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Gloucester: Is Paris lost? Is Rouen yielded up?


If Henry were recall’d to life again,


These news would cause him once more yield the ghost.


Exeter: How were they lost? What treachery was used?


Messenger: No treachery; but want of men and money.


—William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 1, act 1, scene 1


Tout simplement, mon colonel, parce que les hommes les avaient laissé tomber.


I took up arms, “quite simply, Colonel, because the men had dropped them.”


—Marguerite Gonnet, at trial, 1942
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Part I



CHAPTER 1

God Help Us

London

Under the eternal gaze of Admiral Lord Nelson, high on a stone column in the center of London, Mrs. Odette Sansom raced toward her appointment at the War Office. The one-eyed, one-armed hero of Trafalgar got pelted in the rain, a bronze memorial to the glory that was Pax Britannica, many bloody conflicts removed from the London of July 10, 1942.

It was the 1,043rd day of the world’s worst war.

Much of the city lay in ruins, a ragged collection of gaps and edifices, like a child’s mouth after a lost tooth. Odette tilted her hat against the unremitting damp and sprinted past the admiral’s brass lions as if spirit alone could somehow put London to rights, so that it might smile again.

Upon meeting Odette, Londoners were confronted with her Gallic élan, her essential Frenchness. She was self-consciously prettier than her English peers: big chestnut eyes, a “fresh complexion” framed by dark hair that was pulled high off her heart-shaped face and hung loose down her neck. Her light coat was cinched with a belt, the only burst of color in an otherwise bland London rain-scape; the city was full of uniforms—soldiers, sailors, airmen. The entire world had gone drab. Although she had lived in England for much of her adult life, Odette never shed her Continental air, nor did she care to; frosty Britain seemed indifferent to sex and to women. With an inextinguishable flair for the theatrical, Odette preened and men in khaki swooned. It was said she even smiled in French.

The Victoria Hotel was a grande dame on mothballs, requisitioned for war work as the administrative home of the War Office. There were no bellhops to greet Odette; the twinkling chandeliers were packed off to safe storage; the building was dingy and practical like everything else. There were no dandies sharing cigarettes in the pink marble lobby; it was still busy, but with clerks and sergeants, men in mufti held back from the front, the old, the broken, those unsuited for battle, those too useful to be sacrificed. Someone had to run the war.

Odette arrived on account of a typed invitation—her second from the War Office:


Dear Madam,

Your name has been passed to me with the suggestion that you have qualifications and information which may be of value in a phase of the war effort.

If you are available for interview, I should be glad to see you at the above address at 1100 hrs on Friday 10th July.

Would you let me know whether you can come or not?

Yours truly,
Selwyn Jepson
Captain



For an unhappily married woman in the third year of the war, the letter on government stationery was rife with potential. At a minimum, Odette’s appointment afforded a precious afternoon alone; there was a new film opening in Leicester Square, Mrs. Miniver, the story of how English housewives contribute to the war by coping, how matriarchs move mountains while men are at the front. There was window-shopping to do, though, as elsewhere in Europe, very little could be bought under rations on a husband’s service pay. At best, the letter might rearrange Odette’s life a little, for what “qualifications and information” could the army need but her native French-language skills? Perhaps the War Office sought translators. Or secretaries. She was not too old to type at speed, or she could write letters to prisoners of war in France. That would be a very worthy service.

Odette did not know what would be asked of her, and the captain’s note gave away little. If the War Office had something practical in mind, she was determined to be useful.

ODETTE LIVED IN the soggy countryside of Somerset. Only thirty years old, she was a single parent to three young daughters—Lily, Françoise, and Marianne—while her husband, Roy, was enlisted in the fight against Hitler. Roy was the son of the English soldier who billeted with her family during the Great War, and she had married him young—too young—at eighteen, practically an infant herself, she reckoned, so silly and adolescent; she panicked on her wedding night and refused to leave for her honeymoon. Instead, she dragged her mother and mother-in-law to the cinema.

War had marked Odette’s entire young life. She was only four years old when her father was killed at the Battle of Verdun, just days before the armistice that ended World War I. He was one of 300,000 dead, a shameful, aching waste. The children of the interwar years came of age in a wounded Europe, still bleeding from the sores of Flanders and the Somme. France felt crippled by German brutality; Germany felt likewise about her neighbors’ punitive reparations. Fatherless Odette was raised in her grandparents’ house, her Sundays a litany of mandatory graveside visits and church offerings beside her widowed mother. As with so many daughters of the Great War, trauma altered Odette; it made her at once sweet and hard, vulnerable and ferocious.

As an adult, married but alone and mothering in England, the Blitz forced Odette to abandon the bustle of city life for the safety of green and empty farmlands. In 1940 and 1941, London’s nights were pierced by bombs and lit by searchlights; the sky was a daily fireworks show of flares and flames. Had she stayed, the baby would have been fitted for a gas mask; she would have learned to distinguish between the sounds of a parachute mine and an anti-aircraft gun, even as she became bilingual in French and English. Somerset was better for the girls.

Odette’s days were now an endless series of country rituals: queuing at the baker, counting out ration coupons, mending clothes when fabric was impossible to get. Propaganda posters extolled the virtue of thrift: “I’m as patriotic as can be—and ration points don’t worry me!” The message was so bleak. “Go through your wardrobe. Make do and mend.” Odette had been fashionable once, a dressmaker who could pin-tuck and pleat some ooh-la-la into any ensemble, but there was no one left to look pretty for now that she was in rural exile. “Austerity Clothes for the Fourth Year of the War,” exclaimed women’s weeklies; jackets without trimmings and “skirts without sin” were to be applauded. Odette longed for the thrill of London, the pleasure of companionship and attention. Rustic mothering and monasticism did not suit her. It was an unexceptional life for an energetic woman.

CAPTAIN SELWYN JEPSON sat at his desk in the War Office, room 055a—previously known as Victoria Hotel, room 238—a former bedroom so small that it might have been a broom closet. Shorn of any glamour for the sake of utility, the room contained only one amenity: a sink basin. There was no furniture to speak of, save for an army-issue wood table and two plain chairs. The sparseness was deliberate, at the behest of the captain, who ordered the interview room emptied of everything that might hint of officialdom or even comfort. He was not there to chitchat or to shield himself from visitors behind a big desk. He wanted nothing to get in the way of absolute trust: no separation, status, or rank—unless, of course, he was interviewing a service member, at which point he donned his uniform out of respect.

Captain Jepson looked down his nose at the file sitting before him. Mrs. Sansom had no apparent enemy affiliation; His Majesty’s Government found nothing objectionable: “Nothing Recorded Against.” In other words, she possessed no criminal record. Scotland Yard and the MI5 security service had apparently decided she was an acceptable candidate for an interview. It was not piercing enough for his standards, to be sure. He would unearth objections, should they exist.




	Full Christian Names:

	 Odette Marie Celine




	Nationality:

	 British




	Nationality at Birth:

	 French







Upon her marriage, Odette became English by way of a legal concept known as coverture, meaning she was covered by her husband’s legal standing; she became part of him the way a hand is part of the body.

Odette’s file was opened on account of her keenness to help the war effort. In March 1942, an urgent call went out on the BBC evening news: The navy wanted photos of the French coast. On the 6:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m. broadcasts, wedged between Proms concerts and news in Norwegian, the announcer explained that even the most boring souvenir photos would help. Trivial and mundane scrapbooks could turn the battle in Europe, and as went Europe, so followed the world. The announcement was one of many patriotic calls to service that year; the next morning Britons responded with some thirty thousand envelopes, including ten million vacation snaps.

Odette also heeded the call. She donated her family photographs to the government, a collection of snapshots of herself as a young girl on the wide beaches near her native Amiens, of picnics and parasols, sand castles and beach shacks, of her brother, her mum, her grandparents, even a father she never got to know, the plain and ordinary reminders of summers long past.

The smallest details mattered in the world’s largest war. A top secret department at Oxford was at that moment pulling together a detailed map of the French shoreline. While England had ample information on France—Michelin maps, Baedekers narrating every harbor village, and nautical charts sounding every depth—the Admiralty required more specialized intelligence. To plan an invasion, the navy had to render a depiction of the country from wave height, from the prow of an incoming landing craft. The Inter Services Topographical Department (ISTD) was creating a comprehensive picture of the entire French coast and the Low Countries. The navy had to know what the harbors and beaches looked like, the gradient of each sloping dune, winding road, trickling river, any landscape feature that could yield insight into the water supply, blind spots, and approaches. No small-scale commando raid or aerial photographer could possibly produce such a map; the only way to get a broad picture was to cobble one together out of Britons’ prewar holidays. A cast of researchers at the Bodleian Library pored over the scrapbook bounty, taking photographs of photographs, then returned the albums to their rightful owners, who never knew what images had been preserved or even entirely why. The ISTD built a photo mosaic, a montage of family memories, and stitched the panorama together for a colossal topographical quilt. It was the platform for a battle plan of the Allied invasion of Europe. England was at war, and the last battlefield would be France.

Odette’s photographs were of no military value whatsoever. Her childhood snapshots never even found their way to the Naval War Library. Upon hearing the call on the BBC, Odette mailed her photos to the War Office, not the Admiralty; she was a non-native English speaker who misunderstood the difference. She posted her few family pictures to the wrong branch of service.

The machinery of military administration nevertheless churned. Postal clerks forwarded her note proffering assistance to a central registry, which funneled the information down appropriate, if opaque, channels to Captain Jepson.

WHEN ODETTE ENTERED the captain’s office, he rose like a man practiced in gentility. The windows were framed in heavy air raid curtains, making the close room feel even tighter; the raw light between them was harsh and electric.

Captain Jepson was an elfin man, in a dark suit, forty-two years old with a squeaky pubescent voice. In peacetime, he was a working journalist and middling mystery novelist; at war, he was a cynic who held tightly to the fixtures of his own gloomy mind. With coffee bean eyes and slick, dark hair, his suspicions gave him the air of a man who was eternally constipated.

The captain, in a clipped accent sharpened and honed at St. Paul’s School for heirs and aristocrats, started the interview with a rote question he put to anyone who entered his office: What did Odette think of the Germans?

She hated Hitler with a passion.

She detested what happened to France. Her mother was evacuated from her home; her brother was gravely wounded in the blitzkrieg and was recuperating in the Val-de-Grâce military hospital in occupied Paris, she said. Her country had been violated.

Oh, she figured she might find pity for the German people, but she had nothing but venom for the military occupiers.

The captain understood that French hereditary hostility to Germans was second only to Gallic enmity toward the English. At that moment in the war, it was his job, as his letter indicated, to select from the small but crucial subset of those he considered normal, common, and average British citizens, a few choice candidates who spoke flawless French, who could act French, and who were for all intents and purposes passably French.

“You would not know the way we do these things,” the captain began, with Odette’s file on the table before him. “We have made enquiries about you in this country and in France and we’re very satisfied by what we’ve found.”

Drama and overreaction were native to Odette, like a mother tongue. Her posture swung from demure and coquettish to highest dudgeon and outrage in less than a heartbeat.

“Well, what do you mean? Why did you have to make enquiries of me?”

In wartime England, Odette was suspect by virtue of her birth. There was resentment in Britain: The Frogs surrendered so quickly in 1940; the French army crumpled against the panzer advance; the Maginot Line was a punch line, a joke; Vichy ships in North Africa were at that moment facing off against the Allied fleet; French factories churned out weapons on behalf of a Nazi war that was killing Englishmen in Egypt.

Odette’s fidelities could become a critical component of the fight for Europe. The captain was recruiting secret soldiers for a clandestine war in Nazi territory, but women like Odette were English only by marriage; foreign-born brides of Britons were considered by many to be enemy aliens.

She rejected the insinuation with enough spite to retry the Battle of Hastings. In a fit, Odette recited her patriotic bona fides: She was a good mother to English daughters, a faithful bride to a British soldier defending king and country. She lived a quiet life, did nothing treasonous or illegal. Odette was as decent an Englishwoman as any bird born in Blighty.

“What do you think I am?”

In that moment, the captain made a decision: He was willing to risk Odette’s life.

WITHOUT SPECIFYING DETAILS of the job for which he was recruiting, or even the name of his employer, Captain Jepson offered Odette an opportunity to go to France for His Majesty’s Government, at three hundred pounds per annum. Would she volunteer?

“Wait a minute.” The captain paused. “What are your domestic circumstances?”

The minutiae of Odette’s life were detailed in the file before him, but he would not send a woman to war who pined for babies in England. Her chances of returning alive were no better than even—or less.

To the captain, she appeared unconcerned about her daughters; “Oh, they won’t bother,” he would recall as her response.

Odette was instead trapped in her thoughts. She framed the nebulous job offer in the language of a mother. Am I supposed to accept the sacrifice that other people are making without lifting a finger? she wondered. What would become of her girls if both France and then England surrendered to Hitler? She might not be useful to this tiny man, Jepson; she might not be good enough to serve. But she was determined to at least try on behalf of Lily, Françoise, and Marianne.

With only the vaguest idea of what the job entailed, Odette said, “Train me.”

THE CAPTAIN ROSE and escorted Odette the two short steps to the door, where they shook hands. She had a colossal personality and might not be willing to follow orders; she was too intense. Yet she met all qualifications: fluent French, British citizenship. The Allies had a need—a world-changing need—for women like Odette.

He returned to the file on his table and dashed off a quick note in the margins, his professional assessment of his newest hire:


God help the Germans if we can ever get her near them. But maybe God help us on the way.





CHAPTER 2


Ungentlemanly Warfare


London


On Baker Street, at No. 64, a government office was hiding in plain sight of heady wartime London, operating under a false name: the Inter Services Research Bureau, or ISRB. To the employees, it was alternately known as “the Firm,” “the Racket,” “the Org,” “the Ministry of Agriculture and Fish,” and often enough “Bedlam.” It was a gray and bureaucratic place, heartless and militaristic, with long hallways and functional furniture—and home to an agency dedicated to clandestine warfare in enemy-occupied territory: the Special Operations Executive, or SOE.


It was special. It was secret. It fell outside the ordinary command structure of both the Civil Service and the military, answerable only to the war’s most senior planners. With Europe in the balance, this shadow organization was staffing up for the battle that would end the war.


Just ahead of Odette’s meeting with Captain Jepson, a “Most Secret” document had circulated in which British and American war chiefs agreed that a second front in Europe was essential to aid Stalin’s Red Army. The Soviets were single-handedly fighting the war in Europe on behalf of the Allies. But if an Anglo-American force could open a western line of battle, that would draw Hitler’s attention away from Russia. He would have to fight two different wars at once, an unsustainable proposition. The strategy could finish the Nazi bloodlust forever.


The invasion would necessarily begin in France, the war planners agreed:




Western Europe is favoured as the theatre in which to stage the first major offensive by the United States and Great Britain. By every applicable basis of comparison, it is definitely superior to any other. In point of time required to produce effective results, its selection will save many months. Through France passes our shortest route to the heart of Germany. In no other area can we attain overwhelming air superiority to a successful land attack. … In this area the United States can concentrate and maintain a larger force than it can in any other. A British-American attack through Western Europe provides the only feasible method for employing the bulk of the combat power of the United States, the United Kingdom and Russia in a concerted effort against a single enemy.





Possession of France was the tactical fulcrum that would tip the balance of the European theater. From the viewpoint of military geography, France was critical: It had long open coasts facing England, the Atlantic, and the Mediterranean; it was bordered by neutral countries Switzerland and Spain. Most important, though, France was in easy air and sea distance of England. It was a target the Allies could reach.


But France was in no position to fight for herself: The French government and most of its citizens were collaborating with Hitler.


“The decision to launch this offensive must be made at once,” the memo stated.


A date was set for the invasion of France: April 1, 1943.


SQUAT, BALD, AND very frequently drunk, Prime Minister Winston Churchill plotted the invasion of Europe while nurturing and pursuing his pet military passions: guerrilla warfare, smuggling, sabotage, propaganda, groundswells, and uprisings. From within the occupied countries, he was planning to employ the conquered peoples of Europe as a subterranean fighting force against the Nazis.


It was all the Allies had. The Nazis owned Europe. Adolf Hitler had captured the Continent with dizzying speed: In one month in 1939, he occupied all of Poland. In 1940, it took two months to conquer Norway; Belgium surrendered in eighteen days, Holland in four; Luxembourg fell in twelve hours and Denmark in under six.


In May 1940, the Nazis invaded France. During the evacuation at Dunkirk, 338,226 soldiers were ferried away from the front lines to England in a flotilla of eight hundred fishing boats, pleasure craft, and battle cruisers. What remained of the British Expeditionary Force only narrowly escaped the advancing German army. The Nazis entered Paris on June 14, 1940.


In those first fevered days of war in France, when Churchill was newly elected the head of government, Britain was stunned, alone, the only country in Europe left to fight Hitler. But with no soldiers on the Continent, how could Britannia hit back?


Memos flew about a new scheme to defeat the Reich from the inside:




We have got to organize movements in enemy-occupied territory comparable to the Sinn Fein movement in Ireland, to the Chinese Guerillas now operating against Japan, to the Spanish Irregulars who played a notable part in Wellington’s campaign or—one might as well admit it—to the organizations which the Nazis themselves have developed so remarkably in almost every country in the world. This “democratic international” must use many different methods, including industrial and military sabotage, labour agitation and strikes, continuous propaganda, terrorist acts against traitors and German leaders, boycotts and riots.





The notion of clandestine warfare was hardly new. It was, in fact, as old as war itself: The Athenians built a very fine horse in Troy. The word “guerrilla” comes from the Spanish, little warrior, and it was born of the fight against Napoleonic hegemony on the Iberian Peninsula. But until this war, subversion and sabotage had proven successful mostly by non-state agents for small-scale, partisan raids. War planners did not know whether it would work as a global strategy. It had not been tested on an institutional scale.


Those were days of hopelessness and fear in London. Democracies were kicked out of Europe, the Americans refused to join the war, Hitler and Stalin were still dividing the spoils of Poland. When Churchill put faith in targeted raids and resistance, they were the remaining tools in his quiver; he called them “butcher and bolt” operations. Until Britannia could fight back with machinery and military might, this secret army would continue the battle for Europe. The Allies would regroup and reequip for a triumphant return. Someday.




What is needed is a new organization to co-ordinate, inspire, control and assist the nationals of the oppressed countries who must themselves be the direct participants. We need absolute secrecy, a certain fanatical enthusiasm, willingness to work with people of different nationalities, complete political reliability.





At a meeting of the War Cabinet at 10 Downing Street, on July 22, 1940, Churchill authorized creation of a secret agency for insurgency, a professional fifth column to attack Hitler in his new territories until the Allied Expeditionary Force was strong enough to open a second front.


The spark of resistance, Churchill believed, was waiting to ignite on the Continent. Millions suffered under the Nazi jackboot. Dissident movements would rise to challenge the Reich; sneak attacks could strain the mettle of the war machine, demoralize the ordinary ranks of German soldiers, and above all remind the European people that freedom was a birthright; justice would not be forgotten. Kindling the impulse for insurrection was a way to undermine fascism from within its ever-expanding borders.


“Brave and desperate men could cause the most acute embarrassment to the enemy,” Churchill said, “and it was right that we should do all in our power to foster and stimulate so valuable an aid to Allied strategy.”


Modern warfare was dependent on technology and belonged to industrial nations; never again would two countries stare at each other across a ditch, firing shots over a line that never moved. But the global war between great powers could be won by subversion as much as strength. Where regular forces provide martial muscle, the special forces are surgical and skilled, trained to be “the most potent weapons one can use”: Attacking the means of production and communication—disabling factories that made the machines that fought the war, annihilating the ability to communicate troop movements over distances—was the most advanced thinking in military planning. Churchill liked to call the newly formed secret department his Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare.


“Ungentlemanly” was too pretty a word to put on the kind of war Churchill had in mind. It was to be the dirtiest war, beyond the rules of engagement, outside the protection of courts, contracts, or global political conventions. This was warfare by every available means: There would be murders, kidnappings, demolitions, ransoms, and torture. But when the Allies launched their major assault on Europe—with bombs, torpedoes, artillery, armor, infantry—the citizens of the Continent would be there ready to fight for themselves, armed and trained, detonating into a vast rebel army.


Long before the target date of the European offensive could ever be contemplated, it had a code name: D-Day.


Le Jour J.


“And now,” Churchill exhorted in gruff understatement to his new minister in charge of the dark agency for secret warriors, “set Europe ablaze.”


AS WINSTON CHURCHILL was preparing to write the Special Operations Executive into existence, on July 16, 1940, Adolf Hitler signed the order to invade Great Britain. With Operation Sea Lion, the führer called for the total obliteration of the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force. He would mine the seas of the British Isles and bombard the air, crippling trade and rending the mighty empire into abject submission. In Führer Directive No. 16, he wrote, “The aim of this operation is to eliminate the English Motherland as a base from which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if necessary, to occupy the country completely.”


TO PREPARE FOR a Continental invasion only a year away, to lay the groundwork for political change in Europe, SOE needed bodies on the ground in the occupied countries immediately, to fuel, fund, arm, organize, train, and command a resistance.


But with so many soldiers already at war, Britain had simply run out of men.


Captain Jepson was facing a workforce shortage, and crises are hotbeds for innovation: For covert operations in France, he unilaterally decided to recruit women.


It was a decision without much support in the Firm. Putting women in the line of fire was obscene, the brass said: War is fought by men for the sake of women and children. What use could women be in combat? Every culture on earth has a taboo against women in warfare; their bodies are purpose-built to create life, not to destroy it. Not since Boudicca led her troops against Rome had an Englishwoman taken up arms against a foreign adversary.


It was not mere chauvinism. The Edwardians who ran the war were too stiff to admit it, but they believed female recruits would deliver a new weapon into Hitler’s hands: rape. As symbols and as soldiers, women are uniquely exposed; their bodies become war bounty, susceptible to other weaponized bodies. As inhabitants of an isolated island, British women had always been safe; there was a tidy division between the home front and the front lines. If women were hired for special employment in France, they would be subject to the worst of Nazi cruelties and retaliation should they be captured. And they would be: Irregular combatants had a life expectancy of less than three months behind enemy lines. Commanders said no, in defense of British maidenhood.


Captain Jepson, one sniveling man in the Victoria Hotel, set about ending a universal prohibition and prejudice as the practical solution to a staffing problem.


CAPTAIN JEPSON PROBED international law for explicit direction. He found hiring women for combat was not against any laws of war; it was never mentioned at all.


Indeed it was acceptable and possible under the prevailing National Service Acts of 1939 and 1941, which conscripted women into the auxiliary services and brought them into the workforce in droves. The law permitted a woman to use lethal weapons if she was willing to sign a document testifying that she understood what killing and dying actually meant.


Precedent for female recruits mounted: Since those bruising days of the Blitz, some seventy-eight thousand women had begun to fire upon Germans, manning the trigger on the anti-aircraft (ack-ack) artillery. They lit up the night sky with weapons so powerful they could bring down a Messerschmitt. Winston Churchill’s own daughter Mary served on a gun site in Hyde Park, about which the prime minister remarked, “A gunner is a gunner.”


Women volunteered. Women were conscripted. Women got trained. Women wore uniforms in the service auxiliaries. Women killed. The women of Great Britain were already at war.


But they were not behind enemy lines.


Captain Jepson pushed his case for women further still. Women were not just useful in France but necessary. He claimed they would excel at clandestine tasks, as women were secretive, accustomed to isolation, possessed of a “cool and lonely courage.” They would also make excellent couriers, he said, and have greater freedom of movement: In France, with so many POWs in Germany and every other able-bodied Frenchman pressed into obligatory service for Hitler, women outnumbered men. A man with no job, idling about, would be suspect. The captain believed German chauvinism would extend to the women of France: No Nazi could ever suspect a lady saboteuse, and girls on bicycles were a common enough sight. (It made no difference to Captain Jepson that Odette had no idea how to ride a bicycle. She could learn.)


IN A BID to keep an exiled French general quiet, if not happy, Captain Jepson was targeting women who spoke French but who were not French citizens.


General Charles de Gaulle was a figure of defiance in London who loomed taller even than his six-foot-seven-inch frame. A general without an army, a leader without a nation, he had been feeding the furnace of French patriotism and opposition through the static of a wireless broadcast, from far across the Channel, for two years. In that mournful summer of 1940, when France surrendered to the blitzkrieg, Odette and millions like her heard the young general’s first rousing appeal on BBC radio:




Honor, common sense, and the interests of the country require that all free Frenchmen, wherever they be, should continue the fight as best they may.





The armistice was not a peace, he said, it was a cruel vengeance inflicted on a fallen nation. He was the lone voice in the darkness, raging against the Nazi occupation, conjuring resistance:




I call upon all Frenchmen who want to remain free to listen to my voice and follow me. Long live free France in honor and independence.





De Gaulle became the leader of French exiles in London after Dunkirk. But the Firm found the Cross of Lorraine—the symbol of his Free French movement—a very heavy load. The agency was seeking native speakers of all languages in occupied Europe, but de Gaulle alone protested the battle plans. It was historically abhorrent that Frenchmen might serve in combat under British orders, he said. It predicted a future where France could become a colonial possession of the Crown. In the mind of de Gaulle, the Hundred Years’ War need not be fought again once the Second World War was decided.


For the Allies, de Gaulle’s tantrums threatened their invasion. The exiled heads of state for Norway, Holland, Greece, Luxembourg, Poland, Albania, and Yugoslavia had all taken up residence in London, and all consented to covert operations inside Hitler’s Europe. De Gaulle was opposed. But where the monarchs hoped to return to their posts after the war, de Gaulle had no equivalent standing in France. There was already a legal and recognized head of state in the spa town of Vichy.


There were effectively two Frances in 1942, and neither was headquartered in exile in England. The armistice of 1940 had bisected the nation. In the North, there was a German Occupation Zone, encompassing the richest agricultural areas, Paris, and the Atlantic coast. It was administered by the Reich. The South was the so-called zone libre, the free zone, cobbled together from France’s leftovers, 40 percent of the land with six million additional refugees, and only one deepwater port from which to reach France’s North African colonies. Unoccupied France was governed by Marshal Philippe Pétain: the national hero of the Great War, the shame of the second. Vichy France was technically neutral, a nationalist state paying vast occupation debts to Germany; it maintained its overseas empire and an impotent “Armistice army.” Unlike Hitler’s other conquests, the Vichy regime offered the French a legal pretense of self-rule.


General de Gaulle was less a head of state in exile than an exile campaigning for president of France from London. He angled for a job the Allies were in no way willing to offer. If Anglo-American armies ever got a toehold in France, or in its North African colonies, it was by no means clear de Gaulle would lead the French people either during the invasion or after. The Americans preferred a wholly different French commander, one more amenable to President Roosevelt than the bilious de Gaulle. Prime Minister Churchill needed the United States’ backing more than he did a vituperative and homeless Frenchman. “Every time I have to decide between you and Roosevelt, I will always choose Roosevelt,” Churchill would spew to de Gaulle as the invasion loomed.


The Firm treated a diplomatic headache with a high dose of military bureaucracy. Two separate but parallel guerrilla agencies were established for operations inside France. The Free French worked with RF Section—République Française—employing French citizens; its aims were on postwar France as much as on politically uniting an “army of the shadows” during the conflict. Then there was a second organization, also commanded by the British, for non-French citizens, apolitical with an eye trained on the invasion: F Section, the French Section.


Together the two organizations commandeered every fighting-fit male Francophone in England. Between the agencies, there was a perpetual shortage of the “right type” of secret soldier. The complex knots of Anglo-French courtship only tightened demand for female recruits.


WHEN SELWYN JEPSON went “talent spotting” for women in London, he was formalizing an established fact: From the Special Operations Executive’s nascent days organizing escape lines for fallen pilots inside France, women had been recruited as special agents and undercover assets. When a young Chilean actress in 1941 possessed an unexpired Vichy stamp in her passport, Giliana Balmaceda was asked to make a short reconnaissance trip across the Channel; Virginia Hall, an American journalist with a wooden leg she named Cuthbert, escaped Vichy by virtue of her U.S. passport and was enlisted in London to return to the free zone as an on-the-ground liaison for SOE. From the very start of the agency, women performed the same top secret work as men, but they weren’t given commission.


Yet the brass refused to sign off on the recognition of and formal education for female agents. Facing rigid opposition, Captain Jepson appealed to a former journalist who once wrote for his magazine, a drunk old hack who penned ponderous essays about naval warfare and dreadnoughts: Winston Churchill.


If His Majesty’s forces were to make a break with the proscription against women in war, a direct appeal to the nation’s highest wartime authority made every bit of good sense.


In the wood-paneled meeting rooms of London, amid marble busts and oil portraits from past and prettier worlds, and behind closed doors, the upper echelon of Britain shared cigars and whispers. Everyone could know anyone. So when a mid-ranking officer sought access to the man directing the war, access was granted. They were old mates, Captain Jepson and Prime Minister Churchill.


“What are you doing?” the bulldog growled at Jepson, a man half his weight but equal in self-regard. “You’re using women in this?”


“Yes,” the captain said. There was a “manpower bottleneck” that could be solved with the simple application of womanpower. “Don’t you think that’s a sensible thing to do?”


“And good luck to you,” harrumphed the prime minister in blessing.


When Captain Jepson returned to the warren of “Baker Street’s Irregulars” and naysayers continued to doubt his innovative idea of commissioning women, he responded by citing his authorization.


“Would you mind talking to Mr. Churchill about it?”



CHAPTER 3

A First-Class Agent

England

Lieutenant Andrée Borrel learned to fall in the pink of an early-morning dawn. Like sixty thousand Allied paratroopers who dropped into enemy territory over the course of the war, Andrée, twenty-two, was introduced to parachuting at RAF Ringway, No. 1 Parachute Training School, near Manchester, in a course designed to explain the physical relationship between lift, weight, thrust, and drag.

Everyone strapping silk to his—or her—back was taught the physics of falling: The human body is a stone; the parachute is a feather. In theory, in a vacuum, stones and feathers will fall at the same rate. In the sky, air resistance stalls one and not the other. However compact Andrée’s female frame might be, she would fall fast and hard like a rock if not for the upward force of captured air. While rigged to the canopy of the parachute, she would waft down, slow and tender, supported on a cushion of wind.

Humans must be trained to disobey instincts, to go limp when confronted with the speed of the oncoming earth. The key is to roll, to let the fleshy side parts of the body absorb the impact, while attached to a giant handkerchief.

Alongside male trainees, Andrée watched as sandbags got parachuted out of the sky. Half the chutes did not open. The sandbags with open parachutes still thumped to the ground with “a dull flat noise.” The message and metaphor could not be more clear: Be prepared to land with a thud when arriving in France. Also, be prepared to die.

Andrée was buckled into a harness; then she climbed up to a riser thirty-five feet in the air where she was instructed to jump. She would be caught, she was told, by the harness clipped to pulley lines that would arrest her fall before she hit the ground. She had to get accustomed to the act of launching and plummeting, of forcing herself into the abyss.

A line of men stood on the ground looking up at Andrée. She was a bit of an “Apache-type,” it was said, informal by habit, lower-class, and scrappy. The men found her accessible, playful, easy to like, easy to share a smoke and a laugh with, but innocent too, neither hardened nor hurt by the rough wear of war. Said a colleague, “She knew little of the world.”

In a helmet, wearing a jumpsuit cut for a man, she stepped to the ledge and paused. The men below watched, waiting to climb the tower too, following her pluck. It was a trick of the instructors to make a woman go first. No man could stomach the idea of being shamed by a woman.

Andrée jumped. Gravity had its way with her. Instructors shouted to all students: Feet together! Elbows in front of the chest! Head down! Bend the knees! Take the shock on your toes, not your heels.

Paratrooping was a novel form of combat in 1942, a revelation of military strategy. Rather than breaking through a front, light infantry could fly above enemy-held territory and drop in behind the battle line. In darkness, unseen, unannounced, a whole division might arrive in secret.

The imagination of the world floated on silk canopies. The idea of a parachute army took flight long before the Wright brothers, from some of the greatest minds in history. Leonardo da Vinci sketched parachutes in his notebooks. Benjamin Franklin drew up imaginary battle plans: “Where is the prince who can afford so to cover his country with troops for its defense so that ten thousand men descending from the clouds might not, in many places, do an infinite deal of mischief before a force could be brought together to repel them?” When Winston Churchill was first sea lord of the navy in World War I, he too envisioned dropping men into Germany from the skies. But the first wartime operation had only occurred in 1940, when Nazi paratroopers descended on Norway and Denmark. By 1942, parachutes were an entrenched weapon of war.

The British public discovered parachutes were a thrilling technology for targeted raids. The previous winter, when everything looked dire, airborne assaults gave England hope. The Allied armies could not yet count a significant victory anywhere in the world, swaths of London had been leveled in the Blitz, the Far East outposts of the empire were stripped away, but just across the Channel in France a British airborne company captured Nazi radar equipment in Bruneval. It was the kind of victory a beleaguered nation needed; headlines crowed “Parachutists in Action.” “Enemy Taken by Surprise.”

The Special Operations Executive wrote parachutes into clandestine strategy. “To be dropped in Occupied France was not a great adventure, nor was it an exciting pastime—it was a deadly struggle against a ruthless and savage enemy, most often with death as a reward.”

ANDRÉE WAS NO STRANGER to death or to Nazis. She had been fighting both from inside France since Hitler’s invasion, when she had worked as a conductor on an underground railroad, helping some sixty-five Allied prisoners of war escape to freedom over the Spanish frontier. Movement, in war, was her job. As a housemistress on a British-funded escape line, shepherding fallen pilots and patriots from secret hide-aways to hidden railroad stops as they made their circuitous way to freedom, Andrée was an active defender of the Allies’ most scarce and valuable resource: men.

She specialized in saving pilots. At a time when the Allies had no foot on the Continent and the war against Germany was launched from the sky, no airmen could be spared. If a flight crew managed to survive a plane wreck, they landed among French peasantry as heroes in need of an exit from enemy territory. At a time when the women of France could not yet vote, Andrée, like hundreds of other daughters, sisters, and mothers minding the hearth fires of a fallen nation, put her life on the line to marshal the men safely home. This is how she fought for France.

War saw a shortage of every necessary thing, from wool and leather to meat and butter, but above all there was a worldwide dearth of manpower. At that moment, one in every three humans was serving in a global war that would eventually ensnare sixty-one countries. As ever in war, women by and large took up the slack when men went off to fight, flooding the labor market and infiltrating new professions. In this war, as in centuries before, women were mostly unwelcome actors on the battlefield, forbidden in the theater of combat, but Andrée was in the thick of it. She actively opposed Hitler.

Andrée had made a series of calculated counterstrikes after the Reich marched into Paris. She enrolled in a nursing course with the Red Cross, the Association des Dames de France, to save soldiers wounded in the blitzkrieg. Once France surrendered, Andrée and her mother joined the great exodus south, crossing the demarcation line between occupied and unoccupied zones along with more than six million of her countrymen.

Escape and evasion came naturally to Andrée, skills she perfected long before the war. As a girl in Paris, she was apprenticed to fashion boutiques for society matrons but eventually left the upwardly mobile salons for the Boulangerie Pujo. Later, she would work as a simple counter girl. Whatever hope of economic advancement Andrée—a girl who left school at fourteen—might have, she was happy to ditch it all for her Sundays off. She was an avid hiker and cyclist, a freedom lover who required at least one day outdoors.

A parachuting course in the North of England was a far cry from the manicured outskirts of Paris, but Andrée’s unbounded spirit was the same. In France, she had tromped through the woods in men’s trousers, never in skirts; sensible, liberating, and perhaps unwomanly, her pragmatism outstripped any idea of femininity; now she was assigned to wear a man’s jumpsuit. Andrée was action oriented, afraid of neither an awkward outfit nor a little dirt. Her family considered her a tomboy. She did not reject men, nor did they find her unappealing; indeed the men on the ground staring up at Andrée could hardly look away as she dusted off her flight suit. “She was entirely wonderful,” said a colleague. “A good comrade for men, an excellent friend, but nothing more, you understand?”

At war, the men of France were in despair. The armistice was only a truce, not a legal peace treaty, and nearly two million French soldiers were imprisoned in stalag and oflag detention camps in France and Germany. (High-ranking officers would be detained for the duration of the war, for fear they might rise against the Reich.) In the Vichy zone, Andrée had ministered to returning French soldiers as they were slowly released; she shuttled from hospital to hospital, wherever a young nurse might be valuable. While working in a Vichy-operated POW camp for Allied detainees at Saint-Hippolyte-du-Fort, near Nîmes, Andrée met the officer in charge, Captain Maurice Dufour. Maurice could not resist Andrée’s haunting beauty, her nerves and self-assurance. Andrée did not check her desire for Maurice, a wounded war hero and a pilot.

Together, Andrée and Maurice worked with MI9, the British secret agency financing the Allied escape route. Maurice ran his POW prison with a slackness that was entirely Mediterranean. His fellow officers were old and drunk, lax in the ways that only men on government payroll could be, pointedly un-Germanic. Maurice allowed his prisoners to roam freely in the sleepy town during the day, on their own recognizance. The Allied POWs wandered away from the fortress gates, never to return, while he adopted “an attitude of masterly inactivity until they were sure that the prisoner had a good start.”

Andrée became integral to the underground escape line, a conveyor belt of some 250 partisans—nuns and priests, teachers and farmers, doctors and accountants, grandparents and teenagers—who escorted as many as six hundred Allied evaders home. She was undereducated but street-smart, meticulous about security, guiding men and moving messages between hideouts and cafés, asking no questions, greeting strangers with passwords alone in Toulouse, Nîmes, Marseilles, and Cannes. It was always dangerous; the fallen pilots were so tall and fair, those English Toms and Scottish Johns and Franks, they never quite blended in to southern France. She never knew their real names; the less information Andrée had, the safer her charges would be. She knew only addresses for her safe houses tucked into vineyards and olive groves. The links in the escape chain were independent, disconnected to stops before and after; the transfer of POWs aimed to be impenetrable. Leaks were a disease, an epidemic that would spread geometrically until they destroyed everything they touched.

This so-called Body Line stretched from the Belgian border to Spain. One daring night in Canet Plage, near Perpignan, the couple was part of an operation that liberated fifty POWs by sea to Gibraltar all at once. Said the leader, “If [the Nazis] knew how many I really helped escape, they would shoot me at least twice.”

Andrée and her colleagues’ success in liberating downed pilots in France changed Allied military strategy in Europe. In the maze of bomb-safe war rooms under Whitehall, Churchill reasoned that if French citizens like Andrée were willing to risk their lives to aid the Allies, they ought to have encouragement: a more steady supply of money, arms, training, communication, and orders. “France is down and we want to cheer her up.”

Andrée was invigorated by resistance, besotted with Maurice and the cause. But Maurice, unfortunately, was married, though the match was not a happy one. His son, the result of an unplanned teen pregnancy, was now ten and living with his mother in the occupied zone. Andrée was a girl of few social prospects but a woman with the heart of a tiger, and she was in love. If the couple could never be married, they were very much partners in arms.

The underground became Andrée’s life’s work. Yet grit alone would never be enough to sustain a resistance career: Andrée got betrayed, blown, burned, brûlée. The escape line was violated from the inside when a high-ranking colleague, armed with names, addresses, and passwords, got caught; he handed everything to the Nazis. At least fifty-one arrests followed. Maurice was collared on the streets of Marseilles by two French gendarmes, then gave them the slip. With police whistles squealing, he sprinted seven miles to the outskirts and returned to working on the line days later; crossing into occupied France, he ferried four more evaders across the demarcation line to safety, while his identity photos were shared between secret police.

Meanwhile, Andrée’s railway stop, the villa at Canet Plage, was under surveillance; a woman who worked there turned “stool pigeon” and informed the police for a mere ten-thousand-franc payout, a relative pittance. With so much exposure, the couple endangered the whole operation; they practically demanded attention from the firing squads. Their MI9 handlers ordered Andrée and Maurice out of the country.

Andrée left France by the same method she had liberated more than fifty other patriots and partisans: via the underground railroad. Where before she had been the conductor, a passeur, feeding, shielding, sheltering, and transporting a flood tide of evaders, now she was the cargo. With Maurice by her side, the Vichy police at her back, she crossed over the Pyrenees into Spain on Valentine’s Day 1942 in the cold of winter and dark of night. The only way for Andrée to get back to the fight was to leave it.

So she went to England.

TO ANDRÉE’S AND MAURICE’S astonishment when they arrived in London, Maurice was thanked by General Charles de Gaulle for his service. They were invited to sign up with the Free French, and Maurice was offered a promotion, a raise, and a high-status posting to North Africa; his utility was obvious: He was a pilot and so could be trained to man clandestine airfields for receptions of arms and agents. He was also a skilled wireless telegraph operator, and there was a frantic need for communication from behind enemy lines. Andrée, too, had already proven her worth as an agent on the ground.

Andrée and Maurice went for interviews at 10 Duke Street, the headquarters of the French secret service.

ANDRÉE’S JOB INTERVIEW for de Gaulle’s RF Section was a fiasco. She met with a French officer, the opposite number to Captain Jepson, who asked her about her work on the underground railroad. Who were her contacts? Where did the money come from? What were the addresses of her safe houses? The procedures. Helpers. Code words. Bribes. Routes. How had she gotten out of France? Charles de Gaulle’s secret service demanded complete intelligence as a condition of employment.

Andrée declined to answer.

The rules of underground work were that nobody knew the details—not even her MI9 bosses. Knowledge was dangerous. The less you knew, the less a Nazi could torture out of you. Anyone caught could implicate someone else.

There was no job with the Free French, she was told, if she did not give up every detail.

Andrée stood her ground. Out of a sense of duty, security, and distrust of those who had not suffered in wartime France but instead sat out the previous two years in London, Andrée was silent. To speak would threaten future Allied evaders. Andrée’s co-conspirators were not soldiers but citizens who risked their lives for a cause greater than themselves. Successful missions to retrieve fallen airmen depended on the ordinary kindnesses of the anonymous French. It was a modest, crucial heroism.

Andrée let the recruiter know where he might take his questions. She was rejected by her country’s secret service.

Andrée’s file was forwarded to F Section’s Selwyn Jepson, who considered her “an excellent type of country girl who has intelligence and seems a keen patriot.” She was engaged as a covert operative for the field, trained to be “an essential link” in the developing plan for the Allied invasion of France.

Where Andrée’s meeting at Duke Street was hostile yet officious, Maurice’s reception was altogether worse. He arrived for his job interview at 3:00 p.m. on May 8, 1942, and was questioned by Captain Roger Wybot, who worked for Colonel André Passy, leader of the French secret service. Both men were ferocious agents for de Gaulle, in possession of fevered cases of spymania.

Maurice’s interview lasted three hours. Rather than celebrating his service, his daring defiance of Hitler, his kindness to fallen pilots, to captured POWs, and to France, Captain Wybot laid out an alternate view of Maurice’s history: When he worked for the Vichy government as a prison warden, he was taking orders from Marshal Pétain. Did that not make him a Vichy agent?

The Free French were suspicious of Maurice’s story: He was commissioned as a lieutenant, so, the interviewer wondered, was it not instead true that Maurice was inflating his rank? He was a lowly sergeant, fudging his status to captain to exaggerate his heroism. Over the course of the interview, Maurice claimed to have been decorated with the Légion d’honneur, the highest military award in France. It was a fact that could be checked.

Maurice, too, was told to surrender names, passwords, routes, secrets, hideouts, mailboxes, every last detail of the escape line. Wybot demanded answers; Maurice refused to give any. The conversation between two soldiers on opposite sides of a desk got heated, passionate, French.

At an impasse, Wybot left Maurice alone, under guard, for two hours, while the interviewer notified the British security apparatus that Maurice Dufour was a spy and ought to be jailed. The British secret police, MI5, responded that no, Maurice was a “fair cop,” with a proven record of service. In the eyes of His Majesty’s Government, Maurice was “most intelligent and made an excellent impression.” Plenty of French patriots freelanced, but Maurice was a legitimate foot soldier who had saved at least sixty-five Allied lives; were it not for Maurice, there were mothers in England who might never have seen their sons again. They were glad to have Maurice on their side, as “can be seen from his story and connections, [he] has apparently been doing excellent work in France for the British in an accredited organisation.”

Despite reassurances, the French secret service arrested Maurice. If he would not disclose information about how he aided the evasion route, he might be encouraged to speak after a night without food in the Duke Street coal cellar, a collection of dark, dank, squat cells with steel-reinforced bolted doors.

It was an open secret in Whitehall that General de Gaulle’s Free French had a rough sense of justice. “Better that nine innocents are killed than one who is guilty should escape,” said a report. The French secret service worked with merciless productivity; it earned the name la Gestapo londonienne. When Maurice revealed nothing after hours under bright lights, the stenographer was dismissed.

Two interrogators attacked him until he was bloody and insensible. In the blitzkrieg of 1940, Maurice was shot in the kidneys, then left to rot for months in a stalag with scant medical treatment. Now, in Duke Street, “they kept hitting me across my back with a steel rod bound with leather, they struck me on the place where I had been wounded and across the back of my neck,” said Maurice. The beatings continued until 3:00 a.m.

Maurice was held captive for the next thirteen nights, brought out at intervals for more questioning. Each day he feared for his life: “One of the French officers knocked my head violently against the wall, breaking two of my teeth.”

Maurice was “unquestionably third degreed” in the eyes of the Brits. De Gaulle’s men used the same interrogation techniques Hitler was perfecting in prisons and death camps throughout Europe. Yet de Gaulle’s secret service unleashed such cruelty not against an enemy combatant but toward a fellow citizen, a hero to both France and Britain. And then, in that petite Bastille in the heart of London, on French territory occupying British soil, in view of both British and American diplomats, the Gaullists issued a threat that all but unmade Captain Maurice Dufour: “We have arrested Mademoiselle Borrel and we shall make her talk using every means, even if we have to rape her one after another.”

Maurice surrendered. When he was a little boy in the Great War, his sister was raped by German soldiers as he stood by, helpless. Maurice said he would agree to anything.

Induction papers were presented, a blank employment document. Maurice became a French soldier again, under the command and jurisdiction of General de Gaulle. The European governments in exile had vast sovereign privileges, operating as states within the British state: They had autonomy over political decisions and internal legal affairs; they could maintain small armies and secret police and oversee military matters such as discipline and punishment. With Maurice’s signature, the Free French acquired the lawful authority to court-martial him for refusing to divulge sensitive military intelligence. With the stroke of a pen, he made his own torture legal under the Crown.

Maurice was imprisoned in the stockade at the Free French camp outside London, at Camberley. Meanwhile, Andrée, at the behest of Captain Jepson, went to the countryside for secret agent training. She received glowing reports from her instructors:


Of sound intelligence, if lacking somewhat in imagination. She has little organising ability and will do her best to work under definite instructions. She is thoroughly tough and self reliant with no nerves. Has plenty of common sense and is well able to look after herself in any circumstances and she is absolutely reliable. Has lost her attitude of overconfidence and has benefitted enormously from the course and developed a thoroughly level-headed approach towards problems. A very pleasant personality and she should eventually develop into a first class agent.



WHILE COMMANDERS LAUDED Andrée’s sangfroid, it was tested immediately upon her return to London.

The second Friday in July was full of surprises. Bastille Day had been celebrated around the world with demonstrations in support of France. In London, General de Gaulle led a military parade from Buckingham Palace Road to the statue of Marshal Foch, the general who won the Great War. In France, the holiday was illegal, and celebration of Quatorze Juillet was forbidden.

Andrée was billeted at a Kensington mansion, Moncorvo House, which was the assistance home for French refugee women, a dormitory for the Volontaires françaises. She was a guest of the Allies, lectured on decorum. “You are not free,” the house matron scolded in plush drawing rooms. “You have been chosen to be bound by duty and honor to show the world what the real France is like and what French women can be, and, indeed, are—a great factor in the world struggle against tyranny.”

For Andrée, the days following Quatorze Juillet were a reunion: Maurice had escaped from prison. She had not seen him for months, but now he had found her and they were together again, in a women’s dorm. She looked different now, her thick dark hair was rolled back off her forehead like clouds over an angry sea, but it was necessarily collar length, as required by the uniform she wore. With blue eyes the color of a Riviera beach, Andrée searched Maurice’s face and saw a suffering man.

De Gaulle’s goons had underestimated him. The torturers did not view Maurice as Andrée did: a partisan who openly challenged the Gestapo, cashed a military paycheck while defying Vichy, and escaped arrest and death many times over to save the lives of Allied servicemen. The idea that Maurice would just submit to an illegal imprisonment on the pretense of a coerced signature was laughable. He had been a prison warden; he knew the daily patterns and cycles of a jailhouse, the weak spots and willingness of guards. Against orders, after three months, Maurice bolted like Napoleon at Elba.

However passionate and filled with longing their reconciliation was, there was a gulf between them. The love of Andrée’s young life was broken, tortured, hysterical, and traumatized—on her behalf, at least in part, whether she knew it or not. And Andrée was now a British agent, the only female parachutist SOE had—the first, and, at that moment, the only woman combat paratrooper in the world.

In stolen moments, on that chilly English midsummer night, Andrée could tell Maurice nothing about what she knew, where she was going, what her training entailed. To his everlasting credit, he did not ask it of her. They shared a lover’s trust and a guerrilla’s fear.

They had one night together. Baker Street was provoked when Maurice went missing, as it threatened Andrée’s imminent mission to help lay the groundwork for the invasion. “She is expected by an agent of ours who is already in occupied territory and her presence there fits our prearranged plan, which it would be impossible to change now.” An officer from the MI5 security section discovered Maurice with Andrée and “stowed him away” to a safe house in Guilford, under twenty-four-hour watch. The Firm was in the tricky position of now siding with Maurice over the Gaullists; it broadcast the discomfiting “position that the FF [Fighting French] are court-martialing DUFOUR because of animosity arising out of his previous service to the British.”

A diplomatic crisis stewed to boiling. The Firm walked a line with de Gaulle’s secret service: They fought for the same cause, in broadest strokes, but not for the same country or the same leader. One secret service could not oppose the other while working jointly to defeat Hitler. Dufour’s case strained the tenuous legal and diplomatic relationship between the two: The so-called French government in exile was in violation of the British Constitution.

It riled the British sense of fair play. There are rules, even in war and especially in this war. Maurice, though not a citizen, was entitled to due process, to habeas corpus, to a jury trial; he was protected against arbitrary and inhumane punishment. Everything hinged on his signature, which, as the British said dryly, he was “jollied into.” Once Maurice became an unwilling member of the Fighting French forces, he fell out of England’s legal purview, subject to military justice. In time, a man would die under the same “jolly” treatment Maurice got in the Duke Street dungeons, presumably tortured to death.

Andrée Borrel’s love saved Maurice. If the Firm handed him over to de Gaulle, it would undermine her trust in her handlers; it would risk every agent she might contact in the field and by extension jeopardize the invasion. As long as Andrée was key to the Allied operations in Europe, Maurice’s safety was guaranteed. The Firm invoked a masterful dodge: “The proper course would be for MI5 to say to the Fighting French that DUFOUR was of great interest to MI5 at the moment and that they would appreciate the opportunity of holding and observing him for a few weeks.”

In the summer of 1942, Andrée Borrel was a weapon. She was expensive. While the Royal Air Force spent billions to develop sophisticated aircraft for bombing campaigns on the Continent, Andrée was the human equivalent. Bombers are messy, imprecise; they have a hard time pinpointing targets at night—with the unfortunate side effect of civilian casualties. The most sophisticated precision bomber in the world is a secret agent behind enemy lines. Andrée was needed for D-Day.

Maurice would stay under watch of the British security services in case he tried to contact Andrée. He was not authorized to see her again before she deployed. Upon successful completion of her assignment in France, they could reunite.

After one surprise of a night together, Andrée returned to Moncorvo House, her cloistered ward for demure French exiles.

Maurice was brutalized, but so too was France. Between Andrée’s love of country and her love for Maurice—as if it were any choice at all—Andrée chose France.


CHAPTER 4

The Queen of the Organization

The New Forest

It was high summer in the New Forest, the hottest August in memory. The sky was clear, but there was a haze over the full moon, a dull pall of a halo. In the copses of old trees, in the deepest hours of night, an entire class of women failed secret agent training.

Visitors approaching Special Training School 31 saw what in peacetime was a private estate, a Tudor pile where the teenage lord, then at Eton, had inherited a rumored twenty-seven bathrooms while still in diapers. Known as Beaulieu, it had been in the Montagu family since Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, but now the Crown claimed it—as it did so much—for war work. Great houses were appropriated all over Britain, their Van Dycks and Gainsboroughs yanked off the walls, the ghosted outlines of picture frames now overlooking lecture halls, map rooms, conference tables, and examinations. SOE got the nickname Stately ’Omes of England, for its posh digs and upper-class officers, a play on a popular Noël Coward radio ditty:


The stately homes of England

How beautiful they stand

To prove the upper classes

Have still the upper hand.



In one of the smaller houses on the property, the principals of French Section gathered for a meeting.

Major Maurice Buckmaster and Squadron Officer Vera Atkins argued past midnight with the chief instructor and commandant of the Beaulieu area.

The French Section was at the time still a young operation. Buckmaster was the overworked leader, a balding blue-eyed blue blood with the same head-boy background that seemed to attach to everyone at 64 Baker Street (Eton College, Continental ties, family bankruptcy). He was informally known as Buck, and in the secret service officers were frequently addressed by their coded titles: As the head of F Section, he was “F.”

F was backed up by his number two, his assistant go-to girl Friday, Vera, the intelligence officer, “F-INT.” Brilliant, iron-willed, square-jawed, Vera was a high-caste immigrant who hid her Romanian-born Jewish heritage behind an RP—“received pronunciation”—accent that would have daunted the queen.

They were a team, Buck and Vera.

The Special Training Schools were manufacturing secret soldiers under the banner of a modern military for the very first time. In August 1942, five women received top secret commando training and intelligence on the future battle plans for Europe; of those five, only one got even a notionally passing mark.

The room was clouded with cigarette smoke and discord. Around the table, Buck and Vera were opposed by the man known as “MT,” the chief of training for SOE, Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Woolrych, who was outraged that only one student of the entire STS 31 Party No. 27.OB School No. 36 was minimally fit for deployment.

A stalwart security officer, Lieutenant Colonel Woolrych was more successful in combat than as a civilian. He was a veteran of the Great War, fluent in French and German, decorated, and dangerous; he was known to cross enemy lines during Christmas Day cease-fires and speak to the Boches in their own language. Gruff, thick-necked, bald like a potato, he was a gamekeeper turned poacher, a failed lingerie importer, and an accomplished classical pianist.

Woolrych said the single candidate in the class who was acceptable—by standards set for a man—was the model recruit, Lieutenant Lise de Baissac, thirty-seven years old.

And even she should not go to France.

A FEW NIGHTS EARLIER, not far from the house where the commanders were arguing, Lise de Baissac was snatched out of a deep sleep. She was marched in her nightclothes across a dewy field, hands above her head, away from the women’s dorms to an empty garage where men in gray uniforms, their collars marked with braids in two twin lightning bolts, SS, shouted, “Achtung! Raus!” With a bright light shining in her eyes, she was grilled on her cover story as the psychological games of Nazi officers were practiced on her. Men barked, You have been caught. What is your name? She could recognize the voices of the supposed German examiners; they were the groundsmen and batmen, servants of Beaulieu. Every agent candidate was subject to the mock arrest and interrogation.

Lise’s time among the ancient oaks had been otherwise pleasant, and she was part of a lively group of women. They woke early for daily physical training (PT), splashing through swampy bogs and groping their way over border fences. Each morning a man with calves like cricket bats ran alongside, shouting, “Allez! Allez! Bougez!” Lise was a natural athlete, raised in a house full of brothers. “I was really more, well, at ease with jumping, running than playing with dolls,” she said. What most candidates would remember about commando training was the exhaustion, the particularly English masochism of running through the woods long before breakfast on nothing but a stomach full of coffee, but not Lise. She was powerful and fierce; she took pleasure in the schedule of daily runs, pack marches, and obstacle training courses. Every morning she got a little faster; then every day the runs were longer and the pack weights heavier. To many of the students at Beaulieu, the logic of field training defied explanation: Lise was supposed to look like an “ordinary everyday” Frenchwoman—war bedraggled, worried, weakened by rationing—but her job was to get as fit as a track star.

Lise was an ordinary enough Frenchwoman already. From what she understood, that was the critical requirement for the job. She had grown up in Mauritius, the French-speaking British colony off the east coast of Africa, a coaling stop on the sea route to Asia that was captured during the Napoleonic Wars, so she held a British passport. As an island girl, Lise played outside all year and lived with the perquisites that attend a colonial aristocracy, servants and property, but at the age of fourteen she left for schooling in France and lived there until the occupation. Hers was a Paris of privilege. She ran with a fast set, intellectual and arty, who weekended in châteaus and took spins in private airplanes. Lise was a fully habituated Parisian.

But France was no longer itself and no place for a British subject. With the fall to Hitler, Lise became an enemy alien, an instant threat to the Reich. Thousands of Britons were rounded up and imprisoned in detention camps inside France—retribution, it was said, for the jailing of German citizens on the Isle of Man. In June 1940, Lise abandoned her apartment in Paris and fled with nearly six million French citizens by foot, bicycle, horse, and car, away from the Nazis and south of the newly drawn demarcation line; it was a mass exodus, un exode.

France was shamed by the armistice, Lise thought. “Pétain was awful, opening his arms to the enemy.” In Cannes, she approached the American consulate—neutral at the time—which arranged her passage to England on behalf of Greater Britain.

In London, Lise’s brothers were enlisted in the war effort; her brother Claude was also commissioned by SOE. He had worked for the French underground after the blitzkrieg until he was imprisoned in Spain; then he, too, fled to England by virtue of his colonial citizenship. It was through her brother that Lise came to spy craft. Once Claude was recruited for special employment, Lise’s personnel file found its way to Selwyn Jepson’s desk. (The Firm was frequently a family affair; native bilingualism runs in siblings.) Jepson saw that Lise was self-confident, worldly, and astute, that she had a driven and analytic mind, like her brother. Training to become an agent was an uncomplicated choice for Lise. “I went to England to help with the war effort and I thought that I was more useful doing that sort of thing, and [it was] more interesting also, than working in an office in London.”

OEBPS/images/9780751578256.jpg
The Spies Who Armed the Resistance, Sabotaged
the Nazis and Helped Win World War II

4 il 2

‘GRIPPING."SPIES, ROMANCE, GESTAPO THUGS, BLOWN-UP TAAINS, COURAGE AND TREACHERY
CLOTS OF TREACHERY)- XD ALL OF IT TRUE ERIK LARSON






OEBPS/images/p13.jpg
2 S ;
& .
N France and Environs, 1940-1944

4

GERMAN OCCUPATION ZONE

L pGass Xk
Blois, 2 \

Atlantic

e, Omah, Gold, Juno, and Sword Beaches
incaded on Junc 6, 1944,






