory from Vera. She was a class act and I hugely respected her. Right now, she felt like a true friend, someone who had my back.


She must have caught a look of vulnerability on my face. ‘You know you can change your mind, don’t you? Even now. Even when you are halfway across the English Channel. Any time before you jump.’


‘Yes, I know,’ I quickly reassured her, ‘and I won’t.’


‘Well, there is no shame in it if you do. I’ll let you into a secret, though. To date, the only ones in your position who have ever changed their minds are men.’ We both had a quiet chuckle. It lightened the mood and gave me heart all at the same time.


‘There is one thing I have changed my mind about, though,’ I ventured. ‘I realise I have said no to the L pill.’


Ever a step ahead, Vera answered calmly. ‘I wondered whether you might. I brought the tablet with me in case you revised that opinion.’ She pulled it from her pocket, and I quickly took it and poked it down into the top of my outer breast pocket, where my stiletto knife was stashed.


‘I could use it on the enemy, if I need to escape,’ I said, using this as my reason to secure it. This was my only chance to do so. While Benzedrine was flown in with the other supplies and I could get more if needed, the L pill — once declined — stayed in England.


It wasn’t long before we stepped out of the staff car to find ourselves beside the Liberator. It was a generously proportioned bomber; I felt very small beside it. Some people nearby were carrying my parachute, jump helmet and goggles, the last items I would need. A tall man walked towards us, extending his hand to me for a shake.


‘Ma’am, I am pleased to meet you. I’m Jerome Crance, your skipper this evening,’ he said in his warm, slow American accent.


‘Pleased to meet you, too,’ I responded automatically.


Crance turned to Vera and gave her a quick ‘Ma’am’ before continuing. ‘We have a large crew — you won’t be meeting them all personally, but please let me introduce you both to our engineer Jose Morales, who is also your dispatcher tonight.’


Another hand extended; another handshake.


A huddle formed: me, Vera, a couple of the British men who were readying me and the aircraft, and some of the Americans. Maps were reviewed, and conversations were had about drop zones and looking for lights from the reception committee on the ground.


‘Let’s hope for improving weather as we fly south,’ was Captain Crance’s final statement before turning to me. ‘You look like you’re ready to go, Miss Lampooner.’ I guess I was.


By now the crew had all assembled by the entry door of the bomber at the back of the aircraft; I joined them as they started to board. Turning to Vera, I met her eyes in silence. It was a weighty moment, and saying anything was beyond me.


Vera broke the silence. ‘Go well, Pippa.’ I could see her eyes brimming with tears, and bit my tongue as my throat tightened. Vera put her hands on my shoulders and uttered the traditional farewell that she bade all her girls.


‘Merde!’ French for ‘Shit’.


We smiled, hugged and I turned to enter the aircraft. My time had come.









1.


MY EARLY YEARS


I was born on a jetty at the port of Durban, South Africa. On the morning of 8 April 1921, while still at sea off the South African coast, my mother had felt the familiar pain of the contractions of early labour. It was too early for her to be feeling them, so I am quite sure her heart fell when the odd twinge turned into something more regular, because she was only seven months pregnant. This was a risky situation for both mother and baby.


It must surely have crossed my mother’s mind that I might enter the world earlier than was ideal, given that I was her third child and both of her previous babies had arrived before their due dates. Still, these things are not always predictable and perhaps she thought ‘third time lucky’ — this baby might make it to nine months before wanting to be born. Alas, that was not to be the case. Although the ship travelled with a doctor, there was not much he could do with a woman in labour on board — and one that was pre-term as well — apart from urge the captain to get into port as soon as possible. Thankfully the ship was not far from the port of Durban where it was due to dock later that day.


With the ship having hastened into port, the ship’s captain and doctor now had more decisions to make. Should they leave my mother on board to have the baby there, or get her promptly off the ship as soon as possible to a local hospital and thus move the responsibility for my birth somewhere else? There would no doubt have been some fairly tense discussions taking place, possibly including my father, who was himself a doctor. Regardless of their deliberations, babies of course arrive on their own timetable, and I was no different. After allowing some time to pass to see if the labour was going to move along at pace, they elected to move my mother off the ship to a local hospital. Given that they were not only dealing with a mother’s health but also that of a potentially medically compromised baby born too soon, it was probably a logical decision. Except that the dilly-dallying around of ‘move her, don’t move her’ meant that my arrival time had moved closer than anyone had anticipated.


My mother had been transferred on to a medical stretcher of sorts and was being wheeled to the gangway to get off the ship when things sped up. On that short trip from ship to shore, my head crowned, and I was born on the connecting jetty. A very public and, in the end, quick birth.


***


My life has been one of dealing with risk, challenge, unsurety and insecurity. It was never straightforward. However, when I think back, my parents’ lives were not considered usual either; and what happened in their lives very much influenced mine.


For my father, Frenchman Philippe Latour, being a doctor was a proud generational step up for his family. His father, essentially a peasant with a basic sort of existence, knew that the way for his children to have a better life was through education. He became a grocer who would even travel to the United Kingdom in times of hardship in France to get potatoes to sell. His hard work paid off, and he was able to fund both Philippe and his brother Robert through medical school.


On the other side of the family, my mother Louise Bennett was British by nationality, but with parents of French descent. She lived in Mauritius as a child and later in South Africa, and I am sure would have spent time holidaying in France with the wider family. She had one sibling in her older sister, Ada, who went on to live her life on the African continent.


Before my parents married, my mother had given birth to a baby, Sylvia, fathered by someone else. Although Sylvia’s birth certificate states her father as ‘unknown’, in fact his name was Cohen; a Dutchman who was Jewish, living in South Africa at the same time as my mother. His family were closely connected with the De Beers diamond-mining interests and, as I understand it, extremely wealthy. I am not sure how old my mother would have been when they met, but I do know that his parents made it abundantly clear they did not approve of the budding romance between her and their son. They had a nice Jewish girl back in Holland in mind for him. Promptly they started making plans for their son to move there, with the aim of neatly bringing an end to the relationship with my mother. I can only imagine the sadness both he and my mother would have felt after the edict that he had to leave the country was delivered. That was how it was back then: your parents had a lot of influence on who you married. To choose to go against what they thought was best for you, or family traditions, would only be for the very brave.


As fate would have it, World War I intervened; when the war began, young Cohen was called up to serve. I am not sure of the circumstances, but soon after signing up he was killed. I am quite sure my mother would have been utterly devastated to learn of his death. She was soon to have another life-changing and stressful episode to deal with: finding out that she was pregnant. I cannot say with any certainty, but I do wonder whether the pregnancy was not a complete surprise to her, with her secretly hoping that a Cohen baby might eventuate and provide a powerful reason for them to stay together.


Planned or not, the reality of being a young, unwed mother in 1914 was not easy. Shame was piled on both mother and child. Abortion was illegal and the backstreet operations were dangerous. The only other options were adoption or foster care. Adoption as a legal entity did not exist in South Africa until 1923 and the United Kingdom until 1926, so women had to create their own arrangements — as and when they could — with couples who wanted a baby. Foster care was generally the only realistic option. A woman would pay a fee to a foster parent and, in turn, was allowed visitation rights. However, stories of malnourished children in foster care were common. Some poor women couldn’t face the grim choices in front of them and took matters into their own hands. The death rate among illegitimate babies during World War I was twice that of legitimate births. The Assize Court records for the nineteenth century show that half the murder victims were babies. How sad.


My mother would have known full well that children born out of wedlock faced a shameful existence. The child she was carrying was half Jewish, too, and goodness knows what sort of extra prejudice that might bring. On top of that, ‘bastard’ children were never able to inherit anything, and their often impoverished childhoods frequently turned into impoverished adulthoods. My mother thought that her unborn baby would be an outcast in her father’s wealthy family. However, there were two things in her favour. My Aunt Ada, though secretly gay, was married. In those days, being gay or lesbian was never talked about. Homosexuality was a criminal act that you could be imprisoned for, and in South Africa prison meant hard labour. Instead it was kept very quiet and hidden in marriages. For Ada to have her sister’s baby might well have served as useful evidence of a bona fide marriage. So Ada and her husband George Frieslaar, a mining inspector, could provide a stable home for Sylvia, and my mother could get on with her life knowing that her baby was safely cared for and she could still be involved in her life. It was the perfect answer to a delicate situation.


The reaction of the unborn baby’s paternal grandparents to an unplanned pregnancy in the family was, perhaps, also unusual. The knowledge of a Cohen baby on the way brought with it financial support from the baby’s paternal family. When Sylvia was old enough for boarding school, the Cohen family would pay for all of that, with her returning to Ada’s home in the holidays.


Cohen senior was also good enough to look after my mother — not just his own bloodline. She was a milliner by vocation, and in the 1910s and 1920s hats were an integral part of a lady being well dressed; it was a good profession to be in. My mother specialised in making Panama hats and became very skilled at it. To give her security of employment, Mr Cohen ended up buying the hat-making business my mother worked in and then gifted the entire business to her.


Things had all worked out far better for my mother than would have been usual for a single, pregnant mother at the outbreak of World War I. Her baby was looked after by her sister; she was living close by, which meant she could see her daughter grow up and be involved in her life; her child’s education costs at good schools were paid for by the child’s paternal grandfather; and she was the owner of a millinery business.


***


I am not sure what took my mother to France from South Africa, but plainly something did. As fate would have it, it was somewhere in France that she must have met and fallen in love with my father, who was a medical student at the time. They went on to get married and settle in France. Soon enough a baby was on the way — my big sister Eileen. I don’t have her exact birth date, but she was three or four years older than me so she must have been born in 1917 or 1918.


Philippe’s life as a doctor in France meant working in a hospital, an ongoing prospect that he felt didn’t hold a lot of joy or promise for him. With a wife, a small child and another one (me) on the way, he was keen for a fresh start. After the horrors of World War I, there was the promise of a stable, buoyant and even flourishing 1920s stretching ahead of them like a tantalising dream. Like many others exhausted by the grimness of the Great War, it felt like there were new horizons to investigate, new travel freedoms to take advantage of, and new lives to be explored. Being Catholic, Philippe approached the local priests in the knowledge that the Catholic Church was looking for doctors to go to the colonies to help staff the hospitals and — the other, unwritten, job of the Church — to spread the Christian faith.


The idea of going to Africa did not come completely out of the blue for my parents. It was, of course, a chance for my mother to be close to her one and only sibling, Ada, who was living in Muizenberg (a seaside suburb in Cape Town) and raising my half-sister Sylvia, who by now was about six or seven years old. My father also had a cousin, Jeannine Latour, whom he was very close to, and she was already living in the Belgian Congo with her husband Aldo, an Italian doctor, and their three sons. Philippe and Louise asked the Church if they could be stationed in the Katanga area to be close by to Jeannine and Aldo, and when the answer was ‘yes’ the move from France to Africa was sealed. My parents even chose Jeannine to be one of my godmothers before I was born — knowing that their baby would be born in Africa and grow up as part of the wider Latour family.


Although there was much to be positive and excited about in this new adventure, it was considered unwise to take a small child on the initial journey to set up their home base in a place that was very different to the stable existence they knew in France. So, it was decided that young Eileen would stay in France, to be looked after by her paternal grandparents until her parents were settled with the new baby, at which time she would join the family.


And so it was that the journey to Africa, and a new life, began for my parents. Marseille, where they left from, was a bustling city on the south-east coast of France. At the time it was the second-largest city in France, and the largest on the Mediterranean coast. Home to the country’s largest commercial port, it linked the French Empire to her North African colonies of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. Louise and Philippe boarded The Grand Didier sometime in March 1921, bound for Durban in South Africa; a journey that might have taken a couple of weeks. With both Sylvia and Eileen having arrived earlier than their due dates, my parents had factored in enough time to make the sea voyage and then take the train north to Katanga before their unborn child made an appearance. They wanted to ensure they would be well settled into their new surroundings, with Cousin Jeannine and her husband Aldo nearby, before I was born.


Except, it seems, I had other plans.


***


As soon as I was born there was a huge discussion about what nation this new baby was to be attached to. Had my mother been left on board the Belgian-registered ship for just a little longer, I would have been Belgian. But because the umbilical cord was cut on South African soil, that would make me South African. There was, apparently, a lot of earnest conversation about what ‘rules’ should apply to this unusual situation. Should I in fact be both Belgian and South African given that if I had been born a few minutes earlier it would have been on a Belgian ship in a South African port?


The French stance for a child like me born in a different country was for me to take the nationality of my French father. But to muddy things further my mother was British, and of course they would have to be different to the French. Their stance was if you’re born on British soil, you’re British — and at the time, South Africa was a dominion within the British Commonwealth. The back-and-forth went on for quite some time before it was eventually decided that I was South African.


I have always felt the mix of nationalities and cultures that are part of my make-up. Perhaps that’s not so unusual, given the tumultuous nature of the world and who controlled what countries at that time. Although my mother had spent much of her later life in South Africa, she was born in the British-controlled territory of Mauritius — an island off the south-east coast of Africa — so was considered British. British rule was in place from 1810 to 1968, when Mauritius finally became independent. Before 1810, though, Mauritius had been a French colony, so my mother’s parents considered themselves French and, like many others on the island, never gave up their French passports. It was not as if becoming a British territory suddenly made the inhabitants feel British. So, my heritage is a blend of English, French and African cultures … but my official nationality is South African because that was where I was born.


I would spend the first month of my life in the country of my birth, in a hospital in Durban. Being born two months early, it is probably remarkable that I was there for only a month; even back then I must have been a hardy survivor. I believe my mother stayed with an old school friend, either Aunt Nellie who lived in Durban opposite the Hollywoodbets Greyville Racecourse, or Nancy Cochran who lived in the suburb of Overport, some 3 kilometres away. My mother involved her close school friends in the important milestones of her life: several were her bridesmaids, and when she had children they also became godmothers. Being a godmother in those days was a serious thing, almost akin to guardianship should anything happen to the parents, so they were chosen with great care and the job accepted with equal solemnity.


I imagine the support of my godmothers Nellie and Nancy was very important to my mother, with a pre-term baby in the hospital and dealing with her own recovery from a less than ideal birth. My father had gone on ahead up to the Belgian Congo to start his new job alone. It must have been early May 1921 when I was deemed well enough to leave the hospital and my mother and I headed north on a train to meet my father in the Belgian Congo and start this new chapter of our family life together.


My father had been posted to a place called Jadotville — these days known as Likasi — which was a central town surrounded by lots of mining activity in what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The smaller surrounding villages were primitive, as would be expected, and the need for medical help was evident. Whether the local population wanted that help or not was debatable. At the heart of every village was a witch doctor. These men were revered by their community, fulfilling a role of part traditional healer, part spiritual practitioner. They were believed to possess knowledge of herbal remedies, magic and religious practices, so were thought to be able to treat illnesses and offer protection from evil spirits. They were also believed to have the gift of prophecy. All in all, they were important and influential members of society. Witch doctors were leaders in their villages, able to calm or inflame disagreements with their perceived power — even pointing a bone at someone could signal death.


It seems somewhat obvious that the presence of Catholic medical doctors sent from England to ‘fix’ the native African population was always going to create some ill-feeling — and be viewed as a threat to the power wielded by witch doctors. Africa had operated under this system of medicine for thousands of years, so it should not have been surprising that there were periods of intense unrest between the supporters of the witch doctors and the British medical staff, however well-meaning the latter were. Many in the rural African population were understandably reluctant to abandon practices that past generations had accepted. On top of which, there would have been an insistence from the witch doctors themselves that this new Western medicine was not only no good but could even be dangerous. And so the scene was set for multiple shows of strength by the witch doctors and their supporters against the missionary workers in the hospitals and churches who were daring to suggest a new way.


My mother had only been reunited with my father for a month in their new home in the Belgian Congo when he felt the tension rising and thought it safer for me and my mother to leave for a week (or three) until things settled down again. We were bundled off in haste on a train to Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) until it was considered safe to return.


By now I would have been all but two months old. My father’s cousin Jeannine and her family, having been there several years, must surely have lived through a few turbulent episodes of unrest before this current flurry and would have been good support to my parents with their newborn baby. They knew, as my father had already experienced, that not all witch doctors were bad. The local witch doctor, whom our extended Latour family knew well, was named Nyama Njoka (I have never been any good at spelling and have only ever heard his name spoken, so I think that is how it would be spelled). It is pronounced In-ya-ma In-yolk-a, which translates as ‘snake meat’ in Swahili. Nyama is meat and njoka means snake. My family deemed Nyama, who had originated from the French Congo, to be a ‘good’ witch doctor. While other witch doctors outwardly resented the churches and the hospitals and the people involved in them, Nyama did not, even though in reality he must have known there was a shift in power taking place.


We went back to Jadotville as soon as it was safe to do so. Perhaps the hope was that things would settle down again after this latest outburst; and after we returned, it did indeed seem as if life was going to plan for the next couple of months. And then it just didn’t. Again, we were sent away on a rapid train-ride to Bulawayo to wait for things to calm down.


However, this time the uprising was far better organised and significantly more lethal. Not long after we left, all of the hospitals and churches were attacked in one go. The ‘bad’ witch doctors had gathered a lot of hangers-on, and there would have ended up being about 500 angry people. A lynch mob. They had a plan to target all of the hospitals and churches and burn them down, with all the people in them if they could.


And they were successful. My father was killed in Jadotville Hospital.


***


I was now a four-month-old baby with no father, and my mother was again a single mother — now with three children in a hugely unstable Africa.


Philippe’s father immediately came out from France with my older sister Eileen to stay with my mother and me in Bulawayo. It would have been a very sad household, with everyone in it grieving the sudden loss of a son, a husband, or a father in such a shocking way.


Thankfully, Zainabu was also there. She was my African nanny, my ‘iya’ as I called her, who would have been very helpful looking after a four-month-old and a four-year-old while a ‘what next’ plan was being made. Zainabu had also had a parent killed at a very young age, so would have been an empathetic person for Eileen to have around. When Zainabu was a child, East Africa was a German colony and as such her father was German. Her mother, who was from an East African tribe, had been taken in a slave drive when Zainabu was only three. She told me later that her mother had died when a group of about 30 women, all connected to the next by a collar and a piece of wood, and with their hands and feet tied, ended up falling off a cliff. What a terrible way to go.


Zainabu’s father was killed a few years later, in World War I, and she was put into a convent for orphans, where she grew up. At around the age of eighteen or nineteen she was contemplating becoming a nun when she met my father, Philippe, who had stayed at the convent very soon after arriving in Africa. The second time he visited the convent he asked if she had taken her vows yet, and when she said ‘no’ he offered her a career change as a nanny for his newborn daughter. I am so pleased she took up his offer, because she was to become a secure and steady part of my young life.


At various stages in my life, my six godmothers all helped in my upbringing and offered me crucial support. Eileen and I called them our aunties, even though they were not related to us; Ada was the only real aunt. Aunt Dora came up from South Africa immediately after my father’s death to support my mother, as did Aunt Nellie, who made the decision that her home would become our new home, too. Nellie had no children of her own and her husband, a sea captain, was away a lot; I think we became good company for her, and she had the space. She took the bottom floor and we had the top floor. It was a new chapter in my life, and I was still only four months old.


Zainabu settled locally and came daily to look after Eileen and me. Eileen was soon off to school and increasingly stayed over with Aunt Ada, so it was me who was Zainabu’s primary focus. She soon moved into my bedroom overnight because a snake was found in my room. Her constant presence was comforting for me. Things settled into a new rhythm. As the sole breadwinner now, my mother’s successful millinery business took up a lot of her time, with other good women rallying around to support her and her children.


We also had a good man on the scene in Pizou the cook. Like Zainabu he was of mixed ethnicity. He came from the same East African tribe as she did, but one of his parents was Chinese. Pizou and Zainabu quickly became a couple, brought together by looking after me and keeping our little household running. Romance turned into marriage, and a little granny flat was added on for the couple. We were one big family, and I certainly felt their love. I was in many ways like their child, and the first three years of my life were in a settled, loving environment. My first language was Swahili, learnt from Zainabu of course. It is appropriate to say that Swahili is my ‘mother tongue’ because she was absolutely a mother figure in my life.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		COVER



		TITLE PAGE



		MAP



		FOREWORD



		CONTENTS



		PREFACE



		PROLOGUE



		1. MY EARLY YEARS



		2. GROWING UP IN AFRICA



		3. EUROPE AND THE START OF WAR



		4. TO BRITAIN AND WAR WORK



		5. A CHANGE OF SERVICE



		6. FAREWELL, ENGLAND



		7. HELLO, FRANCE



		8. A NEW IDENTITY



		9. A STRANGE NEW LIFE



		10. CATCH ME IF YOU CAN



		11. CAUGHT AND QUESTIONED BY THE GESTAPO



		12. D-DAY



		13. DEATH AND DESTRUCTION



		14. TIME TO LEAVE



		15. HELLO, ENGLAND



		EPILOGUE



		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



		APPENDIX I: PIPPA’S SERVICE DETAILS AND HONOURS



		APPENDIX II: SOE MEMORIALS



		APPENDIX III: WOMEN AGENTS OF SOE F SECTION



		ABOUT THE AUTHORS



		COPYRIGHT













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
LAST
SECRET
AGENT

IN HER OWN WORDS

PIPPA LATOUR

WITH JUDE DOBSON

monora y





OEBPS/images/9781800962804.jpg
THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER

SE;RET
AGENT

THE EXTRAORDINARY STORY OF A WW2 SPY
IN HER OWN WORDS





OEBPS/images/pg05.jpg
GERMANY

N LUXEMBOURG
Nesed

Saint-L6-J)
VireN

FREE ZONE
until November 1942

Toulouse
°

Marseille

Toulon
SPAIN
0 kilometres 250
|
~
. Military administration of Belgium and northern France \\- Coastal military zone
. Territories annexed to Germany ~— Demarcation line

. Zone of German settlement

Italian occupation after November 1942





OEBPS/images/pg10.jpg





