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			FOR SUE, 1951–2017.

			COURAGE COMES IN MANY FORMS.

		

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

				ROBERT F. KENNEDY
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			PROLOGUE

			May 1940. France was falling to Germany. Ten million women, children, and old men—the largest exodus of refugees in history—were fleeing the armies of Adolf Hitler’s Nazi regime. Roads were littered with burned-out cars, possessions, and bodies. But the horde kept coming: a never-ending line too hungry, tired, and fearful to stop.

			A French army ambulance wove through the crowd, its driver a thirty-four-year-old American volunteer. Private Virginia Hall often ran low on fuel and medicine, but she just kept going. Even when enemy German aircraft screamed overhead, dive-bombing the convoys all around her, torching the cars and cratering the roads. Even when the planes machine-gunned the ditches where women and children were taking shelter. Even when her left hip complained from her constantly pressing on the clutch with her prosthetic foot.
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					Virginia as a young woman.

				
			
			In the midst of destruction, she had never felt so thrillingly alive.

			Virginia’s service as an ambulance driver was an apprenticeship for her future mission against the occupying German forces. In an age when women barely figured in warfare, she went on to create a daredevil role for herself involving espionage, sabotage, and resistance behind enemy lines.

			As an undercover agent, Virginia operated in the shadows, and that was where she was happy. Her closest allies knew neither her real name nor her nationality. She seemed to have no home or family or regiment, just a burning desire to defeat the Nazis. Constantly changing her appearance and mannerisms, surfacing without notice then disappearing again, she remained a mystery throughout the war and in some ways after it too.

			When the battle for France’s liberation from Hitler’s tyranny began, in 1944, the underground Resistance fighters she had equipped, trained, and sometimes commanded exceeded all expectations and helped bring about complete and final victory for the Allies: Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union. But even that was not enough for Virginia Hall.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			DINDY

			Mrs. Barbara Hall had raised Virginia, her only daughter and youngest child, born on April 6, 1906, in the expectation that she would marry well. It was Virginia’s duty to restore the family to the heights of Baltimore society by marrying into money. But Virginia did not oblige. Tall and rangy, with sparkly nut-brown eyes and a melting smile (when she chose to use it), she was a free-spirited girl with a strong independent streak. “I must have liberty,” she proclaimed in her school yearbook in 1924, at the age of eighteen.

			She took pleasure in defying convention. At a time when girls traditionally wore only skirts, she chose trousers and shirts whenever she could, and enjoyed hunting with a rifle, skinning rabbits, and riding horses bareback. Once she wore a bracelet of live snakes into school. It was clear that the fearless young “Dindy,” as her family called her, had no intention of settling down.

			Dindy’s classmates recognized her gifts for organization and initiative. They viewed her as their natural leader and elected her class president, editor in chief, captain of sports, and even “class prophet.” Her father, Edwin Lee Hall (known as Ned), a well-to-do Baltimore banker and movie theater owner, allowed his daughter the freedom to be herself. But her mother, Barbara, had quite different views, and determined that her daughter would forsake adventure for the prize of a rich husband and a fashionable household. So, at the age of nineteen, Virginia dutifully became engaged to be married. Like many young society women, she seemed destined for a confined and domestic life.
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					Virginia (right) as a little girl, with her father, Ned, and brother, John.

				
			
			However, rebellion was in the air. Confident young women, the independence-loving, modern “flappers,” scandalized their elders by cutting their hair short into bobs and dancing to jazz music. Some rejected the restrictions of traditional marriage, preferring to make their own way in society—especially after 1920, when American women won the right to vote. The prospect of a quiet life at home was stifling to Virginia when the outside world offered such enticing new freedoms. And so—to her fiancé’s indignation—she ditched him and went to university. (She made the right decision; he went on to have three unhappy marriages.)

			Yet the studious atmosphere of Radcliffe College, which she attended for a year in 1924, bored Virginia, and in 1925 she transferred to Barnard College in Manhattan. She enjoyed the bright lights of New York City, particularly the theaters on Broadway, but her college tutors rated her only “an average student.” Virginia knew she needed a college education to get a job as a diplomat—representing her country abroad was her dream career—so she persuaded her parents that she would do better if she could study abroad.

			Like many well-to-do East Coast Americans at the time, Virginia set her sights on Paris as her gateway to independence. In 1926, at twenty years of age, she enrolled at the École Libre des Sciences Politiques. She discovered in Paris a thrilling scene of art, literature, and music, and mixed with actresses, race car drivers, intellectuals, and budding politicians in cafés and jazz clubs. Here, at last, she felt she could be herself.

			Her free-spirited lifestyle continued when she moved, in the autumn of 1927, to Vienna to study languages, economics, and journalism. In contrast to her time as a student in New York, she thrived in her classes, and she also found plenty of time to soak up the city’s vibrant atmosphere.

			The elegantly dressed young American attracted plenty of male attention, especially from a dashing Polish army officer named Emil, who escorted her on romantic walks along the river Danube. Emil adored Virginia’s free spirit and because of this won her heart in a way that no one had before.

			However, Ned, seemingly egged on by Barbara, was against his daughter having a relationship with a foreigner from an uncertain background and certainly against the possibility of her settling in Europe. He told her to break up with Emil. Even though she was distraught, the normally willful Virginia obeyed her beloved father. She never saw Emil again, although she kept a photograph of him for many years.

			Virginia’s time as a student in Europe instilled in her a deep and abiding love of France, which she called her “second country.” She also honed her portfolio of foreign languages: most usefully French and German, but also Spanish, Italian, and Russian. She became well versed in European culture, geography, and, crucially, politics. It was the late 1920s, and fascism was on the rise in Europe. In Germany, Italy, and Austria, she witnessed the growing power of violent and authoritarian groups seeking to control society.

			Virginia returned home to Maryland in July 1929, and attended George Washington University in Washington, D.C., where she studied French and economics. Her grades were good enough to apply to the State Department to become a diplomat. With her languages and extensive academic study abroad, she expected to succeed. The fact that at the time only six out of fifteen hundred Foreign Service officers were female should have been fair warning: Virginia’s application was rejected. Refusing to accept defeat, however, she decided to enter by what she called the “back door.”

			Around that time, in January 1931, Ned suffered a massive heart attack, collapsing on the pavement outside his office. He died a few hours later. His loss at just fifty-nine was a cruel blow to his family, and perhaps to Virginia most of all. Ned had doted on his daring young Dindy, indulging her fondness for traditionally male pursuits such as hunting, and even buying his daughter her own gun.
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					The Hall family home, Box Horn Farm, near Baltimore, Maryland.

				
			
			Virginia was expected to settle down to a quiet life with her mother and her brother and his family, at the family home of Box Horn Farm, near Baltimore. Barbara no doubt hoped that Virginia would also now finally agree to marry, but after the independent lifestyle she had enjoyed in Europe, such a claustrophobic arrangement was intolerable. Soon Virginia was applying for secretarial jobs in the diplomatic service—the “back door” she had previously mentioned.
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					A teenaged Virginia, surrounded by pigeons.

				
			
			After seven months at home, she landed a post at the US embassy in Warsaw, Poland. She had finally broken into the ranks of the State Department, but despite all her studies and all her ambition, it was in a lowly position. Nevertheless, Virginia made an instant impression, conducting her duties with flair and initiative, and soon taking on more responsibility. She coded and decoded confidential telegrams, dealt with the mail, processed diplomatic visas, and sent reports back to Washington on the increasingly tense political situation.

			After a couple of years in Poland, in April 1933, she transferred to Smyrna, Turkey, but she found that her duties there were much the same as in Warsaw—and Turkey was of less strategic interest to the US than Poland, which shared a border with Nazi Germany. On the other hand, it was a perfect posting for someone with Virginia’s love of the outdoor life. The lagoons and salt marshes of the Gediz River Delta were famous for pelicans and flamingos, and soon after her arrival she began organizing groups to go shooting for snipe—a popular species of bird.

			On the clear and mild morning of Friday, December 8, Virginia set off for a day’s hunting. She was to relive her actions that day for the rest of her life, and would never forgive her own carelessness. Perhaps it was her eagerness to be the first of her group to bag a bird that persuaded her not to engage the safety catch on her gun. Looking intently to the sky, she stumbled over a wire fence running through the reeds. As she fell, her gun slipped off her shoulder and got caught in her ankle-length coat. She reached out to grab it. In so doing, she fired a round at point-blank range into her left foot.

			The wound was serious. The shotgun cartridge had been large, blunt, and full of round lead pellets, which were now deeply embedded in her flesh. Virginia lost consciousness as a slick of blood spread out in the muddy delta waters around her. Her friends tried to stanch the bleeding, then carried her to the car and dashed to the local hospital.

			For the next three weeks, Virginia appeared to be recovering well, but a severe infection was seeping into her wound. Just before Christmas, she deteriorated rapidly, and the head of the American Hospital in Istanbul was urgently summoned, along with two nurses. By the time they arrived, after a twenty-four-hour train journey, Virginia’s foot was swelling up and turning black. Her body was racked with waves of ferocious pain. It was gangrene. In the days before antibiotics, there was no effective medical treatment for infection. By Christmas Day, Virginia was on the brink of death. In a last-ditch bid to save her, the surgeons amputated her left leg below the knee.

			The operation was a success, but her fight was far from over. One night, delirious with fever, Virginia had what she would later describe as a vision. The ghost of her father appeared at her bedside bearing a simple message. He told her that she must not give up and that “it was her duty to survive.” She never forgot her father’s words, and talked often over the years about how he had urged her to fight for her life. Miraculously, she pulled through, but pain would be her unceasing companion for the rest of her days.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			LIVING WITH CUTHBERT

			On June 21, 1934, Virginia arrived home in the United States by ship. Her family met her at the pier and watched as she limped gingerly toward them. The Turkish doctors had given her only the most basic wooden leg, and she needed crutches to get around. She was admitted to the hospital for a series of what were called “repair operations,” and was fitted with a new prosthetic leg. It was modern by 1930s standards, held in place by leather straps and corsetry around her waist. However, in hot weather the leather chafed her skin raw, and it blistered and bled. Despite being hollow, the painted wooden leg and its aluminum foot weighed in at a hefty eight pounds. Virginia gave it the pet name “Cuthbert,” but she never said why.

			Over the summer at Box Horn Farm, still battling persistent infections and the storm clouds of depression, Virginia taught herself to walk again, and regained her spirits relaxing on the veranda and helping to feed the sheep, horses, and goats. By November she was itching to return to work and secured a new posting at the US consulate in Venice, Italy, where she set up home in a historic palazzo with a sweeping view over the Grand Canal.

			Venice could not have been less suitable for an amputee, and when she first arrived, Virginia looked with horror upon its slippery cobbled passages and four hundred humpbacked bridges—many with steps—over its 177 canals. Not to be deterred, she quickly devised an ingenious solution: she bought herself a gondola. A local man, Angelo, who was devoted to her, showed her how to row it and was there to help her when the waters were rough. She was developing a knack for recruiting people who, charmed by her courage and lack of complaining, would go out of their way to help her.
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					Virginia rowing a gondola in Venice, Italy.

				
			
			Once again, Virginia impressed her superiors at the US consulate. Anxious to prove her worth, she was soon handling the more complex and delicate tasks usually given to career diplomats rather than clerks like her. She even stood in for the vice consul when he was away. Staying busy, she had noticed, was one way to keep depression at bay.

			The mid-1930s was a time of great poverty and increasing political extremism across the world. Authoritarian dictators had seized power in several European countries. In Germany, Adolf Hitler was worshipped by millions, Benito Mussolini brutally governed Italy (Virginia’s host country), General Francisco Franco was the strongman of Spain, and Joseph Stalin dominated the Soviet Union, as Russia was known at the time.

			Virginia found herself in a ringside seat as the ideal of democracy became increasingly fragile. A rare exception was her home country, where President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal offered a combination of relief programs and public works projects that provided desperately needed support and employment.

			Horrified by the tide of totalitarianism rising all around her in Europe, Virginia yearned to be involved in diplomatic efforts to stop it. In late 1936, she decided to try again to get a job as a diplomat. With her five years’ overseas service as a State Department clerk, she was no longer required to take the written exam: an interview would suffice. Confident that this would play to her strengths, she sailed back to the United States in January 1937 to pursue her application. She knew she had the support of her bosses in Venice and was feeling optimistic.

			Now thirty and having served in US embassies and consulates in three different countries, she had much to offer in local political knowledge. However, her application was rejected. An obscure rule barring amputees from diplomacy—otherwise rarely enforced—was given as the reason. Virginia attempted to prove that her work had in no way been affected by her disability, but her efforts were in vain. She returned to Venice with her spirits crushed.

			Her supporters attempted to have the decision overruled. One of them, Colonel E. M. House, even took it upon himself to lobby President Roosevelt, an old friend. He told Roosevelt that Virginia was a “gentlewoman of great intelligence” and a “credit to our country” who was the victim of an “injustice.” Despite her injury, she lived an active life, including rowing, swimming, and horseback riding, and she had also “kept up her work,” but had been told that she could never progress to the diplomatic corps.

			On February 4, 1938, the president asked for a briefing about Virginia’s rejection from Secretary of State Cordell Hull, who had personally ruled against Virginia. It seems that Hull was angered by the lobbying that had occurred on Virginia’s behalf. He told Roosevelt that Virginia’s disability hampered her performance, and that she was not up to the demands of a diplomatic position. Apparently ignoring the glowing reports from the consulate in Venice, Hull agreed she might make a “fine career girl,” but only as a secretary. Roosevelt lived with his own disability—his legs were paralyzed by polio—and it had not prevented him from reaching the highest office in the country. Yet, ironically, he saw no reason to give Virginia a chance.

			In what seems to have been a deliberate punishment for appealing the decision, Virginia was soon ordered to leave Venice and report for duty at the US legation, or diplomatic office, in Tallinn, the far-flung capital of Estonia. On top of that, when Virginia requested to be routed through Paris—only slightly out of the way—so she could get urgent repairs to her prosthetic leg, she was told that her expenses would not be reimbursed. Living up to her rebellious reputation, Virginia decided to travel independently to the French capital, where she picked up again with old friends.
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					Virginia’s passport photograph and signature.

				
			
			Few in Paris knew she had suffered an accident. They certainly had no idea that the thick stockings she wore, even in the spring sunshine, helped to disguise her prosthetic leg and cushion her stump to minimize pain and bleeding. Virginia had been brought up never to discuss money, feelings, or health, and to always hold back a little from the crowd. Keeping silent about her problems—and her secrets—came naturally.

			Virginia arrived in Tallinn at the end of June, and started work at the same two-thousand-dollar-a-year salary she’d received since being hired seven years before. She had never had a pay raise in all of that time. She found a different kind of reward in the hunting that was available in the vast, virgin forests of Estonia, and she wasted no time getting licenses to shoot birds, including capercaillie, grouse, and pheasant. She was determined that her accident would not deprive her of the sport of hunting.

			The low-grade work, however, bored her. Europe was spinning toward war, and she was stuck answering the phone and filing papers. Fearful of the world’s future, all hopes of promotion dashed, pigeonholed as a disabled woman of no importance, in March 1939, Virginia resigned from the State Department. For all her ambition, her career had proved little more rewarding than the old-fashioned marriage she had rejected. How could she break through the constrictions of her life to do something really worthwhile? How could she prove that her survival against the odds had been for a purpose?

			Virginia stayed in Estonia for some months after her resignation, but when Germany attacked its neighbor Poland on September 1, 1939, she left for London before it was too late to get out of the country. Britain and France had declared war on September 3, 1939, and her plan was to volunteer for the women’s branch of the British Army, the Auxiliary Territorial Service. But when she turned up at the recruitment office, the sergeant told her that foreigners were not welcome. It was yet another rejection. Most people would have given up at this point and returned to the safety of the United States. But Virginia Hall was not most people. She sailed for Paris.

			In February 1940, her persistence paid off when she was able to sign up with the French Ninth Artillery Regiment as an ambulance driver. The Ninth was one of the few military corps open to women volunteers—and to foreigners. Finally, Virginia had a chance to play her part. On May 6, she reported for duty.

			Four days later, German tanks surged over the border into France, taking the ill-prepared French troops by surprise. It took only a couple of weeks for the French, Belgian, and British armies in the area to be cut off by the advancing German army. To Virginia’s dismay, most of her ambulance unit panicked, abandoning the wounded where they lay and leaving her to work largely alone. But then, she realized, many of their officers and civilian leaders had also fled their responsibilities. Even the French government deserted the capital, Paris, on June 10, escaping south to Bordeaux, where it collapsed in disarray.

			When
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