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INTRODUCTION


When Virginia Cowles flew into Berlin on 31 August 1939, she knew that this assignment could be one of the most hazardous of her career. Gleaming black enfilades of Nazi fighter planes were parked along the runways of Tempelhof Airport, the Berlin skyline was spiked with anti-aircraft guns and the city centre looked, to her, like an ‘armed camp’ – its streets clogged with military trucks, its hotel lobbies jostling with Nazi storm troopers. Europe was now so close to war that every British journalist had been recalled home, and staff at the British embassy had been ordered to pack. Even the weather felt ominously on edge. A dry, dusty wind blew through the city, which, to Virginia’s ears, had the ‘queer sound of a death rattle’ as it ‘caught up bits of paper and rubbish and sent them scraping along the pavement.’1


Yet Virginia, an American correspondent for the Sunday Times, was determined to remain in the city long enough to scoop what would probably be her paper’s final report before Germany became enemy territory. Ambitious, inquisitive, wilful, and not a little ruthless, she’d always had faith in her ability to survive. It was stubborn self-belief that had lifted her, first, out of the ghetto of New York society columns, and had subsequently taken her to Italy, to interview Mussolini on the launch of his invasion of Abyssinia, and then to Spain, where she became one of a tiny minority to cover the civil war from both sides. Yet, if Virginia appeared fearless in the advancement of her career, the most powerful weapon in her armoury was charm. Wide-eyed and slenderly built, disconcertingly glamorous in lipstick and high heels, she could walk into a military mess or a politician’s office, and coax the toughest, most recalcitrant of men to talk.


Her job in Berlin was to analyse the mood of the German public, and, the following morning, when Virginia awoke to the news that Adolf Hitler had sent his troops into Poland, she expected to find the city in a state of high agitation. The invasion was in clear violation of the peace agreement which Hitler had signed with Britain and France the previous year, and it was a deliberate provocation to war. Most of the ordinary Berliners to whom Virginia spoke that day, however, seemed unaware of the crisis they faced – the reception clerk at her hotel had been incredulous when she suggested that his country might soon be in conflict with half of Europe: ‘Poland is Germany’s affair,’ he’d protested. ‘What’s it got to do with anyone else?’2


But Dr Boehmer, the Chief of Foreign Press in Berlin, had burst into tears when he’d heard the morning’s news: ‘nothing can save the situation now,’ he’d lamented, ‘the whole world will soon be involved.’3 As one of the saner Nazis in power, Boehmer understood the catastrophe that Hitler was courting. And Virginia, too, had to acknowledge that her own situation was now precarious. It might be only a matter of hours before Britain and its allies responded to the gauntlet Hitler had thrown down, and, once they did, it might take her weeks, even months, to find her way home.


In fact, she was safely back in London in time to file her report for the next day’s paper. But while she’d escaped Berlin, the war was to become the story of Virginia’s career, and she would face far greater dangers in covering it. She would report on the Russian invasion of Finland, the blitzing of London, the occupation of France, and she would get deeper into the desert war in Tunisia than any other correspondent.


At first, newspaper editors would try to make Virginia a part of the stories she filed – an attractive young woman who was willing to brave bullets and bombs, a former ‘society girl’ who could muck in with the men in trenches. Female correspondents were still a novelty when the war started in 1939. Yet, despite the fuss and publicity that was made of Virginia and a few women like her, a very small but determined contingent of women had actually been reporting from the world’s battle zones for close to a hundred years.


Jane Cazeneuve may have been the first, reporting on the Mexican–American war in 1846, but two years later she was followed by Margaret Fuller, hired by the New York Tribune to cover the Italian uprisings against Austria; in 1897, the war between Turkey and Greece was covered by Cora Taylor Crane for the New York Journal, and, in 1899, Lady Mary Howard reported on the South African war for the Daily Telegraph. By 1914, when editors across Europe and America had become alerted to the size and profitability of their female readership, many were keen to report World War One from a woman’s angle. And while those who were assigned to the battlefields were meant to be limiting their reports to nurses and hospitals, a doughty few did manage to send back dispatches from the front.


It was the Second World War, though, which was to become the defining opportunity for female correspondents. As the battle lines spread and the story grew to encompass both civilians and soldiers, editors had to increase their global coverage, and, by the end of the war, around 250 of the reporters and photographers accredited to the Allied armies were women.*


Prominent among them was Clare Hollingworth. Although she’d been a virtual novice when she talked her way into a stringer’s contract with the Daily Telegraph, she was armed with a self-belief that was even more foolhardy than Virginia’s. Having been sent to Katowice, in south-west Poland, the first assignment she set herself was to borrow a car from the British consulate and drive into Germany to go scouting for troop activity. It was 29 August 1939, and the escapade was madness – Clare could have been apprehended as a spy, even shot by jumpy guards. But she was very ambitious to prove her reporter credentials and her initiative would be rewarded with an astonishingly lucky scoop. Driving close to the border, she found herself on a road that was lined with broad hessian screens; and when a gust of wind blew one of them aside, she was able to see straight down to the valley below, where nine Panzer divisions were massed in battle-ready formation.


It was clear evidence of an invasion force, and the story Clare phoned through from Katowice was splashed over the Telegraph’s front page the following morning. In London, there was still hope that war could be averted, but, on 1 September, Clare was awoken at dawn by the heavy crump of anti-aircraft fire, and she had a clear sight of warplanes circling in the distance. The attack on Poland had surely begun and, as she phoned in the second headline story of her new career, the adrenalin pumping through Clare’s veins was not so much fear as the certainty that she’d found her life’s vocation.


One of the bravest of all women correspondents, Sigrid Schultz, would not report from an active battle zone until January 1945, yet she’d been covering her own, personally fraught, front line since 1933. As Berlin bureau chief for the Chicago Tribune, Sigrid had made herself a heroically persistent opponent of the Nazi regime. Tiny, combative, with a fluent grasp of five languages and the best sources in Berlin, she had withstood surveillance, interrogation and death threats in order to publish the truth of Germany’s descent into a criminal, fascist state.


William Shirer, who reported from Berlin for CBS radio, would credit Sigrid as the bravest and best informed of the foreign press corps. On 1 September 1939, he noted in his diary that it was she who alerted him to the invasion of Poland: ‘At six a.m., Sigrid Schultz – bless her heart – phoned. She said: “It’s happened.” I was very sleepy – my body and mind numbed, paralyzed. I mumbled: “Thanks, Sigrid,” and tumbled out of bed.’4


Although Sigrid was dedicated to keeping the world informed about Nazi Germany, she could publish only a fraction of what she knew, and there were others outside Berlin who were also tracking the spread of fascism through Europe. When Martha Gellhorn went to Madrid in March 1937, it was with the conviction that the civil war in Spain represented a historic battle between freedom and totalitarianism. Objectivity is ‘shit’, she declared, and in her coverage for Collier’s magazine she was passionately partisan in her support for the Republicans and their fight against General Franco’s coup. Her duty as a journalist was to harness opinion on the side of the angels, she believed, and she would cling to that conviction as she followed the course of the war from Czechoslovakia to Italy, France, Germany, and finally to the gates of Dachau.


Lee Miller held herself to similarly high standards, although she came to war, and even to journalism, much later than Martha. As a professional photographer, she’d been a celebrity of the New York fashion world, a star of the Parisian avant-garde, and she’d never been interested in covering hard news. Yet, after she’d settled in London in 1939, Lee experienced a kind of epiphany. As Germans bombed the city night after night, she found a new and urgent use for her camera. The war was her true métier, she believed; and, learning the skills of a photojournalist, adding a Baby Hermes typewriter to her professional kit, she went on to report from the battlegrounds of northern France, the Allied push through Germany, the liberation of Paris and the concentration camps. In both her writing and photography, Lee produced some of the war’s most haunting coverage, and all of it, extraordinarily, was published in Vogue.


Helen Kirkpatrick would always say that she’d been a professional reporter for whom the war ‘got in the way’.5 She’d begun her career in Geneva, reporting on the League of Nations, and had initially been a committed pacifist. But, as she’d witnessed the warmongering aggression of Hitler, Mussolini and Franco, she’d become convinced that Europe’s triumvirate of dictators could only be stopped by force. She moved to London, where, as the first female correspondent for the Chicago Daily News, she reported on the progress of war from the thick of the Blitz. So accurate and shrewd was her coverage that Helen became much admired by the military and, by express order of General Eisenhower, she was the first woman to report from an Allied war zone with equal privileges to men.


Back in September 1939, when Europe first went to war, it was widely assumed that women would only cover the civilian angle – the evacuees, the rationing, the stories of life in the air-raid shelters. It was assumed they lacked the authority for hard military news. Betty Wasson, an American radio journalist who risked near-starvation to cover the German invasion of Greece, was actually barred from broadcasting her own material because her voice was considered too feminine. It was also assumed by those in charge of official protocol that women would be unable to endure the blood, violence and noise of battle, and, for most of the war, female correspondents were officially prohibited from all combat zones under British or American jurisdiction.


But, far more entrenched than concerns about women’s safety and their tolerance for war, lay the belief that a lone female journalist, embedded within a division of male soldiers, must be an inevitable source of trouble. Not only was she likely to arouse sexual or emotional unrest among the battle-wearied troops, but, far more embarrassingly, to create difficulties in the matter of toilet facilities.


It was apparently beyond the squeamish military imagination to conceive of ways in which a woman might decently, and practically, relieve herself in a war zone, and the ‘cloakroom question’, or what the Americans more briskly termed ‘the latrine business’, would become the issue dominating all discussion concerning the admittance of female correspondents to the army press corps. For the women themselves, who were fully capable of ducking behind a bush, or even braving an open latrine, it felt both demeaning and absurd that a fuss over sanitary arrangements could get in the way of them doing their jobs. It seemed obvious to them that the issue was a smokescreen, a way for the conservative military to conceal its fear of a ‘female invasion’. The British would continue to hide behind ‘the convenience question’ until very late in the war, barring accreditation to all women. The Americans, however, were a little more flexible, and when they entered the war in December 1941, Clare Hollingworth was one of several women who transferred herself to an American news organization in order to secure her accreditation with the US army.


Even the US War Department, however, had rules written in ‘invisible ink’, which limited the freedom of women reporters. While they might be permitted to the rear of a combat zone, they were to be kept at a strict distance from the front, and they were to be treated rather like an amateur, auxiliary press corps – prohibited from using official transport and facilities, and excluded from the army’s briefing sessions.


By November 1944, America would ease its restrictions, but until then, every woman who attempted to report from an Allied combat zone had to do so by illicit or ingenious means. When Virginia Cowles went to cover the fighting in Italy, she attached herself to the Free French Expeditionary Corps, whose attitude to protocol was infinitely more relaxed. When Martha Gellhorn learned that she was barred from covering the Normandy landings, she hid herself on board a hospital ship and sailed stowaway. She spent a night on Omaha Beach, helping with the transportation of injured soldiers, and the stories she filed were far more authentic, far more detailed than those of her husband, Ernest Hemingway, who, like most of the official press corps, had witnessed the invasion from the relative security of an assault craft.


Over and over again, it was the restrictions imposed on women which, ironically, led to their finding more interestingly alternative views of the war. Forced to dodge around the public-relations officers, or PROs, who controlled the media’s movements, they set up their own informal contacts with soldiers, found their own pockets of war action, their own human interest stories. And, as a consequence, their reporting often had a different colour and a different heartbeat from that of their male colleagues. Dorothy Thompson, the celebrated American journalist, would always insist that women made the best reporters, as well as the best spies, principally because, ‘[they] are more naturally inquisitive, trained to listen and far more likely to retain social contacts’.6


There were other qualities that united the women who battled to cover this war. As a group, they were smart, ambitious, reasonably educated and white (there was just one African American, Elizabeth Murphy Moss, a reporter for the Baltimore Afro-American, who was accredited to the US army in 1944, but whose war career was cut short by illness). As a group, they were also quite conscious of each other’s work. When Helen Kirkpatrick was learning to be a foreign correspondent in Geneva, she read everything she could of Sigrid’s Berlin coverage; and her own war reports were subsequently read, and admired, by Martha and Lee. On the brief occasions when their reporting paths crossed, most were also grateful for the female companionship. When Virginia and Martha were together in Spain, Czechoslovakia and Italy; when Lee and Helen shared a flat in liberated Paris, or a freezing billet in bombed-out Cologne, it was a rare opportunity for them to bitch about idiotic PROs, sexually predatory officers or over-entitled male journalists. It was an even more luxurious opportunity for them to relax their professional guard; sharing stories of trauma and discomfort which they couldn’t admit to men, or simply feeling free to ask a colleague for the loan of a tampon, a sanitary towel, a bar of army-issue soap.


Outside of these chance interludes, however, the women did not care to be viewed as a professional, female sorority. They might share each other’s frustrations, and face the same obstacles, but they were so ambitious to be ranked on equal terms with the men, so anxious to avoid the slur of the ‘woman’s angle’, and the need for ‘special treatment’, that they preferred to fight most of their battles alone, without any fuss. Self-reliant and extremely competitive, they were operating solo for most of the war, following wherever the action took them, and developing their own distinctive angles. Lee and Martha, whose magazine work allowed them to focus on the human stories of conflict, would make their names as passionately subjective writers, closely and vividly involved with their subject matter. Clare, Sigrid, Helen and Virginia wrote for daily newspapers, and their reporting, by contrast, was driven by the exigencies of deadlines, and the breaking of news.


After the war, the achievements of these women did not go unrecognized. Helen was honoured with the American Presidential Medal of Freedom, the French Legion of Honour and the Médaille de la Reconnaissance Française; Virginia was awarded an OBE by the British government; and Martha and Lee were feted as media celebrities. However, once the honours had been distributed, and the speeches made, their future was not to be easy. Many female correspondents faced professional redundancy, as editors began scaling down their foreign news desks, and allocating work to returning servicemen. A far greater number, however, became lost in a very personal struggle to make the transition from war back into peace.


The cost of the last five and a half years had been high. Pursuit of a combat career had forced a number of women to sacrifice their closest relationships, with lovers, husbands, even children. And, as they returned to their broken lives, they also brought with them the nightmares – the flashbacks to all the horrors they’d seen. As Martha Gellhorn put it, the war had damaged most of them, left them ‘shredded up inside’. Yet however ‘hated and perilous and mad’ the experience had been, it was also very difficult to relinquish. War had become a kind of home to these correspondents, a home where ‘everyone had something to do, something that looked necessary.’7 The idea of settling back down into a civilian existence, of living without that sense of urgency, was almost impossible to imagine.


Emotionally displaced, professionally uncertain as they were, it was not yet possible for these women to know that, in decades to come, they would be emulated and admired as a generation of pioneers. They could not know that, when conflicts developed in Vietnam, Israel, the Balkans and the Middle East, the battles they’d fought, the standards they’d set, would pave the way for many more women to cover front-line news. The Sunday Times correspondent Marie Colvin would always carry a volume of Martha’s collected journalism when she went to the wars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. And if that volume was Colvin’s talisman and inspiration, it was also her reminder that the authority with which she and her peers were able to speak and to write was an authority which had been handed down by Martha Gellhorn, Clare Hollingworth, Lee Miller, Helen Kirkpatrick, Sigrid Schultz, Virginia Cowles – women who, along with the rest of an exemplary regiment of female correspondents, had fought to cover the Second World War.









Chapter One


BERLIN, 1936




‘I want to give readers all the dope there is’


SIGRID SCHULTZ1





In the autumn of 1936, Sigrid Schultz was starting to feel like a stranger in her own city. Less than a decade ago, the Berlin she’d known and loved had been crackling with wit, colour, deviance and dissent. Painted boys with nipped-in waists had sauntered through the stylish crowds along Kurfürstendamm; girls in suits and monocles had drunk cocktails at the Eldorado ballroom. Satire – the city’s native genius – had flourished in cabarets and bars, and, as a very dazzled young William Shirer had noted, Weimar Berlin had felt like ‘a wild open city full of crazy poets and homosexuals’, a place for adventure and self-reinvention.2 It had been a city of violence, too – scarred by Germany’s recent defeat in the 1914–18 war, rocked by political battles within the newly democratic Reichstag and growling with a savage underbelly of poverty, drugs and prostitution. Yet, to an ambitious young journalist like Sigrid, it was the darkness in the glitter of Berlin that made it the most engrossing city in the world in which to make her career.


Then, in 1933, Hitler and the National Socialists had seized power, and the Nazification of Berlin began. The brown-shirted muscle of the Sturmabteilung (SA) and the black-uniformed elite of the Schutzstaffel (SS) had bullied most of the satirists into silence and forced the radical artists to skip town. Formerly emancipated women had been told to wipe off their lipstick and produce babies for the Fatherland, while the children were dragooned into the Hitler Youth or the League of German Girls. As fledgling Nazis paraded through Berlin in their crisp little shirts and neckerchiefs, it seemed to Sigrid as though the city itself was in uniform. Scarlet and black swastikas rippled from every public building and the streets were loud with Party messages, broadcast daily over public loudspeakers.


The harsh metallic tones of Adolf Hitler and the hectoring bark of his Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels had become almost as familiar to Berliners as the voices of their family and friends. And, to all those who’d become principal targets of the regime – the trade unionists, the communists, the homosexuals and, above all, the city’s Jews – these voices were also a daily reminder of the threats they faced, whether of violence or arrest.


As bureau chief of the Chicago Tribune, Sigrid had made it her mission to keep America informed about Germany’s decline into totalitarianism, to expose every stage of its draconian dismantling of democracy and the rule of law. According to Gregor Ziemer, her former assistant and fellow journalist, she was ‘one of the most talented foreign correspondents’ of her generation, publishing more damning information about the Nazis than any of her colleagues, facing off Gestapo spies and interrogation until she was finally forced to leave.3 Hitler’s Berlin had been her personal war zone, and if it had made her as expert as any combat journalist in arming herself against danger, it had also forced her to keep very close the fact that, by Nazi reckoning, she was a Jew.


Sigrid Lilian Schultz had settled in Berlin late in 1913. She’d been a pretty, intellectually pugnacious twenty-one-year-old, with a command of several foreign languages and a headful of ambitions to sing in opera or practise law. She also considered herself a cosmopolitan, for, despite her Germanic-sounding name, her father had been born in Norway and she herself had been born in Chicago, where Herman Schultz, a society portrait painter, had moved in 1891 to advance his career. His plan had been to put down ‘deep roots in prairie soil’ to create his version of the American dream, and, after his eighteen-year-old wife Hedwig had given birth to Sigrid, on 5 January 1893, he’d settled his family in a spacious house in the suburb of Summerdale, with a garden overlooking miles of open ground.4


Sigrid was a tiny blonde scrap of a child for whom Herman had high ambitions. She was to be raised in the modern American way, encouraged to run freely around the countryside with the family’s huge St Bernard dog. But she was also to be raised as a European, to speak German and French as well as English, and, until she was eight, she lived in the centre of a charmed little world, petted by her parents, admired by the busy stream of friends who came to the house. Then, in 1901, that world broke apart as a sharp downturn in the Chicago economy coincided with a temporary decline in Herman’s own health, and the Schultz family felt they had to pack up their home and return to Europe, where a commission awaited Herman in the royal court of Stuttgart.


The two years Sigrid spent in Germany were, for her, a period of angry exile. While her father was painting in Stuttgart, she and her mother were sent to Hedwig’s family in Wiesbaden, where, for the first time in her life, Sigrid encountered disapproval. Her Jaskewitz relatives might have descended from a vivid ancestral mix of Spanish, Polish, Balkan, Russian, Central European and Jewish stock, but they’d adopted the mindset of snobbish, provincial Germans. They’d never cared for Herman and they greatly disliked the ‘fresh’ American ways which he’d allowed his daughter to develop. Sigrid was thus sent away to Munich, ‘to a school for little princesses’, and, missing her parents, mocked for her ‘Yankee’ accent, she turned from petted child to aggressive little waif.5


Years later, she recalled that she’d never hated that school more deeply than when news filtered through of her father’s favoured position at court, and ‘suddenly the teacher became so nice and all the little girls wanted to carry my books home.’6 But, once Herman had fulfilled his commission, he was able to move his family to Paris, and there Sigrid flourished. She attended an excellent lycée, she had teachers to develop the sweetly melodious voice that she’d inherited from her great-grandfather Joseph Jaskewitz, a former director of the Wiesbaden Opera, and she finally got to meet her father’s Norwegian family. They were ebullient, ‘crazy’ – and she adored them, just as she adored Herman himself. But the most charmed hours of her life were the weekly lunches with her father, when he introduced her to Parisian restaurants, taught her about good food and wine, and recounted the stories of when he’d been a nineteen-year-old dreamer and had bicycled all the way from Norway to Paris to become an artist.


To Sigrid, Herman seemed marvellous; he was funny, flamboyant, gallant, and he could light up a room with his anecdotes. ‘He never lost the faith that life was thrilling,’ she wrote, ‘and always knew how to make others share his joy.’ It was only as she reached puberty that she realized how promiscuously Herman was spreading that joy; and while she would loyally excuse his philandering – ‘Poor man, he couldn’t help it the way women were running after him’7 – she could see the pain it caused her mother. Later, she would admit how badly she was affected by these dark sexual ructions – ‘I was really scared of marriage’ – and in her troubled, confused state, the teenage Sigrid was also starting to worry about her parents’ finances.8


Herman’s career had remained volatile, boomeranging between celebrity and penury, and it had become apparent to Sigrid that neither of her parents had any talent for managing money. Hedwig, girlishly pretty and guileless, had never mastered the art of the household budget, while Herman, a man always hoping for better times, could squander lavish sums in a restaurant, even when there were only scraps in the larder at home. At one point, they were living in a studio on the Place Pigalle, a ‘ramshackle, terrible and colourful district’, and, noting the squalor of other failed artistic careers, Sigrid studied to become the watchful adult of the family, teaching herself to cook and attempting to practise small domestic economies.9


‘I probably missed out on a lot of fun,’ she acknowledged. But she had no intention of sacrificing her own ambitions and having graduated from the lycée with high honours, she not only began professional singing lessons, but was enrolled at the Sorbonne for courses in history and international law. Already, she was displaying the stubborn application that would drive her reporting career, and, even though she’d inherited Herman’s weak chest and had to be admitted to a Lucerne sanatorium with possible TB, she remained open to new horizons. When her parents wrote with news that they were temporarily setting up a home and studio in Berlin for Herman’s work, she was eager to join them as soon as she was well.*


Berlin seemed full of possibilities when Sigrid arrived: it had a fine university and ‘it was the place’ to study singing, if she could only scrape together the funds.10 Yet it didn’t take her long to become aware of an unsettling edge to the city. The newspapers she read were strident with xenophobic editorials, calling for the Kaiser to defend Germany against the expansionist greed of its European rivals; meanwhile, her parents’ Jewish friends spoke of an alarming surge of anti-Semitic feeling in the city, their businesses boycotted and hate mail sent to their homes. Even though the Schultzes themselves had made little of Hedwig’s ancestry (it’s not even clear when Sigrid was told that she herself was half-Jewish), the family could not ignore these signs and could not but feel that Berlin in early 1914 was a potentially hostile city.


Sigrid’s own response to these uncertain times was typically self-denying and typically practical. It was obvious that she and her parents needed a reliable source of income, so, abandoning her own studies, she gained a rudimentary teaching certificate and advertised for work as a private language tutor. Herman, who’d had such fine plans for his daughter, was grandly and unreasonably disappointed in her, yet, by 3 August, he had to acknowledge Sigrid’s prescience. The Serbian bullet that assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand had sparked a dramatic unravelling of the already fragile European peace, and the Central Powers of Germany, Austro-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire were now at war with Russia, France and Britain.


Initially, the war made little impact on the Schultzes. They trusted that their dual American and Norwegian citizenship would keep them safe (both countries were still neutral at this point); Herman was earning unexpectedly good money from high-ranking Germans who wanted to be painted in their uniforms; and Sigrid was particularly buoyant because a Norwegian-American naval officer, whom she’d known for several years, had proposed to her while on leave in Berlin. Guarded as she later was about the details of her private life, she didn’t identify her fiancé by name, but she did imply that he’d been the love of her young life, that he’d helped to overcome her fears of marriage and that she’d hoped to become his wife as soon as the war was over.


Two and a half years and several million casualties later, however, the war showed no signs of ending, and, in April 1917, when America joined forces with Allied powers, Sigrid’s own situation became extremely grave.


Like all American citizens, she and her parents had been encouraged to leave Germany, yet their departure had been delayed because Herman had been offered a last-minute and very lucrative commission in Hamburg. His decision to accept would then prove fateful for the whole family because, once there, he was diagnosed with TB and placed under strict quarantine, which left Sigrid and Hedwig stranded in Berlin, not only scared about Herman’s health, but, even more frighteningly, re-categorized as enemy aliens, required to report twice a day to the police and to remain confined to their immediate neighbourhood.


Life for Sigrid now shrank to a series of small survival strategies, as she dodged the military police to teach her few remaining pupils and bred rabbits on the apartment balcony, bartering them for flour at a local bakery. Then, in the summer of 1917, she heard that her fiancé had been lost at sea, his ship almost certainly torpedoed by German U-boats. At that moment, she all but buckled under the weight of despair. ‘I thought [it] was the end of my emotional life,’ she recalled.11 Yet her parents still needed her support, and, in the autumn of 1917, when she learned that mayor of Baghdad was in Berlin and was looking for an interpreter who was fluent in English, German and French, Sigrid forced herself to rise above her misery and apply for the post.


Her new job was to have a transformative effect on her world. Réouf Bey Chadirchi was rich, aristocratic and clever, and while he’d come to Berlin on diplomatic business, he was planning to supplement his own private law studies at the city’s university, and was expecting Sigrid to assist him in lectures as well as in meetings. After three years of anxious, menial work, it was thrilling to feel her brain re-engaged: ‘Can you imagine’, she wrote, ‘the joy of continuing studies that seemed all important to me, and being paid for that privilege’. But so intimately did Réouf come to depend on Sigrid, for her intelligence as well as her interpreting skills, that he began to entrust her with some of his more politically tricky affairs.12


If there was a moment when Sigrid first got her taste for investigative journalism, it may have been the confrontation she engineered with Réouf’s most formidable adversary, the right-wing nationalist and anti-Semite, General Ludendorff. Ludendorff had come up with a plan to scapegoat the nation’s Jewish community for Germany’s failing performance in the war and he was pressuring Réouf to drum up support for his scheme among the Arab states. Réouf had been repelled by the idea, but his position in Berlin was delicate and he was ready to accept Sigrid’s proposal that she interrogate Ludendorff further, on his behalf.*


Later she would admit that her strategy for questioning the general was intrepid, but naive; for, while she’d provided herself with cigarettes and canned sardines to bribe her way up to Ludendorff’s hotel suite, she had no way of compelling him to listen and, as she recalled, ‘an onlooker would have been amused to see me firing questions at the stony faced general while he tried to walk away as fast as possible without actually breaking into a trot.’13 Yet, even though Sigrid failed to assist Réouf in his dilemma, he was captivated by the courage she’d shown, and in November 1918, when the war ended and he was recalled to Baghdad, he asked her to accompany him as his wife.


‘Our relations, which were indifferent at the beginning, became more and more intimate, you supported and advised me in every way,’ Réouf fondly reminded Sigrid when he wrote to her fourteen years later.14 But, while she cared for Réouf, she had no interest in marrying him, not least because she was still in mourning for her fiancé and would continue to be so for ‘years and years.’15 Nevertheless, Réouf’s departure would leave an emotional as well as a financial void in Sigrid’s life, and she would feel his absence even more keenly when Germany’s defeat in the war was followed by months of revolutionary chaos.


Disillusioned soldiers and a radicalized workforce had taken to the streets to fight for a socialist leadership, and, during the long hard winter of 1918–19, Berlin became a battleground. ‘I saw a ravenous mob slaughter a starving horse where it fell,’ Sigrid wrote. ‘I hurried through the Berlin streets under a crossfire of Red guns on one side and Republican soldiers on the other.’16 It was almost impossible to reach the homes of her pupils, and, eking out the meagre savings she’d put by, she and her mother were often cold and hungry. Even though she didn’t write much about this period, the toughness, the scrappiness that Sigrid developed would stay with her for the rest of her life.*


But her luck turned again with the offer of a second job, and with it the discovery of her future career. In February 1919, the American journalist Richard Henry Little was appointed Berlin bureau chief for the Chicago Tribune, and having been recommended Sigrid as his German interpreter, he was as quick as Réouf to spot that her talents ranged far beyond translation. He began to favour her with small investigative tasks and to take her with him on assignments outside Berlin – ‘I trotted by his side, an eager cub reporter’, she recalled.17 And Little’s hunch that Sigrid had the brains, belligerence and instinct of a potential journalist was confirmed when she managed to argue her way past guards at the Naval Office to secure an audience with the notoriously reclusive Admiral Reinhard Scheer. In January 1920, when the Tribune was looking to expand its international coverage, Dick Little and his lead reporter Floyd Gibbons between them pressed for Sigrid to be hired as the paper’s junior foreign correspondent in Berlin.


There were very few women, at the time, who had staff jobs with American publications, and far fewer who were allowed to escape the feminized sphere of society columns and fashion. The Tribune had its offices in the Hotel Adlon, whose vast marbled lobby, interior garden and extravagantly carved Japanese fountain made it one of the most luxurious establishments in Berlin. But far more beguiling to Sigrid was the clatter of typewriters and the shrilling of telephones upstairs in the paper’s offices, and the busy news conferences over which Dick Little presided. She was conscious of being gifted a rare privilege, of being valued over the squad of competitive young men who might have expected to land this plum Berlin posting, and she was impatient to justify Dick’s faith with her first substantial scoop.


Friedrich Ebert, the first elected President of the new Weimar Republic, had been holding on to power by a thread. The catalogue of humiliations which had been imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles – the punitive war reparations, the ban on rearming, the loss of key territories – were felt as a national shame and a wound. Officers who’d served in the war believed that the Germany for which they’d fought no longer existed. And, as Ebert and his fragile government were made scapegoats for that loss, a faction of Prussian aristocrats, army generals, völkisch right-wing nationalists and supporters of the exiled Kaiser had organized an armed coup to bring down the Republic and impose an autocratic government in its place.


On 13 March, as Sigrid had listened to the first crack of artillery fire in the streets of Berlin, she’d been mad with frustration. It was too dangerous to leave her apartment, the telephone lines were closed to all but emergency calls, and she could think of no way of getting an angle on the unfolding putsch. But then a close friend and useful source named Dr Johann had burst into her apartment, claiming that he’d run through bullets to bring her information about the coup and the names of some of its leading players. Terrified that he’d been followed, that there would be rifle butts battering down the door, Johann locked himself inside Sigrid’s bathroom. But she went directly to work: and, by passing herself off as a nurse, pretending that the names on Johann’s list were doctors with whom she needed to speak, she had her interviews done and her article written and ready to file by the time it was safe to return to the office.


It was Sigrid’s first headlining story and, over the next three years, the volatile Republic would yield many more. The German economy was floundering; by 1923, inflation had spiralled to such unreal levels that a loaf of bread cost 200,000,000,000 marks and people had to transport their cash in wheelbarrows. Millions of jobs were lost; beggars and crippled war veterans starved on the streets. And, as Sigrid and her colleagues kept track of the economic crisis, they were alerted to a pale, stuttering, but eerily magnetic young war veteran who was converting the nation’s fear and unrest into the fuel for his own political ascent.


Adolf Hitler became front-page news when he led his ‘Beer Hall Putsch’ against the Munich state government on 8 November 1923. The Tribune ran with the story for days, analysing the crude but potent vision with which he’d mesmerized his followers, the vision of a resurgent and racially pure Germany that would be forged from blood, soil and steel. When Sigrid was sent to Munich to investigate Hitler’s power base she learned how broad it was – an unlikely, and alarming, alliance between the populist NSDAP or Nazi Party, patrician Junkers, disaffected students, right-wing military and wealthy industrialists like Fritz Thyssen, whose iron-fisted views matched those of his ally, General Ludendorff. Only three years earlier, Dr Johann had warned her never to underestimate the arrogance, fanaticism and xenophobia of the nationalist right wing, explaining that she hadn’t lived in Berlin long enough to realize how ruthless they were. Back then Sigrid had thought he was being melodramatic. But now, even though the Beer Hall Putsch was quashed, the Nazi Party banned and Hitler put behind bars, she could see that the threats to the young democratic Republic were very real, and had only gone underground.


So absorbed was Sigrid in the daily business of news, she had no idea that her boss Dick Little had fallen in love with her and had actually gone to her father to discuss the possibility of marriage. Herman was back in Berlin, but his TB was advancing to its terminal stage and he was fearful of losing his daughter, who was also his provider and nurse. Querulously, he insisted she was too young to marry, that she needed first to ‘learn to become an independent woman’. Yet Dick had no better luck when he proposed to Sigrid directly. She had come to revere him as a mentor and friend, and a decade later, when an inquisitive young journalist asked why she remained unmarried, she implied it was because she’d never found another man to match Dick’s intellectual stature – that he had been an irreplaceable ‘giant’ to her. In 1923, however, marriage had still seemed impossible, to Dick or anyone else. Sigrid was still in thrall to the memory of her dead fiancé and still burdened by her parents – a weak and fractious couple now, unable to take care of themselves. ‘I had to support my Father and Mother,’ she explained, ‘and I was not going to load the expense for my parents onto whomever I married.’18


The absence of a man in Sigrid’s life was a subject of much speculative gossip in the Tribune office. According to one of her assistants, she was, in her early thirties, a very attractive woman: ‘She was lovely to look at when she bothered to put on a frilly dress and manipulate that golden hair of hers [or] use some make-up. She knew how to make the best of her small compact lively body – when she wanted to – which was not always.’19 But, while Sigrid would eventually allow herself to fall in love again, there were good professional reasons why it suited her to remain independent in Berlin. She knew that very few women possessed the levels of freedom she currently enjoyed: the freedom to work long hours in the office and to socialize with colleagues. There was a tradition among the foreign press corps to meet for evening drinks at the Adlon bar, or for plates of spaghetti at Die Taverne – a faux-Italian restaurant that was always pleasantly fuggy with smoke, gossip and beer fumes. These sessions were convivial but also combative: George Seldes, who worked for a brief time at the Tribune’s Berlin office, recalled, ‘we were friends yes . . . but we were all competing . . . at the Adlon we could keep our eyes on each other’; and it was much easier for Sigrid to stay the course knowing there was no husband or lover waiting up impatiently for her return.20


Most of the Berlin press corps were of course men and, in her determination to integrate herself, Sigrid took to smoking a little white clay pipe, while her colleagues puffed collectively on their Chesterfields and cigars. Since she barely tipped the scales at ninety pounds, she couldn’t keep pace with their drinking, and instead persuaded the bar staff to serve her orange juice with just a whisper of gin. Yet there were subtle advantages, she was learning, to being a lone female in this very masculine club. No one ever guessed how sober she remained during these late-night drinking sessions, nor how beadily she scrutinized the increasingly lax, boozy conversation for information and leads. And Sigrid was not above exploiting her femininity when she needed to. In February 1925, when President Ebert fell suddenly ill, she faked a flutter of heart palpitations to get herself admitted into the clinic where the President was being treated, and, once there, was able to flirt the attending doctor into revealing that Ebert was suffering from a ruptured appendix, and was not expected to recover. By the time his death was announced, Sigrid had her story ready to file, hours ahead of her rivals.


According to one Tribune reporter, Sigrid was now breaking so many stories that she was unofficially acknowledged as ‘the man behind the guns’ in the Berlin office, her talents all the more evident because Dick Little had moved on, leaving the bureau in the hands of a far less capable newsman, Parke Brown.21 Her achievements had also been noted by Colonel Robert McCormick, the paper’s Chicago publisher. McCormick was a tough Midwesterner, a former army officer of deeply conservative and anti-Semitic views, and Sigrid might well have been sacked had she revealed her own Jewish ancestry. But his overriding concern was circulation numbers. He could see that Sigrid was driving the headlines and, later that year, when he was moving around his chiefs of staff, McCormick chose to give her Berlin, making her the first ever woman to run an American foreign bureau.*


Over the next sixteen years, Sigrid would have to learn how to tolerate the Colonel’s aggressive editorial style, his readiness to spike any story that bored him, or that ran too counter to his own political views. She would also have to accommodate the fact that, like many right-wing Americans, he would be fascinated and impressed by Hitler’s rise to power. In 1933, when McCormick visited Berlin, Sigrid was alarmed by his dazzled admiration for the Nazis’ parades: ‘his soldier’s heart [was] throbbing – the way they marched was just absolutely beautiful.’22 But, back in 1925, she was simply grateful for what the Colonel had done for her. Her new eminence came with a personal suite at the Adlon, a team of secretaries and assistants, and, above all, the freedom to choose what stories she wanted to report. All these were things to glory in, and while Sigrid inevitably encountered those who regarded a female bureau chief as a freak of nature, she met them full on. According to one of her colleagues, she was at her most happily pugnacious when ‘protecting the reputation and rights of her sex’.23 Once, when the Minister for Foreign Press tried to ban her from covering a gathering of business leaders, Sigrid scribbled him a scornful note: ‘Are 200 men afraid of one woman?’ Not only was she allowed into the room, but she claimed that every ‘big boss’ had made a point of talking with her.


Sigrid always boasted of that triumph; yet, quick though she was to enlist in a battle for equal rights, she could be wary of sharing the field. Dorothy Thompson was the most celebrated female correspondent of her generation, and her arrival in 1927, as temporary Berlin chief for the New York Tribune, caused Sigrid a niggling competitive grief. Not only had she been ousted from her position as the city’s top woman journalist, but certain media reports were claiming that Thompson, not she, was the first woman to be given charge of a foreign bureau.


Her friend and colleague Bill Shirer would later fault Sigrid for her lack of generosity: ‘she had that small side to her’, he thought. But she’d fought so hard for the Tribune job and she was always fearful that it could be taken away. She believed that she and her Berlin office had to outclass all the competition, to put themselves beyond reproach, and in pursuit of perfection she became easily frustrated. Gregor Ziemer recalled that ‘hot waves of anger, often articulated in French’ used to emanate daily from her office, if a ever junior reporter failed to match her high standards, or if one of the female employees came into work wearing too much rouge, or was caught in indiscreet gossip.24


But, if Sigrid could be quick to anger, she’d also learned from her father how to charm and, according to Ziemer, she had the most diverse circle of contacts of anyone in Berlin. Like any good reporter, she knew the importance of keeping her contacts close, and every month she held large informal dinners, where she mixed teachers, trade unionists, musicians, artists, politicians and aristocrats, as well as the occasional celebrity, like the fighter pilot turned film star Ernst Udet. These dinners were held in the flat which she still shared with Hedwig, and they were always cooked by Sigrid herself; a succession of mid-European delicacies – caviar on miniature potato pancakes, slivers of bone marrow on melba toast – which were served, as Herman had taught her, with their appropriate wines.


By the late 1920s, Sigrid had become somebody in Berlin. Her byline was famous, invitations to her monthly soirées were sought after and, as she smoked her little clay pipe, conversing brilliantly and caustically with friends, she bore little resemblance to the angry, uneasy teenager who’d fretted over her parents’ marriage. Her heavy, honey-blonde hair had been cut short to frame her strong oval face, highlighting the brilliance of her deep-set eyes, and, if her clothes were carelessly worn, they’d nonetheless been bought from the fashionable boutiques along the Ku’damm. Young though she still was, Sigrid had become formidable enough for the younger correspondents, freshly arrived in Berlin, to call her ‘the boss’.


If Sigrid was on the rise, so, it seemed, was Germany. Fat American loans had shored up the economy, there were jobs to be had, and a popular package of welfare and employment reforms had weakened support for the political extremes on both the left and the right. The neon-lit centre of Berlin, meanwhile, was embracing its own Goldene Zwanziger moment, outclassing even Left Bank Paris as a capital of culture and fun: Josephine Baker was dancing naked on the Theater des Westens stage; Fritz Lang’s hallucinogenic Metropolis was playing in the cinemas; Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht’s raunchily subversive Die Dreiggroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera) was breaking box-office records; and the gaudy bars and cabarets along Nollendorfplatz were doing a roaring business, day and night.


The bubble glistened, it gave the illusion of permanence. But, in 1928, Sigrid was warned by the liberal-minded Foreign Minister, Gustave Stresemann, that she needed to watch out for Hitler and his recently re-formed Party. Not only were the Nazis back from their period in exile, they had a new manifesto, Mein Kampf (My Struggle), in which Hitler had outlined his blueprint for rebuilding Germany: overthrowing its ‘craven and corrupt’ democracy; expanding its borders to provide Lebensraum, or living space, for every citizen; and, most chillingly, purging the nation of all its ‘degenerate’ racial elements.


These were policies of extreme, unconstitutional violence, written in a rabid jumble of mysticism and xenophobia, yet Stresemann warned Sigrid that the Nazis were now dangerously attempting to reframe themselves as a democratic organization. Politics rather than putsches were to be the way forward and, by slow degrees, the Nazis were grooming candidates for election. In 1928, they gained only twelve of the Reichstag’s 491 seats, but their nationwide campaign had won them a fanatical following. When the American stock market crashed, pushing the German economy into freefall, the moment was ripe to mobilize their support.


During the run-up to the 1930 elections, Hitler criss-crossed the country in a tireless programme of rallies. The speeches he gave made little sense, as he randomly blamed the economic crisis on Russian-backed communists, American capitalists and an international conspiracy of Jews. But his promise to reinvent Germany, to create a world superpower, a Third Reich that could dominate Europe for a thousand years, was exactly what the most frightened, angry and ignorant members of his audience needed to hear. Their current government, led by President Hindenburg, seemed only to stand helplessly by as Germany slid back into the abyss of the early 1920s, the cities once again rife with beggars and prostitutes, the homeless once again gathered in cardboard shanty towns. In September, when Germany went to the polls, Sigrid reported that the Nazis had achieved ‘a smashing victory’, gaining almost a quarter of the Reichstag’s seats.25


She could not yet take Hitler seriously as a politician: he seemed to her a crude ‘fascist bugbear’, a demagogue ‘drunk on his own words’, and she turned down the offer of an exclusive interview with him, partly because the Nazi press officer had actually tried to charge her – ten cents a word.26


The Party itself, however, she would not underestimate, and she asked one of her assistants, a thin, monocle-sporting Prussian named Alexander von Schimpff, which of the Nazi officials had ‘manners good enough to invite . . . to lunch’,27 so that she could learn more of their plans and their policies. Schimpff recommended Hermann Göring, the decorated fighter pilot, now the Party’s leading elected deputy, because he was both susceptible to women and a notorious glutton. When Sigrid put on her good dress and met Göring at the most expensive restaurant her budget could afford, she found him exactly as Schimpff had promised. A vain man, with a sprawling belly and a saccharine smile, he readily accepted a second invitation, this time to one of her soirées – and he reacted just as she hoped when she sat him next to the beautiful and brilliant American writer, Katherine Anne Porter. Desperate for a repeat invitation so that he might ‘try his luck’ with Porter, he readily acceded to Sigrid’s suggestion that the two of them continue to meet up, for informal discussions of his Party’s politics.


Göring was ‘worth more to me than anything else’, Sigrid acknowledged.28 By flattering his ego, by promising that the paper would retract anything he considered a lie, she managed to draw him into revealing nuggets of extraordinarily sensitive information. The relationship she built up with him was especially useful too because it was beyond her powers of deception to make a similar connection with Hitler. The first time she encountered the Nazi leader face to face was while she was sitting with Göring at the Kaiserhof Hotel. A small commotion in the lobby had signalled that Hitler had arrived for tea and cakes (his favourite meal), and Göring had lumbered to his feet to make the introduction. This could have been Sigrid’s moment to ingratiate herself. But she admitted that, when Hitler leaned in to kiss her hand, his eyes staring ‘soulfully’ into hers, she’d been unable to disguise her instinctive distaste. ‘I just froze up with him,’ she wrote, repelled as much by the ‘vulgar’ flourish of the kiss as by the flop of hair over his pasty forehead and the forced intensity of his pale blue gaze. She knew, immediately, that Hitler had registered her recoil – ‘he had superb instincts for whether people responded to him’ – and she was correct to predict that he would not forgive or forget. At all of their subsequent meetings, Hitler would dismiss her with the coolest of handshakes, and when she was given her first formal interview, he insisted that his personal adjutant, Rudolf Hess, remain in the room to monitor the conversation. ‘There was . . . a weird transference between them’, Sigrid wrote. ‘Hess just stared at Hitler as if he were trying to hypnotize him.’29


If Hitler remained closed to Sigrid, Göring helped ease her access to other prominent Nazis. ‘One can make glorious creepy stuff out of the Hitlerites’, she wrote to the paper’s cable editor, George Scharschug; but, however tempted she was to file sensationalist copy, she knew it was more important to understand how the Party operated.30 She learned to get the measure of Joseph Goebbels, a dark, thin man with a limping gait, whose messianic brilliance as propaganda chief was driven by his thwarted literary ambition and his pathological hatred of Jews. She taught herself, almost, to like the Party’s press officer, Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengle, a lanky, Harvard-educated man, whose clownish jokes and amiably earnest attempts to reconcile the demands of his bosses with those of the foreign press made Sigrid regard him as one of the more tolerable of all the Nazis – although she despised his predatory approach to women.


It was frequently astonishing to her how easily she could lead these Nazis astray, and her early coverage of the Party was supported by startlingly frank admissions of how they planned to seize absolute power for themselves and to wage a ‘bloody’ war against the Bolsheviks and the Jews. At this early stage of their Reichstag career, Göring and his circle were too avid for publicity to be aware of the harm they were doing their Party in supplying such quotes. More experienced politicians, however, were alarmed by the antagonistically astute trend of Sigrid’s reporting. In 1932, the patrician German Chancellor Franz von Papen and his self-styled Cabinet of Barons were seeking Nazi support for a political coup, by which they planned to dismantle the German constitution and restore Junker rule. When Sigrid exposed that plan, the repercussions were swift. An anonymous death threat was delivered to her home and, in the autumn, a formal ultimatum came from the Foreign Ministry that, unless she moderated her coverage, she would be deported.


Sigrid refused to be intimidated. Under recent legislation it had become possible for the state to expel any foreigner deemed threatening to Germany’s reputation, but, as she wrote to McCormick, she didn’t believe they would risk applying it to her; it would make a too ‘dramatic story and leave no doubt in anybody’s mind that Germany was run by Junker government.’31 She was still assuming, however, that the country was run by men who cared about international opinion and the basic rule of law, and she had no idea how fast the political landscape could change. Although von Papen had been obliged to resign the Chancellorship, he still wielded immense political influence and he was able to persuade President Hindenburg that his best chance of remaining in power lay in facilitating an alliance between the Nazis and the Junker elite. To that end he proposed giving Hitler the post of Chancellor, arguing that, once in office, the Nazi leader would prove easy to manipulate, especially if he, von Papen, were appointed Vice Chancellor and could pull the strings.


So, on 30 January 1933, Hitler was promoted to the second most powerful office in Germany. A number of journalists and politicians were quick to praise von Papen’s shrewdness, his playing of the long game, but they had failed to take the measure of Hitler’s amoral genius, and it took less than two months for the Nazi leader to demonstrate he would serve no agenda other than his own. After an arson attack had conveniently been made on the Reichstag – possibly stage-managed by Göring, but blamed on ‘a deranged Dutch communist’ – Hitler used the ensuing panic to pass an emergency Enabling Act that would allow him to act outside the constraints of parliamentary consent and constitutional law.* It was presented to the Reichstag as a temporary strategy for ‘restoring calm’, but, in reality, it would become Hitler’s free pass to eliminate his opponents and assume total control.


Members of the communist party, the KPD, were the first to be targeted, as SA thugs were sent on an orchestrated rampage, vandalizing properties and beating and incarcerating communist leaders. Other groups came under attack, among them liberals, intellectuals, prominent trade unionists, even priests – and the law courts and universities were purged of anyone deemed hostile to Nazi interests. On 22 March, Heinrich Himmler announced the opening of a new concentration camp at Dachau, where enemies of the Reich could be contained without trial or legal redress. In April, hundreds of thousands of ‘anti-German’ books were burned in the centre of Berlin; by July, all political parties other than the Nazis had been disbanded and power had been transferred from the Reichstag to Hitler’s own Chancellery. German democracy had been obliterated, Sigrid wrote, with ‘an enthusiasm and thoroughness that is breathtaking’; even Goebbels admitted that it had ‘been achieved much more quickly than we had dared to hope.’32


Less than half the population actually voted for Hitler when a spring election was held to ratify his accession to Chancellor, yet, even among those who’d voted against him, there was a reluctance to confront exactly what he and his party were doing. Six million Germans were now unemployed and the twin spectres of hyperinflation and revolution loomed large; if Hitler could deliver on his promise to give every man a job, a house and a car, then most of the country was willing to give him a chance. Decent people were learning to turn away from the occasional bloodied body left lying in the street, from the screams of the occasional individual being bundled into a prison van. It was better to believe that genuine criminals were being targeted. And, in August, when the death of Hindenburg allowed Hitler to combine the posts of President and Chancellor and become absolute ruler of Germany, there was no one to stand in his way.


Germany was, de facto, a dictatorship now, and Sigrid knew what danger this spelled for the Jewish communities. Ever since she’d lived in Berlin, she’d seen how precariously they were positioned – at best tolerated, at worst scapegoated for every national failing. Germany’s defeat in the 1914–18 war had been blamed on ‘Hebrew corruptors of the Reich’, just as the economic depression of 1923 had been blamed on ‘profiteering Jews’. During the second recession of 1931, a thousand Nazi supporters had rampaged down the Ku’damm, attacking Jewish-owned restaurants and shops. And, during the last decade, pro-Nazi publications like Der Stürmer had dripped anti-Semitic poison into the national psyche, publishing crude cartoons of hook-nosed bankers, of greasy, dwarfish characters threatening the modesty of Aryan girls.


Even with this backlog of violence and hate, however, the Jewish population hadn’t understood how horrifically fast their world could be overturned. By July 1933, laws had been passed which restricted Jewish business, barred Jews from the legal professions and stripped all recently naturalized Jews of their citizenship rights. No less terrifying was the Nazi campaign to bully as many Jews as possible into leaving the country. SA and SS troops were sent into Jewish neighbourhoods to daub swastikas on buildings, burn down synagogues, vandalize businesses and commit random acts of violence. A number of high-profile Jews were taken to secret prisons, in basements, sheds or cinemas, where they were subjected to vile forms of punishment – forced to drink emetic quantities of castor oil or branded like animals with red-hot irons. ‘Racial science’ was introduced to the school curriculum, teaching children how to discriminate between those of Aryan and degenerate origin; new identity documents were required to show proof of non-Jewish identity, and the very word Juden became an insult. By the time the Nuremberg Laws were passed in September 1935, to remove every last vestige of their civil rights, Jews were officially designated a ‘subhuman race’.


Göring expressed no shame when Sigrid challenged him over the abhorrence of his party’s policies. ‘You people try to understand with your heads. We must be understood with the heart,’ he replied, arguing that there was a romantic yearning for purity in the German soul that Americans could never comprehend.33 Sigrid knew that Göring had a certain fastidiousness when it came to acknowledging Nazi policy, that he preferred to deal in sentimental platitudes, to let others do his dirty work. But she also understood his capacity for ruthlessness. In April 1933, he’d created the Gestapo, a nationwide secret police force that was designed to keep watch on every German citizen and to keep tabs on Göring’s own political rivals. The foreign press was not exempt from surveillance, certainly not Sigrid, and, during the last year, she’d become accustomed to the flat, sinister click of her phone line being tapped; to the car that shadowed every taxi she took; to the spying vigilance of her cleaner. She knew that her letters were opened, that a dossier had been assembled on her private and professional life, and she was working on the assumption that someone in her office had been co-opted as a Party informant. In December, when she wanted to write ‘a few uncensored notes’ to Colonel McCormick, she had to ask a friend who was travelling outside Germany to post the letter on her behalf.34


The muzzling of the media had begun almost immediately when the Nazis took power. As Minister of Propaganda, Goebbels had made his first moves on the domestic press, replacing serious journalists with men whom Sigrid scornfully described as ‘low ranking state officials’, under orders to regurgitate the Party’s own communiqués.35 The foreign correspondents could not be interfered with so directly, but they too were subjected to a campaign of subtle and not so subtle harassment. Daily press briefings were now delivered exclusively in German, making it difficult for all but the most fluent to follow; they were also issued by two entirely separate bodies – the Foreign Office (which had its own chief of foreign press) and Goebbels’ Ministry of Propaganda and Public Enlightenment, a system that deliberately hampered journalists in the sourcing and checking of facts. Meanwhile, everything they did publish was scanned by an army of minor officials, checking for evidence of what Goebbels described as ‘editorializing’. Threats were issued to those whose commentary was deemed unacceptable: in 1933, two of the most outspoken Americans, Hubert Knickerbocker and Edgar Mowrer, were ordered to leave Berlin, and, early in 1934, the Czech reporter Ludwig Popper was incarcerated in Columbia House, an informal SA prison, which, as Sigrid reported, was ‘one of the best known beating up quarters in town’.36 Even the revered Dorothy Thompson was not immune. In August 1934, she returned to Germany after an absence of three years and, when she reported with incautious disgust on the changes she observed, she was given forty-eight hours to leave the country voluntarily, or else face deportation by the police.


Sigrid – her animosity forgotten – filed a blistering response to Thompson’s expulsion, but she rightly predicted that it would be followed by increased difficulties for the resident press corps. Her own reporting on the regime was now assisted by two ‘very, very good’ informants, a brilliant Munich doctor named Johannes Schmitt, who treated a number of very high-profile Nazi patients, and Schmitt’s ‘great friend’ General von Hammerstein, one of a small but courageous number of military officers opposed to Hitler’s methods and agenda.37 So accurate and so damaging were some of her exposés that Sigrid had not only been hauled up for reprimand, but had begun to experience mysterious ‘glitches’ in the cabling of her dispatches. At first she hadn’t been unduly alarmed. She still had powerful friends in Berlin, not least the American ambassador William Dodd, and she believed that Goebbels had too high a regard for her Chicago publisher to risk an overt attack. McCormick’s admiration for the Nazis hadn’t simply been based on their military parades. Like many Western businessmen, he admired their political nerve in crushing the communists and trade unionists, their efficiency in force-starting the economy. Even though the Colonel gave Sigrid space to criticize the regime, he ensured that the Tribune’s overall coverage remained balanced, either by burying the most hostile of Sigrid’s articles deep in the paper, or by offsetting them with more positive editorials of his own.


This even-handed stance was valuable to the Nazis, and it offered Sigrid some protection. But, by the autumn of 1934, Goebbels had lost patience with her dangerously well-informed reports. Sigrid came out of his office one day with ‘threats of expulsion sizzling around my ears’, simply because the phone operator transcribing her copy had misheard a word and had made the tone of her article more critical than she had intended.*38 The time had come for a more cautious strategy; from this point on, whenever she wanted to publish her most damning exposés, Sigrid would not only file her copy outside Germany, but would further thwart surveillance by redacting her own name and falsifying the dateline (which gave the time and location of filing).


There were others, of course, who pushed hard against the regime. Frederick Birchall of the New York Times spoke for many when he wrote, ‘No decent man can sit . . . close to this thing for long without becoming in a sense a crusader for freedom, decency and the rights of the weak’; Norman Ebbutt of the London Times and the American broadcaster William Shirer were among the most informed and outspoken critics in Berlin, while a young British journalist, Elizabeth Wiskemann, made regular investigatory trips to Germany until she was arrested by the SS and warned never to return.39 For Sigrid, though, the secret fact of her Jewishness made her attacks on the Nazis both more personal and more perilous.


Had Goebbels, Göring, or even McCormick discovered that secret, it’s probable she would no longer have been able to function as bureau chief; it’s even possible that her life might have been in danger. But Sigrid was also pressing her luck because she was now working on the fringes of the Berlin underground, giving assistance to the increasing number of Jews who were trying to get out of Germany. Some kind of modesty kept her from elaborating on the exact nature of this work, but much of it seemed to centre on helping Jews to sell or smuggle their goods and properties before they departed. Even though the Nazis were pressuring them to leave, officials were charging a very high price for their exit papers and, in some cases, were using the Reich Flight Tax – imposed during the 1931 depression – to justify seizure of their assets before they left. ‘I swindled a good deal of stuff out of Germany for them’, Sigrid acknowledged, hinting that she’d made use of her extensive contacts to source sympathetic purchasers and had even bought one family’s library with her own money.40


More clandestinely still, Sigrid was also working on behalf of individual community leaders – rabbis, lawyers and intellectuals – whom the regime wanted to arrest. She was part of a group who found them safe hiding places, but she was also helping to divert a small number of official exit permits their way; in fact, according to one of her friends, Ruth Steinkraus Cohen, some of these permits may, amazingly, have come through Göring.


Compared to many of his fellow Nazis, Göring was not a hardened racial zealot. Before the Party came to power, he’d enjoyed profitable relations with a select group of Jewish businessmen and artists, and Cohen’s suggestion that he might have been helping some of those individuals to either get out of Germany or disguise their racial identity was based on his frequent boast that he had it in his power to ‘decide’ who was Jewish and who was not.41 If Cohen was correct, Göring was presumably charging a high price for his services, but whatever opportunistic quid pro quo he’d arranged with Sigrid, it was not one he could sustain for long. By the spring of 1935, Göring had beaten off his rivals to become a Nazi potentate, second only to Hitler. And, to safeguard his position, he not only had to dissociate himself from Sigrid, he ideally had to get her out of the way.


One afternoon in April, Sigrid was working in her office when Hedwig phoned to say that a stranger had delivered a sealed envelope to their apartment, marked for Fräulein Schultz’s ‘urgent attention’. Sigrid had heard of attempts to plant incriminating documents on Party enemies and, racing back home, she discovered that the contents of the envelope were exactly as she feared. They were plans for an aeroplane engine – possession of which, she wrote, ‘would have finished me’42 – and she barely had time to burn the offending papers before she saw three men approaching her building. Two of them she recognized as Gestapo agents, and, knowing that her next actions would be critical, she confronted the trio in her most assertively patrician German, assuring them that they would find nothing of interest in her apartment, and that she would be going directly to the American ambassador to report this attempted breach of her rights.


The agents were left standing as Sigrid sailed off in a taxi, and had she been more cautious, she would have let the matter rest. But she could never stand to be bullied – even as a tiny child in Chicago, her father had caught her shouting furiously at a boy who had tried to scare her with his parents’ axe. Convinced, now, that Göring had attempted to frame her, Sigrid was determined to expose him in public, and she chose to do so at a lunch held by the Foreign Press Association, on 2 May, to celebrate Göring’s marriage to the pretty, plump and amiable actress, Emmy Sonnemann. Sigrid, seated at one end of the long table, had remained silent as all of her colleagues had proffered their good wishes. She’d said nothing as Göring, in a filthily ungrateful temper, had used the occasion to castigate the assembled journalists for the lies which he claimed they continued to peddle. He’d been an intimidating presence, his meaty paws clenched into fists and his bulky chest puffed up with rage. But when he’d eventually run out of words, Sigrid was ready with her own attack, and, in a voice so deceptively casual she might, according to one witness, have been ‘exchanging chitchat about the opera’, she described to the room how the Gestapo had attempted to incriminate her. It had been a clear abuse of power, she stated, and she continued to argue her case even as Göring began pounding on the table and letting fly a hysterical volley of abuse, calling her a ‘dragon woman’, a female gangster from ‘the crime ridden city of Chicago’, a privileged guest of Germany who’d never attempted ‘to show proper respect.’43


Later, Sigrid would swear she’d been as proud of her intervention as if she ‘had scored a scoop and netted gratifying headlines’.44 It resulted in a six-month moratorium on press intimidation, and she was able to use that relative freedom to report on the Nazis’ escalating persecution of Jews and on Hitler’s increasingly arrogant disregard of world opinion. This was the period when the regime began its open flouting of the Versailles treaty, first speeding up its illicit programme of rearmament and then, in March 1936, sending in troops to reoccupy the Rhineland – the wealthy, westernmost area of Germany, which, in 1919, had been placed under Allied control. Sigrid and her colleagues had been shocked by the gall of this second contravention, Hitler himself had admitted it was the gamble of his career; yet any hopes they’d had that the Nazis had overreached, that France and Britain must be galvanized to a military response, were dashed. Memories of the 1914–18 war were still too painful for the western democracies to willingly contemplate force, and economic links with the newly dynamic Germany were too profitable to risk. The reoccupation of the Rhineland was referred to the League of Nations, where the matter was kicked around the council chamber, endlessly but uselessly debated.


‘Hitler has got away with it!’ wrote Bill Shirer grimly in his diary; and, although he accused France and Britain of venality, cowardice and inertia, he knew as well as Sigrid how adept Hitler had become at the diplomatic lie.45 When challenged over Germany’s illegal rearmament, he would insist, with righteous sincerity, that he only wanted his country to play a proper role in ‘a collective system for safeguarding European peace’. When challenged over the Rhineland, he would claim that he was taking only what was German by rights, and had no designs on any additional territory. In the summer of 1936, when Berlin was host to the Olympic Games, the entire city was drafted into that diplomatic lie: anti-Jewish graffiti was scrubbed off the buildings, anti-Jewish notices removed, and the SA thugs were kept on an unusually tight leash.


As soon as the foreign dignitaries had left, however, the violence and the intimidation returned. When Sigrid was approached by a man who claimed to be an American university lecturer, who wanted to know her opinion on whether Hitler intended to provoke a European war, she rightly guessed he was a Nazi agent, attempting to trap her into incriminating statements. Mindful of the sharp rise in mysterious accidents in Berlin, she avoided travelling by car and began to vary the routes that she walked home at night. And as threats against the foreign press intensified, she realized that she had to take more extreme measures to protect herself. The strategy of redacting her byline had been of limited use – the style and accuracy of her articles had pointed too obviously to her – and she decided now to armour herself with an alias, an invented alter ego, to whom she could attribute her most damning copy.*


‘I want to give our readers all the dope there is but am perfectly willing to hide behind somebody’s name or coat,’ Sigrid explained to Scharschug, and, with the paper’s permission, she launched the career of a new ‘roving correspondent’: a man named John Dickson, who was based in Paris and, according to a carefully placed announcement in the Tribune, was ‘specially trained’ to obtain facts about the Nazis that were inaccessible to the press in Berlin.46 Sigrid had chosen the surname as an oblique tribute to Dick Little, and in honour of her former mentor and chief, the very first article she wrote as John Dickson was also one of the most incendiary of her career. Published on 1 November 1936, and headlined ‘Democracy Surrenders: Dictatorship Crushes Freedom in Germany’, it analysed the stages by which the Nazi inner circle had consolidated their power, starting with the ‘night of the long knives’ in June 1934 when the Party had purged itself of dissenting voices, and tracing the sophisticated advance of surveillance, interrogation and torture which had been used to terrorize the rest of the nation.


‘Even the rumour of mysterious disappearances is enough to enforce the silence desired by the men in power’, wrote Sigrid, and, relishing the shockwaves her article created, she remained stubbornly on the attack, using her new alias to write about the card-index system by which the Reich kept tabs on the employment history, political attitudes and racial background of all its citizens, and about the schools and youth groups in which Hitler was grooming his new generation of Nazis. To strengthen the fiction of Dickson’s existence, Sigrid created a careful paper trail, fabricating a correspondence, and making casually disingenuous references to him in her diary: ‘Trib. front page by that fellow Dickson . . . wonder who he is.’ She would not even admit the subterfuge to her colleagues and friends, and, although many of them guessed the truth, they understood it was safer not to speak of it.47


But there were moments when Sigrid wondered if she and Dickson were having much effect, and whether the daily subterfuges and the constant prickle of apprehension were a price worth paying. It was hard not to feel isolated in what Shirer had dubbed ‘Hysterical Nazi Land’; hard not to wonder why the rest of the world was not raising its voice against Hitler’s criminal policies at home, nor showing more concern for his ambitions abroad.48 To Sigrid, it was obvious that the German war machine was being geared up for much larger targets than the Rhineland. Even if she hadn’t had this confirmed by General von Hammerstein, her military source, Hitler himself had written openly about his mission to subdue Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Ukraine, even France under the yoke of his Thousand Year Reich.49 It was astonishing to Sigrid that the diplomats and politicians who nodded along to all of Hitler’s pieties about ‘international cooperation’ seemed ignorant of the passages in Mein Kampf where he dismissed pacifism as the ‘philosophy of weaklings’ , and advocated ‘total war’ against all of Germany’s enemies.* She’d already predicted privately to McCormick that, once Hitler’s army was up to strength, he would begin his ‘great push eastwards’. Yet, agonizingly, even with her Dickson alias, this was not a fact that she was free to publish.


History would bear Sigrid out. But, accurate though her predictions were, she failed to anticipate that the first significant rupture to European peace would come not from Hitler, but from the right-wing Spanish general, Francisco Franco, when he launched his coup against Spain’s newly elected Popular Front government. By the autumn of 1936, that coup had swelled into an international and ideological war. The army of the Spanish Republic – the Loyalists – was reinforced by a brigade of foreign volunteers, many of them civilian writers, intellectuals and socialists, who believed they were fighting for freedom and democracy. Franco’s Nationalists, or Insurgents, were supported by the Catholic Church, by rich landowners and by a romantically conservative core of Hispanophiles. And, despite an internationally agreed neutrality pact, both sides were also supported by foreign governments, with Soviet Russia sending covert assistance to the Loyalists, while Mussolini and Hitler jointly supplied Franco with troops, guns and planes.


Sigrid wrote what she dared about the trafficking of German military aid to Franco, describing how Luftwaffe pilots were officially ‘demobbed’ so that they could cross into Spain on tourist visas. Yet it was impossible to publish what most concerned her, which was the near-certainty that Hitler was using Franco’s war as a testing ground for his own armoury of weapons, that he was gauging their destructive potential before turning them elsewhere. To even hint that the conflict in Spain might be a prologue to Hitler’s ‘total war’ was to risk everything. Trapped as she was within the tentacles of Nazi surveillance, Sigrid had to trust that others would understand where Germany was heading, and that others would report the danger on her behalf.









Chapter Two


MADRID, 1937




‘The best thing I have ever seen or lived through’


MARTHA GELLHORN1





‘We knew, we just knew that Spain was the place to stop fascism. It was one of those moments in history when there was no doubt.’2 During the spring of 1937, Martha Gellhorn was in Madrid, learning how to write about war. Sitting in her unheated hotel room, she was searching for the right voice with which to articulate the glory and gravity of this turning point in history – a point at which it was still possible to believe the Loyalists could triumph over Franco. She was trying to write sentences that could hold the horror of a small boy dying in his grandmother’s arms; the stoicism of young Spanish soldiers, cold and hungry at the front. She was trying to understand the speed with which war could become a way of life – violent, heroic and staggeringly normal. She was also examining the effects of sharing this most intense experience with Ernest Hemingway, the writer whose photograph she’d had pinned to the wall of her college bedroom, on whose prose she’d tried to model her writing, and who was now, in Spain, her lover.


The two of them had met three months earlier, in a world very far from both embattled Madrid and Nazi Berlin. Martha had been vacationing in the Florida Keys with her mother Edna and her brother Alfred, and the trio had sought shade from the unseasonably hot December sun in Sloppy Joe’s, a sleepy local bar with a fierce brand of rum and a sawdust-covered floor. At the far end of the counter, a large grizzled man had been reading his mail, dressed like a fisherman in a pair of ‘somewhat soiled white shorts’.3 It was Hemingway, and, once Martha had introduced herself, she’d been entranced by the ease with which he’d insisted that she and her family sit and drink with him.


Hemingway had struck Martha, then, as ‘an odd bird, a marvellous story teller, very loveable and full of fire’.4 Although he was only nine years her senior, his torso was running slightly to fat, his features were becoming blurred by drink, and she was far more attracted to an athletic Swede with whom she’d just been flirting on the beach. But Ernest had already set his sights on Martha. At twenty-seven, she was a golden girl – made beautiful by the expressive quickness of her face, and by the burnish of her long, tanned legs and tawny hair. She was also a woman of interestingly vehement moral certainties, with such a witty ironic lash to her humour that by the end of the evening he’d vowed to have her.


It took Ernest more than the three days he’d bet himself to seduce Martha – a proposition that was complicated by the fact that he was living at home with his wife Pauline and two young sons. But, for two weeks, he made himself her attentive companion, talking about life, love and literature, the novel Martha was writing and, above all, about Spain. Ernest had always loved the Spanish, and, outraged by Franco’s insurgency, he was already planning to get himself out to the Loyalist stronghold of Madrid to report on the war for the North American Newspaper Alliance (NANA), and to assist on a pro-Loyalist propaganda film, The Spanish Earth.


He believed it was his moral duty to bear witness to this conflict, yet he also craved the adventure, for cushioned within the elegant life that Pauline had made for him, he’d begun to fear that his imagination and his prose were running to middle-aged slack. Spain could rekindle the fire in his belly, and the more enthusiastically he spoke about his plan to Martha, the more eager she was to become part of it. Like many of her generation, she’d been an instinctive pacifist, committed to the hopeful, humane principles enshrined within the League of Nations. But she’d travelled sufficiently widely through Europe to understand the fascist threat, and, knowing how many other writers were making the pilgrimage to Spain, she’d already wondered how she might join them. When Ernest offered to pave her way to Madrid, she barely hesitated, even though she guessed she would likely end up there as his lover.


Guiltlessly, Martha chose to ignore the inconvenience of Hemingway’s marriage. ‘We are conspirators and I have personally got myself a beard and dark glasses,’ she wrote with half-mocking complicity, after she’d left Florida to prepare for her journey.5 It seemed to her that history was approaching a crisis and that it was both her right and her duty to experience it to the full, whatever moral lines she might have to cross: ‘time is getting shorter and shorter’, she told herself, ‘one has to work all day and all night . . . and love as many people as one can find around and do all this terribly fast’.6


The route to Spain would not be simple, though. Strict controls had been imposed on the border to slow the incoming flood of foreign volunteers, and a formal letter of accreditation was required to confirm that Martha was not a combatant but a journalist. Since she spoke no Spanish and was entirely ignorant of military matters, she had no idea how to get such a letter – ‘I believed that all one did about a war was go to it as a gesture of solidarity and get killed or survive if lucky until it was over’.7 But she had a friendly contact at Collier’s – a magazine with a wide readership and an eclectic coverage of world affairs – and, although he, Kyle Crichton, could promise nothing beyond a willingness to read whatever she submitted, he wrote a letter which named Martha, somewhat vaguely, as Collier’s ‘Special Correspondent in Spain’. By early March, she was ready to leave: ‘I am going to Spain with the boys’, she wrote jubilantly to a friend. ‘I don’t know who the boys are but I am going with them.’8


It took unusual confidence for Martha to launch herself at a world so alien from everything she’d known, but, like Sigrid, she’d been raised with high expectations. Born on 8 November 1908, she was the only girl among three siblings, adored by her mother and held to exacting intellectual and moral standards by her father. Both of her parents were progressively minded: Edna Gellhorn was a college-educated suffragette, while George Gellhorn was an eminent obstetrician and professor of medicine. And Martha’s early childhood, growing up in a prosperous, tree-lined neighbourhood of St Louis, was happy. George gave a penny to the child who made him laugh the loudest when telling the story of their day, and it was nearly always Martha, impish and clever, who won. Later, as an awkwardly tall and rebellious teenager, she would chafe against her role as the precocious, cherished daughter, but she would not fundamentally doubt herself. When she spent the summer of her seventeenth year in France, smoked her first cigarette, kissed a boy and discussed philosophy with a group of Oxford students, Martha knew for certain that a luminous future awaited her, somewhere far from St Louis.


She was high-minded enough to believe she would have to work at that future: it was her theory that ‘you can do anything you like if you are willing to pay the full price for it.’9 After spending two reluctant years at Bryn Mawr College, largely to please her parents, she moved to New York in the summer of 1929 to earn her own money and experience her own life. The work was mundane – mostly drudge-reporting for the Albany Times Union – and there were moments, fending off the advances of middle-aged journalists, when the life of the literary free spirit seemed very distant. But, by early 1930, Martha had saved enough money to sail to Paris, where she planned to write her first novel. With her typewriter in her suitcase, and just seventy-five dollars in her purse, she felt exhilarated, even purified as she watched the American coastline recede. ‘I knew now that I was free,’ she wrote. ‘This was my show, my show.’10


It was, inevitably, much harder to stage that show than she’d hoped. Martha looked very young and very provincial in her tweed skirt and college coat; she was laughed out of the New York Times bureau when she applied for a job and the work she eventually found as a copy taker with the United Press news agency was uninspiring. But she was only twenty-one, and, making friends with other aspiring writers, breathing in the bohemian air of Left Bank Paris, she still believed it was possible to ‘go everywhere and see everything and . . . write my way.’11 By the middle of the summer, she’d not only plotted the draft of her first novel but had embarked on her first love affair.


Bertrand de Jouvenal was a successful journalist – a slender, handsome, nervously energetic man, who seemed to Martha the embodiment of European sophistication. His father was editor of Le Matin and his stepmother was the celebrated novelist Colette – a fact all the more dizzying to Martha because Bertrand had been seduced by Colette when he was a boy of just sixteen. Even though Martha agonized when Bertrand first pressured her to make love – he was married and she was bound more tightly to her father’s morality than she cared to admit – to be in France and to be losing her virginity to a brilliant intellectual made her feel like the heroine of a modern novel.


But love and sex were not exactly as Martha had imagined. She was an American idealist, with a core of sturdy good sense, and there was something about Bertrand’s sensuality and his very Parisian finesse that offended her. She was dismayed, too, to discover that his lovemaking left her cold, stranded in his bed like a ‘caught fish’.12 Naive as she was, Martha assumed the fault must be hers, that she’d formed unrealistic expectations of sex or that she suffered from some physical defect which made her ‘not quite like a woman.’13 Her confidence in running her ‘own show’ was starting to falter, and in December, when she discovered that she was pregnant, it collapsed. Despairing melodramatically that she ‘did not have whatever it took to live’, she believed she had no option but to return home, to get an abortion and put Paris and Bertrand behind her.14


But home felt like failure, and when Bertrand followed her out to St Louis, swearing that he would get a divorce if she would only come back to him, Martha eventually agreed. George Gellhorn was harsh in his disapproval: ‘There are two kinds of women,’ he said, ‘and you are the other kind.’15 Martha, however, aspired to be the kind of woman whose body and morals were her own, and, returning to Paris as Bertrand’s mistress, she was resolved to liberate herself, fully, from her father’s stern influence.


Now that she and Bertrand were living openly together, she was able to go with him to restaurants and theatres, to meet his Parisian friends. She took a new job, as assistant to the fashion editor of Vogue, and was given a couture wardrobe to wear, from Schiaparelli and Chanel. Never had Martha felt so elegantly expensive; yet, even in the middle of this pampered existence, she remained focused on her writing. Her debut novel, What Mad Pursuit, was now in its final draft and she was editing herself with a passionate scrupulousness, attempting to write only ‘straight clear sentences’ and suppress what she knew to be her weakness for ‘the beautiful mellow phrase and the carefully chosen strange words.’16 Journalism, too, was becoming more important to her. Back in October 1930, Martha had been commissioned by the St Louis Post-Dispatch to write about a group of women who’d risen to prominence within the League of Nations, and the period she’d spent in Geneva, following the League’s debates and mixing with the foreign press corps, had been a revelation. Reporters here were a higher breed than the hacks at the Albany Times Union, they were writing about issues of international importance, they had the power to shape public opinion, and it dawned on Martha that the writing of really fine journalism could be as profound an endeavour as fiction. From that point on, she worked hard on her own portfolio, running around Paris like a ‘crazed squirrel’ to pitch articles for American publications and, at Bertrand’s suggestion, going to London in 1933 to cover the World Economic Conference.
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