

[image: Cover]



Also by Carole Seymour-Jones

A Dangerous Liaison (Century, 2008)

Painted Shadow: The Life of Vivienne Eliot, first wife of T. S. Eliot (Constable Robinson, 2001)

Beatrice Webb: a Woman of Conflict (Allison & Busby, 1992)

Journey of Faith: The History of the World YWCA 1945–1994 (Allison & Busby, 1994)

Refugees (Heinemann, 1992)

Homelessness (Heinemann, 1993)

Another Sky: Voices of Conscience from Around the World, co-editor (Profile, 2007)


About the Author

Carole Seymour-Jones was born in Wales. She was longlisted for the Samuel Johnson prize for her biography of Vivienne Eliot, first wife of TS Eliot. Her most recent biography of Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, A Dangerous Liaison, received widespread acclaim. Carole is a Visiting Fellow at the University of Surrey, and former Deputy President and chair of the Writers in Prison Committee of English PEN, the writers’ charity.

She has three children and lives with her husband in London and Surrey.


SHE LANDED BY MOONLIGHT: THE STORY OF SECRET AGENT PEARL WITHERINGTON

Carole Seymour-Jones

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2013 by 

Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Carole Seymour-Jones

The right of Carole Seymour-Jones to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 72463 9

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


To the memory of

M.R.D. Foot

1919–2012

Friend and mentor


[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

Map of Former F Circuits


Preface

ONE day in May 2012, while following in Pearl’s footsteps in France, I hired a car and drove from Châteauroux to Limoges. I took a detour west, to the ‘martyr’ village of Oradour-sur-Glane. There I walked down the hill in bright sunshine, past the empty, ruined houses into the skeleton of the church in which the women and children of the village were burned alive by the Waffen SS on 10 June 1944.

A shaft of sunlight fell on an altar, and something caught my eye: a pair of calcified clogs, the wooden sabots worn by women of the time. They were a mute reminder of their owner, a woman dying, clutching her child to her legs, shielding him in her skirts as the flames crackled around her and the smoke extinguished her breathing.

The image of those clogs stayed with me. They became a symbol of the courage with which Pearl Witherington, a former secretary, faced the terror of the Nazi war machine. ‘Avec mes Sabots,’ was her favourite marching song when she was on the road with her maquisards, facing the Waffen SS soldiers of the ‘Das Reich’ division, the same division who had killed the 642 victims of Oradour.

‘Oh, oh, oh, avec mes sabots,’ sang Pearl, as she led her band of Frenchmen into battle. The song she chose, ‘Avec mes sabots,’ was also the marching song of Joan of Arc. To Pearl’s companions, her lover, Henri Cornioley, Major Clutton of Jedburgh ‘Julian’, and perhaps to her men, Pearl’s visionary leadership in May – September 1944 was reminiscent of Joan’s. Pearl never said so. But she fought under the same flag of freedom, the Cross of Lorraine, to rid France, the country she called home, from oppression.

The clogs were crude, wooden footwear, worn by peasant women whose brothers put down their scythes and sickles, left their fields and their cattle to answer Pearl’s call to arms in June 1944. It seemed an unequal match: peasants against Nazis. But the men of the Indre, newly armed by Pearl with unfamiliar weapons, Sten guns and rocket launchers, learnt fast. Comrades in arms, the British and the French, and many Commonwealth citizens – Mauritians, Canadians, New Zealanders – took on the Gestapo, the German repression columns and the SS Panzers.

The agents of SOE have, rightly, been called amateurs, brainchild of the greatest ‘gentleman amateur’ of all, Winston Churchill. The Resistance has been equally maligned, the credit for victory in 1944 solely ascribed to the regular forces. But Eisenhower, the Supreme Commander, said SOE circuits and the maquis were worth several divisions. Thanks to them, the Germans lost control of their rear during Overlord, and it was the men and women of the Resistance who liberated France south of the Loire.

This is Pearl’s story, but it is also theirs.

Carole Seymour-Jones

March 2013

Note Eisenhower to Major General Gubbins of SOE, 31 May 1945.


1

Into the Field

THE stars are growing fainter in the night sky as the Halifax bomber approaches the dropping zone. In the belly of the bomber, Secret Agent Pearl Witherington, a.k.a Agent ‘Marie’, clings to the fuselage, feeling, not for the first time, like Jonah inside the whale. The aircraft banks sharply and she almost loses her balance. They have crossed the Loire and the Cher rivers by the light of the moon, and are circling the landing ground at Les Tailles de Ruines, north-east of Valençay, in central France. The roar of the four engines is deafening, the smell of oil and petrol from the spare cans overpowering. Pearl has lost all feeling in her feet, for it is icy cold and her ankles are tightly bandaged to prevent them breaking on the impact of landing. She crouches beside the exit hole, ready for her parachute drop, and glances at the despatcher who will give her the signal to jump.

Her heart beats furiously. Any moment now he will shout ‘Action stations!’, the light will turn red, then green, and he will tell her ‘Go!’ She takes a deep breath. This is the culmination of all her dreams of returning to Occupied France, the fulfilment of hours of training ever since she, a twenty-nine-year-old British secretary, volunteered to join the Special Operations Executive in the spring of that year, 1943.

The black bomber is losing height. The engine note changes as it circles the DZ for the second time. Is something wrong? The pilot and navigator are peering into the darkness, straining for the first sight of the lights of the reception committee below, but there is no dim-but-reassuring-glow from torches lashed to sticks in the landing ground. The pilot has dropped as far as he dares through the cloud, down to 500 feet, and he comes around for the last time before Pearl hears his voice over the intercom: ‘Mission aborted.’

With a sigh, she swallows her disappointment as the bomber turns tail and heads for the Channel.

Had Pearl but known it, on that night of 15 September 1943, the Germans were chasing the Resistance through the woods of Les Tailles de Ruines directly beneath them, and ‘Hector’, the SOE circuit chief whom she was to join in the field, had been forced to scrub her reception: at the last moment, he had cancelled the order to set out the landing lights. The pilot, likewise, had prioritised Pearl’s safety.

Five days later, WAAF Assistant Section Officer Cécile Pearl Witherington was told to prepare herself for her second attempt to drop behind enemy lines. Time and luck were running out. It was the evening of 21 September, the last but one night of the September moon, the twelve-day lunar window which allowed the pilots to navigate by its silvery light. ‘It’s my last chance,’ she said to herself, ‘my last chance,’ for she knew that if she did not make it that night, there would be no further opportunity until the October moon. From the grounds of Hazells Hall, near RAF Tempsford – a camouflaged aerodrome deep in the Bedfordshire countryside – she gazed imploringly at the waning moon, whose light was fading as fast as the falling leaves of autumn.

The weather had also turned. The fat, yellow harvest moon, which for eleven unbroken nights had enabled Squadron Leader Hugh Verity to deliver secret agents behind enemy lines in his Lysander aeroplane, had vanished. ‘This has really been a harvest moon to remember,’ the pick-up pilot had said in August, as the secret ‘Moon’ Squadrons – 138 and 161 – whose base Tempsford was, ferried an unprecedented number of agents in and out of Occupied France. So smooth had been the Tempsford ‘taxi run’ that King George VI and Queen Elizabeth would visit Tempsford to congratulate the pilots, but for Pearl, as she waited impatiently for her own Tempsford taxi, this was of little consequence. ‘Taxi’, she now realised, was a misnomer for a flight that was proving so unexpectedly difficult.

For the second time she was to spend her ‘last’ night on British soil at Hazells Hall, a manor house at Sandy, a few miles west of Tempsford. The hall had been taken into military service as sleeping quarters for senior officers and ‘Joes’, the agents waiting to go into the field, and was more comfortable than anything the aerodrome could offer – Tempsford itself was a rush job, a collection of Nissen huts quickly built in wartime. Boggy and soggy, its runways were often under water, but it had one redeeming feature: its secret location between the railway line and the Great North Road, where it lay well hidden from the enemy by low hills. So far it had proved undetectable to German military intelligence. ‘Find this viper’s nest and destroy it,’ Hitler had ordered his Abwehr, the military counter-espionage organisation, but although at least two German spies were caught in the vicinity and executed, the blacked-out airfield would never be discovered.

The acquisition of Tempsford had, in fact, represented a major victory for Britain’s youngest and least popular wartime secret service, the Special Operations Executive (SOE). The ‘Baker Street Irregulars’, as they were known, since their London offices were in the Sherlock Holmes-territory of 64 Baker Street, specialised in the ‘ungentlemanly’ warfare of sabotage and subversion, and the new, upstart organisation was deeply distrusted by the Secret Intelligence Service, by the chiefs of the armed forces and, in particular, by the head of Bomber Command, Air Marshal Arthur Harris, who had ‘fought to the last ditch’ SOE’s inopportune requests for a squadron of aircraft for its special operations.

When Harris had rejected Tempsford as unfit for purpose in March 1942, SOE had snatched at this crumb from the rich man’s table. By that November, Squadron Leader Verity had taken command of 161 Squadron’s flight of six Lysanders for pick-up operations, and there were five Halifaxes as well as two Wellingtons and a Hudson for parachute operations. When Pearl arrived in the autumn of 1943, Tempsford was ready for her.

At Hazells Hall, Pearl is once again getting ready for her first mission as a secret agent. Lily, the stout woman from the French Section of SOE who has come to dress her, has laid out her clothes on the bed.

‘Well, Pearl, you should know the ropes by now,’ Nancy Fraser-Campbell, her conducting officer, says with a laugh. Nancy is a captain in the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), and works closely with the dedicated but gullible Maurice Buckmaster, head of the French Section (‘F’), and his intelligence officer, Vera Atkins. As is customary with departing female agents, Nancy – although it is more usually Vera who takes on the job – has come down to Hazells Hall to inspect Pearl’s costume and to check that it will pass scrutiny in France. Nancy has become a close friend of Pearl’s during the latter’s training, and Pearl finds her presence reassuring.

Lily is insisting that her charge wears woollen underclothes, ignoring Pearl’s objections to the winter-weight vest. ‘You must wear it tonight, duckie,’ says Lily. ‘They all say it is perishing cold in the aircraft – all the ones that come back.’

Pearl slips on the vest obediently. Nancy inspects the manufacturer’s label of the cream blouse for authenticity, and holds it out to Pearl. Next comes a fine lambswool jumper and a tweed suit: Pearl’s ‘civvies’ have to suit her cover story, that she is Geneviève Touzalin, born in Paris on 24 June 1913, a secretary in the Société Allumettière Française, a French match company. ‘F’ ensures that a cover story is not too dissimilar to an agent’s real life experience so that it can be more easily memorised, and Pearl’s own birthday is 24 June 1914, while her shorthand and typing are impeccable. Pearl must inhabit her cover story, forget that she is British, remember only her former life in France. SOE’s Jewish refugee tailor, who knows how to cut cloth the Continental way, has made her two tweed suits – one marron, a rich chestnut brown, the other grey – both of which she has been told to wear for a few days so that they do not look suspiciously new.

Tonight Pearl is wearing the brown suit, for a particular reason. At the last moment, before Marie’s failed parachute drop on the night of 15 September, a new briefing had arrived for Vera, who is responsible for the French Sections’s women agents:

WRESTLER is taking for herself Frs. 150.000 in a packet to put where she thinks fit. She is taking a packet for HECTOR containing Frs. 500.000 … In addition, she is taking a microphotographed target briefing for HECTOR which should be handed to him on arrival. This has been sewn by Miss de Baissac [another SOE agent] into the hem of the brown skirt she will be wearing on the operation. Would you kindly arrange with whoever sees her off that she has this skirt on.

Now, Nancy checks that the target briefing for Hector, stitched neatly into the hem of Pearl’s skirt, is not visible. She then checks Pearl’s pockets for giveaway bus or cinema tickets. Fingers run over old laundry tags and rip them out, or search out an embroidered handkerchief or a tiny bottle of lavender water which might betray its English origin. Pearl heard of a recent slip-up when an agent was sent into the field with a pair of gloves that had ‘Made in England’ stitched inside one of the fingers. She has already sacrificed her favourite pink Yardley lipstick, giving it to her little sister, Mimi, who is also in the WAAFs and will probably wear it to the next dance at RAF Mildenhall.

Nancy is offering Pearl a Lancôme lipstick, which one of the pilots has brought back from France. It is called Le Rouge Baiser and is bright red: luscious, seductive.

‘Oh, I can’t, Nancy,’ says Pearl. ‘You know I hardly wear make-up.’

Nancy, an American-born Scot, is a sophisticated girl who is no stranger to the latest cosmetics, turning heads in the French Section’s offices when she wears her kilt with her FANY battledress jacket. She smiles. ‘Go on, Pearl. Try it.’

Gingerly, Pearl paints her lips and Nancy pats them dry with a handkerchief. ‘There.’

Pearl smiles into the looking glass. Even her teeth have been attended to: F Section’s thorough preparation has ensured that she has been sent to a French dentist, who extracted the filling she had been given in London and replaced it with gold.

Pearl frowns. ‘I don’t like it. I look like a putain.’ Briskly, she wipes off the lipstick. ‘You keep it, Nancy. Give me the skirt.’

The tweed skirt slides easily over Pearl’s slim, athletic figure. She is tall, long-legged, straight-backed. Her long fair hair no longer cascades down her shoulders but is twisted and pinned up, ready to tuck under her flying helmet. Her brilliant blue eyes are the most arresting feature in a fresh, oval face which, if not classically beautiful, is attractive and vivacious. Men find her trés jolie, très sympathique, with her quick smile and sensitivity to other people’s feelings – but there are moments when Pearl’s large blue eyes can turn as grey and forbidding as the Atlantic in winter. Promoted quickly to personal assistant, the set of her shoulders indicates that she does not suffer fools gladly. For twelve years she has sat behind a manual typewriter, first in Paris, where she was born and grew up, and more recently in the Air Ministry in London. She is tired of pushing paper. Nor is she now in the mood to brook delay. All through the summer she has been waiting to ‘do her bit’, as the tide of war turned and the Allies invaded Sicily, and she is hungry for action.

‘Operation Wrestler,’ reads her mission briefing. ‘Christian name in the field: MARIE. You are going to France to work as a courier to an organiser, Hector, who is in control of a circuit in the regions of Tarbes, Châteauroux and Bergerac.’

Pearl glances one last time at her reflection in the mirror, straightens the seams of her beige lisle stockings, and ties the laces of her brown walking shoes in a double knot. It is once again time for her ‘last meal’ in England.

In the wood-panelled dining room of the hall, she sits down at the mahogany table to eat what she is told is ‘an early breakfast’. It is 11 p.m. Stuffed birds gaze down at her from glass cases. She is served a fried egg – a special wartime treat, as the ration is only one egg a week. Although she is not hungry, she eats every last morsel of her toast with Oxford marmalade and drains the last drop of tea from a bone china cup before rising to her feet.

‘Pearl,’ calls Nancy. ‘Your driver is waiting.’

It is nearly midnight when an anonymous Chrysler with blacked-out windows, driven by a young FANY ensign, delivers Pearl to the gates to RAF Tempsford. A sentry steps out, the gates swing silently open and the car proceeds towards the Gibraltar Farm barn.

In the back of the car, Pearl draws aside the blackout curtain and peers out. She can barely see the moon; ragged clouds gust across its face. Rain spatters the windscreen. Trees bend in the wind.

‘Rotten weather,’ comments Nancy doubtfully.

Pearl bites her lip, but allowes no trace of anxiety to betray itself in her expression. She has long ago learnt to keep a poker face, whatever the circumstances.

The ground crew are clustered around the bombers, which sit like dark moths on the tarmac, waiting to take wing. The Chrysler cruises past the runway on which her waiting Halifax is parked, and draws up at Gibraltar Farm barn. The blonde FANY driver opens the door and Pearl steps out into the cold night, then quickly into the warm fug of the barn, thick with cigarette smoke.

The despatcher from the Halifax, Horton, gives her the thumbs up: the jump is on despite the wild blustery night, as the pilots often have to push their luck. Horton stubs out his cigarette and lights one for Pearl. In a minute, he will bandage her ankles and help her into her overalls and parachute harness.

Nancy is handing her two packets, in her role as Pearl’s conducting officer. ‘This one’s for you, and this one’s for Hector. Make sure he gets it.’

‘Thanks, Nancy.’

‘ID card, ration book?’

‘I’ve got it all.’

‘Good show, Marie.’ Nancy uses Pearl’s codename – it is essential that the aircrew remain ignorant of her real identity, in case they are captured and talk under interrogation – as she rummages in her leather briefcase. ‘Vera thought you might as well take another forty Gauloises. We’ve got plenty.’

Pearl snaps open her cheap fibre suitcase and adds the packs of cigarettes, a box of matches and two bars of Chocolat Ménier. The chocolate has been made in England and impregnated with garlic to make it authentically French, with the same care as the forged ID card and other documents.

‘Take this picture of your “parents”, too. It might come in handy.’

Pearl takes the blurred snapshot of a formally dressed, middle-aged French couple. ‘You’re a brick, Nancy.’

‘Now, your L-pills. Here we are.’ The cyanide pills appear in a pill box on the table, and Pearl picks them up.

‘Bite hard on them before swallowing,’ remarks an RAF officer casually, studying the met forecast.

‘Most people take them with them, Marie,’ says Nancy. ‘It gives you the option.’

Lethal pills are standard issue for all agents going into the field, allowing them to commit suicide on arrest rather than face torture at the hands of the Gestapo. The SOE rule is that agents must remain silent for the first forty-eight hours after capture in order to allow their contacts time to escape. Pearl has heard that some British agents have had gold signet rings made with a secret compartment for the L-pill, while at Tangmere Aerodrome in Sussex, the wife of one of the escorting officers is happy to sew the pills into the shirt cuffs of the agents who stay with them the night before they go into the field.

‘You know Vera isn’t keen.’

‘Don’t worry about Vera.’ Nancy wishes for a moment that Vera, the ‘brains’ behind F Section’s Buckmaster, had been able to see Pearl off instead of her.

Nancy, one of the ‘intelligent gentlewomen’ so indispensable to SOE, is particularly concerned for her friend’s safety in September 1943. She is close enough to Buckmaster and Vera to know that the French Section is in crisis, is even now facing a catastrophe. All summer, bad news has been coming over the ticker-tape in Room 52, the SOE signals room, where Buckmaster and Vera spend long hours deciphering the agents’ messages. Nancy doesn’t know the details, but she has heard the rumours that a key agent, Major Francis Suttill, codename ‘Prosper’, was arrested by the Gestapo in June. Buckmaster has been worried enough to send his deputy, Major Nicholas Bodington, to Paris to investigate in mid-July. Was Prosper brûlé, and his wireless operator, Gilbert Norman, codename ‘Archambaud’, and his courier, Andrée Borrel, too? If all three are blown, and are being held in the cells of the Gestapo HQ in Paris, does this not spell mortal danger for Pearl?

Prosper’s empire is spread over twelve départements and thirty-three landing grounds, and has recently broken all records for drops of arms and explosives, receiving 190 containers in just nine days. Prosper is, says Buckmaster, his ‘lynchpin’. If the Germans have penetrated Prosper’s vast, sprawling circuit, the result will be mass arrests.

Nancy knows that the life expectancy of a special agent in 1943 is short – that of a radio operator was only six weeks in the early days of SOE. When Pearl volunteered for SOE, Vera warned her that only 50 per cent of SOE agents came back.

Pearl knows the odds, and accepts them. She shakes her head at Nancy, giving her back the L-pills in their box. ‘No, thanks, Nancy. I’d rather not.’

As she lights a cigarette, Pearl reflects that she cannot imagine voluntarily ending her life, whatever the circumstances. Not when she has fought so hard to return to her beloved France.

Pearl had pulled every possible string to be accepted as a courier to work with Hector – in reality her old school friend, Maurice Southgate – with whom she had grown up in Paris. It hadn’t been easy. It had taken all her determination to steamroller Buckmaster into agreeing to recall Hector’s current courier, Jacqueline Nearne, an exceptional agent who had survived a year in the field, and to send Pearl in her stead. Jacqueline, not without reason, had been furious with Pearl.

‘She’s been at it a whole year,’ Pearl had pressed Buckmaster. ‘I think you ought to send her back to England.’

‘But Jacqueline’s doing a splendid job,’ protested Buckmaster.

‘A year’s too long, she needs some leave … And you know I really want to be Maurice’s courier.’

Buckmaster had paused. ‘I don’t know … Jacqueline won’t be keen.’ He had looked at Pearl, who had showed no signs of leaving his office, and sighed. ‘Oh, very well, then. I’ll recall her.’

‘She didn’t half take me for it,’ Pearl later remarked: ‘You’ve pinched my job,’ Jacqueline had hissed, when they eventually met in the field. ‘I didn’t pinch her job, as far as I could make out,’ protested Pearl, to anyone who might be listening. ‘I couldn’t make out what she did, anyway.’

It was a disingenuous reply. Pearl knew full well why she wanted to take Jacqueline’s job, and it was connected to a secret she shared with very few people.

‘Very intelligent, straightforward, courageous … with leadership qualities.’ As her training report said, Pearl was deeply patriotic. She loved two countries and longed to take the fight to the Germans. But there was another, more personal reason for the burning fury Pearl felt when she thought about the foreign invaders, a fury which drove her to overcome every obstacle. The German army had separated her from the man she had loved since she was nineteen: her fiancé, Henri Cornioley, a Parisian parfumier in his family’s flourishing beauty business. The war had divided the couple. She knew that Henri, mobilised into the French army in 1939, had been taken prisoner by the Germans when they overran France in June 1940, and Pearl had not seen him for three and a half years.

Pearl shivers with anticipation. Might Henri have escaped? Could her love be waiting for her on the landing ground? Perhaps she will drop into the arms of the tall, dark Frenchman as she has heard another SOE agent, Odette, had dropped into the arms of her lover, Peter Churchill.

‘Marie!’

Pearl awakes from her reverie. Nancy is holding out a slim white box. ‘Colonel Buckmaster and Vera would like to give you this. A gift from F Section, with their best wishes. Vera was sorry not to be able to escort you tonight, but she had to go to Tangmere.’

Pearl opens the box and slides out the gold powder compact. It is a thing of beauty, shiny and French and the most valuable present anyone has ever given her. She turns it over and reads the inscription on the back: Fabriqué en France.

‘I can’t take this,’ she protests.

‘You can always pawn it.’ Nancy grins and glances at her watch. ‘Right, we should be making a move.’

She has been watching Pearl as she smokes. Her hand is steady. There is no ‘trembling cigarette’, such as Vera had noticed between the shaking fingers of another agent, Noor Inayat Khan, at Tangmere. Or perhaps it was Cicely or Diana? Nancy can’t exactly remember.

‘All set, then? Got your pistol?’

Pearl’s hand goes to her .32 Colt in its holster and nods firmly.

The girl has backbone. Perhaps she will survive. Nancy stifles a sigh, and squeezes Pearl’s hand as she shakes it. ‘Best of luck, Marie.’

Flight Sergeant Cole of 138 Squadron revved the engines and taxied down the runway. As he accelerated, there was an ominous change in the roar of the engines and the aircraft lurched to one side.

‘What’s the matter?’ exclaimed Pearl.

‘Don’t worry, love,’ shouted Horton, the despatcher.

The bomber’s wheel had veered off the runway, which had been laid on one of the farm’s meadows and was extremely narrow. The pilot returned to the start of the runway and took off on the second attempt.

Shortly afterwards, a storm blew up and the aircraft was forced to land at Ford, a naval airfield near Tangmere. Pearl arrived at the base at 1 a.m., a pretty young woman in civilian clothes, and her presence attracted curious stares. Passing herself off as a journalist who had come in search of a story, she was making her way towards the canteen when she met a tall officer in RAF uniform, who addressed her in French. It was Squadron Leader Philippe Livry-Level, the legendary French aviator who, after serving in World War I in an artillery regiment, had lied about his age to the RAF in order to achieve his ambition of active service in the air. Nearer fifty than forty, he had nevertheless been accepted by 161 Squadron as a navigator, exchanging the dark blue uniform of the Free French for the lighter blue of the RAF. The airman had at once guessed Pearl’s real mission, and lent her his room in which to rest. It was freezing cold – ‘Froid de canard,’ said Pearl – but she was glad of the privacy.

The next night, 22 September, the ultimate night of the September moon, they took off again despite almost complete cloud cover and only the barest glimmer of moonlight. Flight Sergeant Cole was determined to drop his ‘Joe’ and make it third time lucky for her. Once more inside the cavernous fuselage of the plane, Pearl felt like a trussed chicken, so tightly had Horton fastened the straps of her parachute over her camouflage jumpsuit. Once again her feet grew numb in the bitter cold. Horton pushed a sleeping bag in her direction, shouting an explanation that the benches on which the crew of seven normally sat had been removed to make room for the fuel tanks necessary for the long journey. The roar of the engines was as deafening as ever.

Behind her, carrier pigeons slept in cardboard boxes complete with their own mini-parachutes. Like Pearl, the birds had work to do, in their case they were carrying messages for MI6 – the Secret Intelligence Service.

The pilot flew high over the clouds, following a circuitous route in order to outwit the enemy. Their first target was Detective One, thirty kilometres south-east of Tours, where they had to drop propaganda leaflets. Suddenly, the aircraft ran into flak from German anti-aircraft batteries and seemed to Pearl to jump out of the sky.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked. ‘Are they shooting at us?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Horton. ‘It’s always like this.’

The flak crackled around them and the bomber roared upward, out of range. Horton lined up the cylindrical boxes of pigeons beside the exit hole in the rear fuselage and grinned at Pearl, yelling, ‘Reckon they’ll get eaten before they make it back to Blighty.’

As he pushed the packages through the hole and the pigeons spiralled downwards, the throb of the engines lulled Pearl to sleep. Cole flew on over France, navigating by the moon’s faint reflection on the river Loire, passing Blois, where an island in the middle of the river served as a landmark to the pilots of the Moon squadrons, over the silver ribbon of the Loire’s little sister, the Loir, and then the Cher, before dropping through the clouds to his second target, Wrestler/Stationer 12, seventeen kilometres south-south-west of Châteauroux in the département of the Indre.

Horton shook Pearl awake once they were over Hector’s circuit, ‘Stationer’, approaching the dropping zone outside the small town of Tendu. It was nearly 2 a.m. Horton clipped Pearl’s parachute to the static line attached to a fixed wire on the rear fuselage, and tapped her on the shoulder. At 850 feet he opened the exit panel. Pearl waited. ‘Action stations!’ Her heart thudded. This time it was for real. The light flashed red. She had heard stories of agents breaking their noses on the opposite lip of the exit hole, or smashing their legs or their backs or dropping into trees, or even onto the roof of a gendarmerie.

Below her, pinpricks of light flashed Morse code. Trees and shadowy buildings were coming closer in the moonlight, and she could smell the air of France, a farmyard smell of animals and rich, damp soil. Le terroir. The land. She thought of Henri, of stolen kisses, of whispered promises. She was home again in the country of her birth, the only country she had ever known as home.

The light changed to green. The despatcher raised his hand. ‘Go!’ Pearl jumped into the darkness. The static lines snatched at her parachute, her rigging lines cleared the tail wheel and, as the canopy filled, her light frame was borne away by gusts of wind into the night.


2

Darkest Hour

IT was 11 June 1940. Twenty-six-year old Cécile Pearl Witherington, personal assistant to His Majesty’s air attaché, Douglas Colyer, at the British Embassy in Paris, stood staring in disbelief at the great gates of the Residence in rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré. They were locked. The windows of the magnificent building were shuttered, and the flagpole bare: no Union Jack waved in the breeze.

Pearl pressed a neatly manicured hand against the small gate to the right through which she usually entered the Residence, but there was no answer to the bell.

A passer-by was watching her, gazing at the empty flagpole. ‘Les Anglais?’ The man spat. ‘Les Anglais ont foutu le camp! The English have fucked off.’

Another man shrugged. ‘As soon as an Englishman hears talk of war, he shits in his pants.’

Turning, Pearl ran across the road into rue d’Aguesseau where the modern office block in which she and the other secretaries who worked for the Defence Section in the Chancery was situated. Air Commodore Colyer’s office was locked. The typewriters were silent. Where was everybody? Duggie, her boss; Sir Ronald, the ambassador? Only eleven days earlier, on 31 May, chefs had been preparing the lavish banquet at which Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax had entertained the French premier, Paul Reynaud, to dinner. In their offices, the secretaries had discussed whether this last-ditch attempt to persuade the French to stay in the war would work; the very next day, news had come that the staff at the Quai d’Orsay were burning confidential papers in the garden. The Nazis were at the gates of Paris.

Pearl blinked. The unthinkable had happened. The ambassador, Sir Ronald Campbell, and his entourage had vanished on the night of 10 June, following in the wake of the French government as it withdrew to Tours.

Turning on her heel, Pearl left the building and slowly retraced her steps towards the Eglise de la Madeleine and rue Vignon, a narrow street just behind the church where she lived at number 34, in a flat over an antiquaire, with her widowed mother, Gertrude, and her two younger sisters: Jacqueline, who they called Doudou, and Hélène, known as Mimi. Suzanne, the sister in age closest to Pearl, had married and moved to England in 1939.

A tall, stylishly dressed figure in a costume made by a Parisian dressmaker, Pearl looked what she was – no mere dactylo, shorthand-typist, but a senior PA who carried herself with confidence. Now, however, she hesitated in alarm when she came to the rue Royale. A vast sea of people was pouring down the grands boulevards towards the Seine bridges, their numbers swelling with every moment that passed: wave after wave, the rich in cars, the poor in carts or on foot, streaming southwards in flight from the approaching German armies.

Breasting the human current with difficulty, Pearl’s mind was still numb with shock at the suddenness of defeat, and the speed with which her adopted country had collapsed. People were fleeing the capital, but she and her sisters had no French relatives with whom to stay, no family in the south to offer them refuge, for despite her impeccable French and neat chignon, despite her birth and childhood in Paris, Pearl was British. Her only asset in the calamitous summer of 1940 was her diplomatic carte d’identité and her willpower; her only chance of escape from the Germans was to follow the ambassador and, somehow, cross the Channel to England.

Like most Parisians, Pearl had had no inkling of the imminent catastrophe. Not until 16 May had the news reached the capital that the Maginot Line, the barrier designed to shield the French Republic from Nazi aggression, had been breached. Her first thought had been for Henri, to whom she was secretly engaged.

Henri Cornioley worked, in a somewhat desultory fashion, at the family’s fashionable ‘Institut de Beauté’ also in the rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré, where he and his family lived in great style and opulence. He was the elder son, with expectations of inheriting a thriving business. The institut had been founded by his grandmother after she moved from Switzerland to France with her fourteen-year-old son, Henri’s father. When her husband had died, Madame Cornioley had built up her beauty business alone, mixing pots of face cream in her apartment. By the time Henri was growing up, her hard work had paid off: the whole family worked in the family firm, apart from Henri’s mother – who was Hungarian – offering hairdressing and beauty care. There were cubicles in the salon for shampoos-and-sets and facials, and in the back rooms, or the ‘laboratory’, as it was known, Henri experimented with perfumes. The apartment hummed with immigrant energy.

Henri had been helping his father create a new fragrance when his call-up papers arrived, in September 1939. He left Paris with resigned cheerfulness to join the 19e Train Hippomobile, a horsedrawn-transport company of the logistics corps stationed near Sedan on the Meuse. Autumn was spent playing pelote. Then winter came to the Ardennes.

‘We spent the time burying the horses, who died like flies … but I didn’t have to dig graves in the frozen earth,’ said Henri. ‘I had a privileged position. I was a machine gunner.’ As unprepared as most of his countrymen, as well as the British Expeditionary Force, for the might of the Wehrmacht, he had assured Pearl on his last leave in February 1940 that the Maginot Line was impregnable.

Henri had been astonished when the first German bombers burst out of the sky. He and his comrades had begun firing at the Stukas overhead. ‘You could be sure that it was a German bomber,’ he quipped, ‘as we certainly didn’t have any French ones.’

Lying along the hedgerows, the men let off volley after volley, until the battery lieutenant shouted at Cornioley: ‘You there, stop firing like that! Don’t you know the cost of ammunition?’

‘No, sir.’

‘A franc a bullet! That’s what it costs.’

‘Je dis oui, évidemment, ça fait cher des rafales. Okay, a volley is expensive, but we are here to shoot!’ Henri laughed bitterly. ‘And then people wonder why we lost the war!’

On 10 May, the day of the German offensive, Henri’s regiment was pushing northwards towards Belgium when it was stopped in its tracks by the Panzer columns scything through the forests of the Ardennes, and began to retreat along the path of its advance. Five days later, the RAF failed to break the Germans’ pontoon bridges on the Meuse, and suffered devastating losses. The German army, the Wehrmacht, swept on, scooping up Cornioley just as he was heating up some coffee for his section in an abandoned village.

Pearl, standing at the door of the family’s apartment, wondered briefly if her fiancé was still alive: she had no way of knowing that he had just been taken prisoner somewhere south of Verdun. But as quickly as her fears arose, she suppressed them. There was no help to be had from Henri, and her mother and sisters were depending on her to take care of them, just as they always did.

As she took off her coat inside the family’s apartment, Pearl wondered what she was to do: stay in the city and risk being rounded up by the Germans; or go, like the 5 million other Parisians fleeing for their lives? All the female staff of the British Embassy had been ordered home as a safety measure when news came of the German Blitzkrieg in May, but where was ‘home’ for the Witheringtons? As a Briton who resided in Paris: ‘I was only local staff,’ said Pearl. ‘Je n’avais pas de point de chute en Angleterre. I had nowhere to go to in England.’ But she trusted Air Commodore Duggie Colyer, her boss, whose indispensable Girl Friday she was.

Those last days at the embassy had been hectic ones. On 15 May, Pearl was still working for Colyer when he wrote of his horror when ‘the Germans won through to the sea’. The air attaché’s office was besieged by airmen clamouring to have their equipment transported back to England, and as he negotiated with General Picard at the French War Office to borrow 280 American lorries to save the equipment, Pearl dealt with:

a constant stream of Air Ministry Officials, shot-down aircraft crews, Belgian refugees etc, passing through the office … Belgian Air Officers were constantly on the doorstep asking for aircraft with which to continue the war. Cypher messages poured in for decoding on the X-type machine, which constantly broke down. The office became a rallying-point for all and sundry.

On 3 June, the Germans had bombed Paris in force. Colyer had told Pearl that he was impressed by the Parisians, who were ‘very calm’, which he thought was ‘a good sign for their continued resistance to the enemy’, and so was greatly surprised when the French government began to make preparations to leave.

Even at the eleventh hour, it had been hard to believe that the city would fall, and Pearl was sure that, whatever happened, Duggie would look after her.

But on Monday, 10 June, just a month after the invasion of Belgium, ‘HM Ambassador left Paris at 9 o’clock in the evening,’ recorded Colyer, ‘the French government having already left.’ Travelling all night, the ambassador and his air attaché reached the Château de Champchevrier, near Tours, at six in the morning.

Before he left, Pearl had obtained permission from her boss to make for Commes, in Normandy, where, in the event of bad news, Colyer had promised to send her a diplomatic pass to allow her and her family to board any English army truck and to take ship to England.

Loyal and obedient, Pearl now waited patiently in Paris for her orders. Mrs Witherington, however, was growing hysterical. Gertrude Witherington, or ‘Gee’, as she preferred to be known, was fifty-nine years old and had already settled into the role of a querulous and dependent invalid. Abandoned by her alcoholic husband, Wallace, and widowed after his death in 1932, Gee had the added disadvantage of being deaf – not profoundly so, but hard of hearing. Speaking little French, she was accustomed to addressing people loudly and commandingly in English. Pearl who, faute de mieux, had become the man of the family, also acted as Mother’s interpreter.

Just days after she had stood on the pavement outside her country’s embassy, Pearl and her mother and sisters boarded one of the last trains leaving Paris, for Normandy. They had planned, in any event, to spend the summer holidays at a cottage owned by their friend, Madame Pellon, sister to the old antique dealer over whose shop they lived, and the northern coast seemed to offer the best refuge from the advancing Germans. The four women: Pearl, Gee, Doudou and Mimi, snatched up their belongings and arrived breathless and anxious at Commes, near Port-en-Bessin.

Boats were still departing from Cherbourg for England but, as chaos unrolled around them, the women hesitated. It was to prove a fateful decision.

In the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, Churchill clung stubbornly to the idea that British troops might remain in France west of Dunkirk. In response to fresh pleas from the French premier, Renaud, he had told a horrified British War Cabinet in London on 1 June that more British troops had to be sent across the Channel, this time to Brittany and Normandy. The former prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, and Halifax, had remonstrated fiercely with him: it was against all military logic. But Churchill had remained obdurate: ‘The British Expeditionary Force must immediately be constituted, otherwise the French will not continue the war,’ he declared.

Churchill envisioned a British enclave in Brittany, a base from which the French might develop ‘a gigantic guerrilla’. A spy in the 1890s and a former cavalry officer in the 4th Hussars, the prime minister had seen guerrilla action in South Africa and Cuba and believed from the earliest days of World War II that irregular forces might succeed where the regular army failed. He ordered Lieutenant General Sir Alan Brooke, who had only just stepped ashore in England after Dunkirk, to return to France to create a bridgehead in Brittany – the ‘Breton redoubt’ – with the help of the 1st Canadian Division. Brooke’s troops were still landing in the north-western ports as late as 13 June, the day before Paris fell.

The German advance on Paris was swift and deadly. On 14 June the triumphant German army took possession of the French capital, its camouflaged lorries rolling down the Boulevard Saint-Michel full of tall soldiers ‘with eyes like glacier lakes’ (in the words of Jean-Paul Sartre), as they tossed packets of cigarettes to silent French onlookers.

At last, Churchill accepted that the war in France was lost, and telephoned Brooke to tell him to pull the Canadians out. Three days later, Marshal Pétain, the octogenarian defender of Verdun, replaced Renaud, who had resigned, and broadcast his first message to the French nation, preparing them for capitulation. As he prepared to sign an armistice with Germany, the very next day, 18 June, Brigadier General de Gaulle, the army minister, made his historic appeal over BBC airwaves to the French to continue the fight: ‘Whatever happens,’ he said, ‘the flame of French resistance must not and shall not die.’

In Normandy, meanwhile, a curious paralysis settled over Pearl. As the ‘second Dunkirk’ gathered momentum, orders and counter-orders producing unparalleled confusion: new troops were arriving, but two trainloads of undamaged British tanks were abandoned; ships from England were unloaded at one quay, while at another units embarked for England. So sudden had been the shock and trauma of French defeat, the pain of not knowing whether Henri was still alive, and so deep was Pearl’s faith in Colyer’s ability to work a miracle, that she felt unable to come to a decision or to take action to save herself without his guidance. Trustingly, she watched and waited for her orders from Duggie, as the evacuation of Brooke’s troops accelerated.

Between 14 and 25 June nearly 145,000 British troops, along with thousands of Poles and other Allied personnel, were somehow embarked from Cherbourg and the north-western ports. The Witheringtons were not among them.

As the last boats left for England, Pearl and her mother quarrelled, Gee becoming ever more frantic as she saw their last chance of escape slipping away. ‘There was panic in the family,’ said Mimi, as the four women dithered hopelessly in their Commes cottage.

‘We have to go,’ urged Gertrude, seizing Pearl’s arm. ‘I can see Le Havre burning.’

Black smoke was rising from bombed warehouses and oil refineries, blackening the sky over Commes. The smoke blotted out the summer sun and seemed to symbolise the extinction of hope.

‘I can’t go before I have permission from Air Commodore Colyer,’ Pearl stubbornly repeated. ‘We have to wait.’

Finally, word came that Pearl’s diplomatic pass was on its way, but it would take five days to arrive. The scales fell from Pearl’s eyes: there would be no miracle. At last she hearkened to her mother and sisters’ pleas. She decided they would go to Bayeux and stop an army truck going up to Cherbourg. Surely it was not too late to hitch a lift back to Blighty?

But when at last the family went into Commes to hail a taxi to Bayeux, they were too late. ‘Everyone laughed at us,’ said Mimi.

‘There’s no petrol,’ said the garagiste.

Eventually, a kindly French farmer took the women in his horse and cart. Mimi remembered the painful moment: ‘We had to leave our black cat behind, but George, our Sealyham terrier, was loaded on and our scant luggage and ourselves, and off we went. The farmer dumped us on the outskirts of Bayeux early in the morning.’

As the Witherington women stood dolefully at the roadside, two dirty and dejected French soldiers hove into view. All was lost, they said. The Germans were on their way.

‘Pearl scooted over to the nearest garage to commandeer a vehicle, to no avail,’ said Mimi. ‘There just wasn’t any petrol, and the last English army lorry had passed at 6 a.m. It was 9 a.m. Gosh, there we were, stranded. Then we were overrun by the Germans.’

The Witheringtons hurried back to Commes and awaited the Nazi invaders in trepidation. As the Germans reached Normandy, Mrs Witherington decided to go into hiding, leaving the isolated cottage and asking a neighbouring farmer for shelter. ‘We hid in a farm because my mother had heard that the Germans were raping girls,’ Mimi recalled. ‘It rather frightened us, I must say.’

Days passed as the Witheringtons laid low at the farm. In the end, however, it seemed safe to resume their normal lives. ‘We stayed a week,’ noted Mimi, ‘but nothing happened.’

Emerging from their refuge, Doudou and Mimi discovered that the Germans were, surprisingly, very friendly when they appeared on the cliff path in front of the cottage. They bore gifts of cigarettes and chocolate, and clicked their heels at the sight of the knot of women. One of the soldiers, in his smart grey uniform, was just showing the two pretty, blonde English girls his identity disc, when an officer rode into view on horseback. He too made polite conversation, this time in English.

‘It’s good to speak English,’ he said. ‘When we get to England, it’ll stand me in good stead.’

‘You’ll never get to England,’ retorted eighteen-year-old Mimi. ‘Never!’

As her two young sisters chatted flirtatiously with the soldiers of the Wehrmacht, Pearl suffered agonies of remorse. She bitterly regretted her decision to wait for orders and blamed herself for the predicament in which she had put her family. The longed-for letter had arrived at last from Sir Ronald, the British ambassador, ordering all personnel to leave for England. He himself had successfully embarked from Saint-Jean-de-Luz, on the Atlantic coast.

As high-ranking diplomats arrived back in London and clerical support staff were left trapped in France, Pearl felt a keen sense of abandonment. She had not shouldered her responsibilities: she had put her mother and sisters in peril.

But the Witheringtons were not alone in their misfortunes, and Pearl took some comfort from helping two other Britons who were also marooned in France. An Irishman, Private Paddy Moffitt of the 23rd Field Royal Artillery, and his fellow soldier, Bill Davidson, had escaped from a column of prisoners at Saint-Valéry-en-Caux and were trying to walk home – without any boots. Armed only with a compass, the men had retraced their steps through the battlefields until they reached the French coast.

‘Only twenty-two miles from the coast of Britain,’ wrote Paddy in his diary. ‘On the Sunday evening we sat looking across the Ocean, wondering if we would ever get home.’

Hidden by clergymen, milking cows into their water bottles, sleeping in hay barns, they arrived finally at Port-en-Bessin and were wading through the shallow waves looking for a fishing smack to take them across the Channel when they were picked up by a Frenchwoman, who gave the four bedraggled soldiers a lift in her car to the Witheringtons’ cottage.

Doudou and Mimi had spent the day on the beach. ‘When we came back from swimming we found the shutters closed,’ recalled Mimi. ‘I thought, “Crikey, they’ve caught our mother, or Pearl.”’ Inside, Pearl was talking to the escaped soldiers in whispers. She and her sisters gathered money, food, clothes and maps and sent the men on their way south, on bicycles. ‘They couldn’t speak a word of French … With a heavy heart we waved them off with our blessing.’ Little did Paddy or Pearl know that before many months had passed, their paths would cross again.

In July, the trains started running again – they had stopped immediately after the fall of Paris in June. By now the Witheringtons were virtually penniless and their plight was growing desperate. Pearl’s sense of guilt was overwhelming as she counted her dwindling francs and contemplated an uncertain future: ‘There was no more petrol, the trains had stopped running, and we had no money … We suffered so intensely at that time that it makes me ill to talk about it. It chokes me up, even after all these years.’

As talk of internment camps for foreigners and deportation to Germany began to circulate, Pearl’s paralysis at last lifted. Jumping on her bicycle, she cycled to Bayeux where she was advised by Colonel de Job, French interpreter to the Kommandantur of Bayeux, to return to Paris and apply to the American ambassador, William C. Bullitt, for help. The US was still a neutral country maintaining diplomatic relations with Vichy France, but the ambassador might assist an Englishwoman in distress. Afraid of leaving her mother and sisters alone, Pearl knew that she had no choice.

In Paris, the ambassador received her kindly. But even as she waited anxiously for accreditation from the Air Ministry in London, French gendarmes were knocking on the door of the cottage in Commes, demanding that Mrs Witherington and her daughters report daily to the Kommandatur of Port-en-Bessin.

The mood of the invaders was changing. A few days later, as Doudou and Mimi pushed their bikes up the steep hill in Commes, two German soldiers accosted them and held their bikes. This time Mimi’s fears that she and her sister would be pushed into the bushes and raped seemed about to be realised. ‘They just wouldn’t let us go,’ said Mimi. The two frightened girls called out, but no one heard them: their big sister was away and their hard-of-hearing mother was asleep in the cottage.

Mimi tried to wrestle the handlebars of her bicycle from the grasp of the tall German soldier. ‘Nein, nein,’ he said, smiling slowly at her and placing his muscular hand over her small, freckled one. The moments ticked by, it was growing dark and the soldiers still blocked the way.

When one of them took another step forward, Mimi flushed with anger: ‘If you don’t leave us alone,’ she announced, ‘my sister and I will report you to your Oberleutnant. Do you understand?’ It did the trick.

Their reprieve, however, was only temporary. Shortly afterwards, all Englishwomen in the area were ordered to be interned in a camp at Falaise. The Germans had detained foreign men immediately after the occupation of Normandy; now the women’s turn had come.

Internment meant being put on a train to Germany. In this crisis, and in Pearl’s continued absence in Paris as she put her case to Bullitt, Mrs Witherington suddenly showed her mettle. Calling on the Kommandantur of Port-en-Bessin, she pleaded to be allowed to take her daughters home to Paris where, she promised, they would report daily to the authorities.

Behind the Kommandantur’s desk was a large poster showing an English army officer with a monocle, Sam Brown belt and swagger stick, his hands on his hips and a smile on his face. A broken-down French family sat at his feet with the caption: ‘Ce sont les anglais qui vous ont fait ça. It’s the English who’ve done this to you.’ It seemed unlikely that he would agree to Gee’s request as she stood before him, middle-aged, infirm but dignified, in her old-fashioned summer dress. One of the girls was crying.

‘We want to go home,’ Gee enunciated carefully. ‘Our home is in Paris.’

The Kommandantur tilted back his chair and stared at the old Englishwoman. There was a pause, and Gee’s lip trembled. To her surprise, the German shrugged: ‘You are free to go, Gnädige Frau,’ he said.

In August, the Witheringtons were finally reunited in Paris, where Pearl had found a temporary solution to their money troubles: she was at last receiving an allowance from the American ambassador.

Arriving in Paris barely a month after the city’s fall, just after 14 July, Bastille Day, Pearl had been astonished to find herself surrounded by Germans: ‘They were everywhere. I was in the middle of a war.’

All along the rue de Rivoli, as far as the eye could see, were giant swastikas, five or six storeys high, reaching right up to the Place de la Concorde. German music was playing, and people sat listening to it.

‘C’est pas possible! It wasn’t possible! Imagine someone arriving chez vous, someone you don’t like to start with, who moves in, who gives you orders … “We’re in charge now, this is our country, do as you’re told.” For me, this was unacceptable, right from the beginning.’

The Parisians watched sullenly as the Germans paraded daily in the Champs-Elysées, as Goering made a luxurious home for himself in the Luxembourg Gardens, and as cinemas, theatres, nightclubs and cafés were taken over exclusively for German patronage. When the Witheringtons went to the opera to see Serge Lifar singing one evening, they were amazed to see ‘a sea of uniforms’.

In the first months after the armistice the Nazis behaved very correctly, but korrektion, correct behaviour, swiftly shaded into arrogance.

A shortage of cigarettes was one rapid consequence of defeat and occupation: soon people were smoking leaves, and a cigarette butt became a treasure. ‘One of the Germans’ favourite pastimes was to seat themselves on the terraces of restaurants in the Champs-Elysées, flicking their cigarette ends into the street,’ remembers Philippe de Vomécourt, one of three brothers from Lorraine who would later play a crucial role in the French Resistance. ‘The people of Paris knew that as they stooped to pick it up, the Germans would hoot with laughter and point at the French, scavenging their fag-ends, but the need for a smoke often overcame their humiliation.’

Pearl felt intense anger. She had spent her whole life in the French capital. She loved two countries and watched with rage the German violation of her beloved France:

I was furious at the way they behaved in France. People who have never lived in a country occupied by Germans can have no idea what it was like. They took whatever they wanted … There was no liberty. You never knew what restrictions were going to be levied next. And there was always that fear. The knock on the door in the middle of the night, after which people disappeared. It roused in me such fury that we had to get away from Paris and do something about it.

Nor was she the only person to feel this way. On the pillars of the rue de Rivoli were posters with photographs of the first French resisters to be shot, while people caught after the curfew were taken to the Gestapo and summarily executed during the night. ‘Yet,’ said Pearl, ‘even in the trauma of defeat there were French people who from the first were fundamentally opposed to the Occupation: a moral resistance … The sort of people who helped me and my mother and sisters as we crossed France … in our efforts to reach England.’ There was as yet no organised resistance, although Pierre de Vomécourt, one of the three resister brothers, had boarded the last ship from Cherbourg and arrived in London in order to promote the idea of a new fifth column in France, resourced from England.

Already the thought had occurred to Pearl that she could be more useful in France helping to drive the Germans out, rather than staying in England once she had delivered her mother and sisters to safety. That summer in occupied Paris, she heard the voice of Winston Churchill on the crackling wireless in the flat, coming over the airwaves of the BBC through the static. At a late-night meeting on 16 July 1940, the very same day that Hitler signed Fuhrer Directive No. 16 authorising Operation Sealion, the invasion of Britain, Churchill ordered Hugh Dalton, the minister of economic warfare, to set up a new secret organisation, the Special Operations Executive: ‘Now set Europe ablaze,’ he commanded him.

Pearl heard the prime minister’s call to arms: ‘Churchill said at the beginning, “Mettez le feu à l’Europe.”’ In a famous passage in his memoirs on 10 May 1940, the day on which he succeeded Chamberlain as prime minister, Churchill wrote: ‘I felt as if I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and this trial.’ As she listened to him, Pearl felt that she, too, was walking with destiny. ‘I believe profoundly in destiny,’ she said.

For five months, the Witheringtons remained in Paris. Pearl’s thoughts returned constantly to Henri. Was he alive? Was he suffering in the stalag where he was a prisoner of war? There was one very thin silver lining to the clouds of war, however. As she and her sisters shivered in the flat in rue Vignon, wartime conditions broke down old enmities and even seemed to bring some unexpected benefits: united by their common concern for Henri, Pearl and Henri’s parents – who were opposed to Pearl and Henri’s relationship on grounds of wealth, or Pearl’s lack of it – drew closer together and, for the first time, Monsieur and Madame Cornioley received their son’s fiancée at their apartment. In a remarkable change of heart, in fact, Monsieur Cornioley, seeing that Pearl, clearly a competent woman, had lost her job at the embassy, took her on as an assistant at the Laboratoire Cornioley. Pearl began to learn the beauty business, showing the same shrewd head for figures that Henri’s grandmother had done.

In Paris, however, the situation was worsening. The persecution of the Jews was becoming more overt: on 3 October 1940, a German edict ordered all Jews to declare themselves to their employers, and on 19 October, the Vichy government of Marshal Pétain published its own Statut des Israelites, forbidding Jews from holding public office. As noisy anti-Semitic demonstrators threw bottles in the Champs-Elysées, factories fired Jewish workers, and racist oppression spread to all foreigners. One day, at the beginning of December 1940, one of Doudou and Mimi’s former classmates came to the door in a panic: ‘The Germans are rounding up all the English in the sixteenth arrondissement,’ they were told. ‘You have to get out before it’s too late.’

‘We were living in the ninteenth arrondissement,’ Pearl remembered. ‘Mummy said, “I don’t want to be caught by the Germans, we’re going …”’

The smart 16e arrondissement was not far away. It was only a matter of days, hours even, before the Germans came knocking on their door. Once again the family of women packed their few possessions and went into hiding. George the Sealyham was given to friends. Two French families took them in for a few days, while Gee waited for Pearl to find a way for them to cross the demarcation line into the relative safety of the Free Zone, established on 11 July 1940 when France was divided into the German Occupied Zone in the north and Marshal Pétain’s Vichy regime in the south.

Still Pearl hesitated. One day, however, the policeman at the Prefecture where the family had to sign in every day – due to their status as foreigners in the city – gave her a tip-off: ‘Don’t wait …’ There would be no second chances. On 9 December 1940, the Witheringtons fled the capital.

For the second time they were on the run: Pearl, her frail mother, and her two pretty sisters, against the might of the German war machine.
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The Longest Winter

IT was bitterly cold in the harsh winter of 1940–41. As Pearl set out with her mother and sisters on the night of 9 December 1940 to catch a train and secretly cross the demarcation line into the Non-Occupied or ‘Free’ Zone, she had no idea how to achieve this, her first clandestine act of the war. Her British passport was hidden in her underclothes; she had no Ausweis, official pass, to show the police when they reached the border; nor any false ID papers to flourish in her bid to smuggle her family across the demarcation line. But the gendarme at the Prefecture had let the Witherington family sign in for two days, giving them a headstart in their bid for freedom, while a kind friend had paid for their tickets. The four women, a conspicuous little party, hurried to the station to catch the next train south towards the spa town of Vichy, seat of Pétain’s government.

Marshal Pétain had bluffed the French people into thinking that honour could be salvaged from defeat. Saluted by Nazis generals, he had shaken hands with Hitler at Montoire, some eighty miles south-west of Paris, on 24 October 1940, and proclaimed: ‘It is in the spirit of honour, and to maintain the unity of France, that I enter today upon the path of collaboration.’

With this action, the word ‘collaboration’ took on a new, shameful meaning. The photo of the handshake with Hitler went around the world, confirming that the Führer had a new ally, for Vichy was unique in being the only government in Occupied Europe to agree willingly to the occupation and division of its country. France had become a vassal state, although this was not at first evident to many French people, who were confused by Pétain’s actions: Philippe de Vomécourt would write that the majority believed that ‘to refuse to collaborate, even more to resist actively, was to commit a crime. [Pétain] succeeded in driving France and Frenchmen into further agonies of conscience and division.’

For refugees like the Witheringtons, it was hard to know whom to trust. Simply by looking at the other passengers on the train, they had no way of knowing who was a collaborator and who was not. Certainly the majority of the population supported Pétain, and blamed the previous government for their country’s defeat, believing that the old marshal had had no choice but to sign the armistice in the face of the overwhelming might of Hitler’s ‘New Order’. Their attitude was attentisme, wait and see – they would sit on the fence, for it seemed inevitable that Hitler would invade England and win the war he had begun. For Pearl, therefore, finding someone willing to help her among the rows of closed, wary faces sitting opposite her in the railway carriage seemed well nigh impossible.

Pearl had decided to split the family up in order to look less conspicuous. She and her mother had a turbulent relationship; Mimi, in particular, was Gee’s pet, and was best at handling the stubborn matriarch, so it seemed the wisest policy to put the two of them together in one carriage, while Pearl and Doudou sat in another. Doudou could be trusted not to talk or draw attention to herself as Pearl started her dangerous quest: hunting anxiously for a passeur, smuggler, who was prepared to take them across the border.

Pearl’s greatest fear was that Mrs Witherington, who spoke only the poorest French and looked conspicuously English, would inadvertently give them away. The girls, on the other hand, were bilingual, and spoke French with a delightful Parisian accent. ‘We could pass for French,’ said Pearl, ‘but Mother, with her accent, never could.’

She had impressed on her mother before they left the importance of leaving any talking to Mimi. But Mrs Witherington had brought a picnic with her to eat in the train, and wasted no time in unpacking it.

‘Eat up, Mimi,’ whispered Gee loudly. ‘You need to keep your strength up.’

‘Non, Maman.’

‘You’ve hardly touched a morsel.’

‘Shh, Maman.’ Mimi shook her head. ‘Je n’ai pas faim. I’m not hungry.’ She was feeling too nervous to eat.

‘It’s a lovely chicken, dear. Very moist.’

To keep the peace, Mimi nibbled on a small piece of breast and chewed on some bread, although she felt it would choke her.

Gertrude Witherington, meanwhile, seemingly blissfully unaware of the danger they were in, tucked into her picnic as the train sped towards the border, never doubting that Pearl would find a way. She always did.

The mining town of Montceau-les-Mines in Saône-et-Loire, south of Dijon, lay on the border between the Occupied and Free Zones. By the following summer, there would be a number of local people in the area operating as underground guides, willing to smuggle refugees over the demarcation line, but in the depths of the freezing winter of 1940 it was an untried, dangerous adventure for four women, one of them nearly sixty and with an ailing heart, to take to the fields and woods in the darkness: had Pearl even known the route. Added to this, German soldiers were patrolling the train, examining travellers’ papers, inspecting ID cards, demanding to see official passes.

Pearl was on tenterhooks as she perched on the edge of her train seat, listening to the conversations around her. Her senses quivered as they would during la clandestinité, when she would go underground as a secret agent. In the secret world, the best agents developed a highly tuned intuition, which they called their ‘antennae’, and relied upon to sense danger. Fear drove Pearl now to this heightened sense of alertness, for she knew that in revealing herself she would be risking not only her own life but the lives of her mother and sisters: if she made a wrong judgement, she could be denounced to the Germans.

Leaning forward, she listened intently. A man in the corner of the carriage was talking in a local accent to some friends. One remark in particular caught Pearl’s attention: ‘Il parlait de faire passer les chevaux. He was talking about smuggling horses.’

Horses. If he could take horses over the line, Pearl reasoned, he could take people. She decided to follow him if he got up. The man was talking quite openly about fooling the Germans. It was time for a bold stroke. She waited until he rose from his seat, and slipped behind him into the corridor.

‘M’sieur?’

The passeur bent his head towards the young woman who was tapping him on the arm. ‘Oui, madame?’

‘Je suis anglaise,’ whispered Pearl. ‘Can you help me?’

‘You need to make the crossing?’

Pearl nodded. ‘There are four of us,’ she said. ‘Can you do it?’

‘Avec plaisir, madame.’

‘You’re sure? My mother is with us.’

The passeur smiled at Pearl’s anxious face. He was a dark, stocky man, dressed in well-worn country clothes with a flat cap and boots. He looked like a man who worked with horses and dogs, and had a kindly expression.

‘Ne vous inquiètez-pas. Don’t worry. You must get out at Montceau-les-Mines.’

‘But our tickets are for Vichy.’

‘I will see to it. Get off the train. Wait for me.’

‘Pearl put all our eggs in one basket,’ remembered Mimi, who had been watching negotiations through the corridor window of her carriage.

Pearl beckoned to her sister, who joined her in the corridor.

‘Ça va! I’ve found someone who’ll take us across, Mimi. Tell Maman to prepare herself.’

Montceau-les-Mines was, by good fortune, the smuggler’s home town. As the girls helped their mother down from the train under cover of darkness, their Good Samaritan, who had already paid for the supplement on their train tickets, bought them a ‘coffee’– made from grilled, ground barley – at the station café to warm them up. As the train shunted slowly away from the platform, the four women crept out of the station and followed their guide up a country lane.

Very soon, the lane petered out and they were on a muddy path. It was pitch dark and Pearl and Mimi supported Gee as she stumbled and nearly slipped on the frozen puddles. The little group passed a farmhouse. Dogs barked at the sound of their feet on the gravel. ‘Mummy, with her bad heart, could only go slowly,’ said Mimi.

As they crouched behind a hedge for a rest, they heard the tramp of marching feet. Heavy boots struck the frozen rutted earth and the sound rang out in the cold night air. Men were singing German marching songs. The crunch of boots came closer.

‘You must hide,’ hissed their guide. ‘Get in the ditch, now!’

He threw Gee’s blanket over his bicycle, and told Pearl and her sister to pull their skirts down over their ‘pale legs’, just as the German patrol marched past them on the other side of the hedge.

‘My poor mother got entangled in some bramble bushes,’ said Mimi. ‘Our hearts were beating fast.’ The women held their breath as the patrol passed within inches of them, and then vanished into the night.

They walked for so long that they lost track of time. Footsore and weary, they crept through fields and woods, struggling not to lose sight of the dim figure of the passeur ahead of them. Eventually, they came to a field that he said was near the demarcation line. The three girls urged their mother not to talk as they walked along a lane with high hedges, which led onto a road.

They could see the barrier now, guarded by armed sentries in their grey uniforms and coal-scuttle helmets. A swastika banner was suspended above the barrier and a powerful searchlight swept the road. The Wehrmacht, and not the French police, manned the demarcation line, which stretched for 1,200 kilometres across thirteen départements, and divided the more industrialised north from the less populated south. It was a formidable barrier to cross, and Pearl stared with dismay at a bright beam of light as it swung from side to side.

The passeur put his finger to his lips. ‘We cross now,’ he said. ‘Hurry, please.’

For a moment the women hesitated.

‘Dépêchez-vous! Hurry up!’

‘We went off at a fast trot,’ said Mimi. All of a sudden, the searchlight began to swing their way. ‘I heard my mother gasp, “Oh my God, we are done for!”’

‘Run!’ cried their Good Samaritan, waving away their thanks. ‘Run!’

The smuggler leapt onto his bike and pedalled away into the darkness as the women darted forward across the road, the girls clutching their mother’s hands as she stumbled in the beam of light. But luck was on their side. The German sentry guarding the barrier to their left happened to look the other way as they crossed, and the little party made it to the other side.

‘Our safety – a café on the unoccupied side – we had made it!’

The women were almost crying with relief.

‘Was I all right, Pearl?’ asked Mrs Witherington. ‘I didn’t let you down. I didn’t talk, did I?’

Pearl squeezed her mother’s arm. ‘No, Maman,’ she said. ‘Tu étais super! You were an absolute brick.’

Tired but elated, the women travelled on to Vichy, their original destination, where Pearl had planned to apply to the American ambassador for help, but she was told that nothing could be done for her.

‘Try your luck in Marseilles,’ said the Americans.

Disappointed and hungry, the women stuffed newspapers into their wet shoes and hiked on, crossing frozen rivers, surviving on hunks of black bread and fruit for five days before finally arriving at Marseilles railway station on 15 December.

At Marseilles station entrance barrier, Pearl was shocked to see the Vichy police stopping passengers in the queue ahead. ‘Your papers, please.’

They were asking for identification papers, and she had none. Telling her mother to stay out of view, Pearl quickly sent a message to the American Embassy via a kindly passenger, asking for someone to collect them.

‘Sure enough they did, bless them,’ remembers Mimi.

The Americans did more, offering Pearl a job, which also temporarily solved the family’s financial problems. In rue Paradis, in the old quarter, they found a cheap, flea-ridden hotel where the girls slept three to a bed, giving their mother a single bed of her own. There were food shortages, and it was a rough, hard three months.

The old quarter of Marseilles had a reputation for toughness and defiance, the tabacs and bars in the narrow streets sheltering many refugees on the run from the Nazis. Escaped airmen and army personnel were interned in the medieval Fort Saint-Jean, the older of the two fortresses which dominated the harbour of the Vieux-Port. The internees were, however, allowed out by day if they gave their word of honour that they would not escape, and several young airmen and soldiers dined with Pearl, Doudou and Mimi on a variety of dubious wartime dishes served in the cheap brasserie opposite the Hotel du Paradis. According to Doudou: ‘The lights, or lungs, in wine sauce were delicious.’

On Christmas Day 1940, American diplomats from the embassy invited Pearl to come and cheer up the troops at the fort. The prisoners had fattened up a pig called Hitler, which they were preparing to eat when Pearl entered. Paddy Moffitt, the Irish soldier whom Pearl had helped when he escaped to Normandy in the summer, was himself a prisoner in the fort. He noticed ‘a girl who came in with some officers’, and he and Bill Davidson shouted from the parapet: ‘Miss Witherington! Pearl!’

The two men ran downstairs to find Pearl, who was surrounded by a mêlée of troops of all nationalities.

‘I asked an officer if it was Miss Witherington,’ said Paddy. ‘Yes, it was her!’ A joyful reunion followed, and Paddy and Bill joined the other servicemen who met up with the Witherington girls in the old port.

Both men were determined to escape and, before long, Davidson had joined the French Foreign Legion, while Paddy had taken the road over the Pyrénées to Spain – it was the most common escape route back to England, for once in Spain there were boats from Gibraltar. For the Witheringtons, however, there was no hope of following in his footsteps. The three girls were young and fit, and could easily have followed a guide on the mountain trails. But for Pearl it was out of the question: she and her sisters could not abandon their mother, who was too unwell to hike over the mountains.

Months dragged by. Pearl realised that her only hope was to begin the laborious process of applying for exit visas.

Snow fell in the Vieux-Port. It was icy cold.

Feeling against the British had hardened in Marseilles after the Royal Navy had sunk the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir, Oran, on 3 July 1940. The wounded sailors had been disembarked at the port. It was hard for many Frenchmen to realise that Pétain now headed a collaborationist government. The Vichy French fleet could not be allowed to fall into the hands of Hitler and when French commanders rejected the Royal Navy’s ultimatum to scuttle it or sail to join the British, Churchill had taken the painful step of ordering the bombardment of the French warships. Some 1,250 French lives had been lost.
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