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‘I am going to show you Germans that a Belgian woman knows how to die’

GABRIELLE PETIT






FOREWORD

This is not a history of the First World War. It is the story of the women of the resistance in Belgium and occupied northern France during that conflict. There are too many of them to tell all their stories, so I have used eight main characters as a lens through which to describe the work of all the others. In 1914, before the Germans invaded, they were ordinary people: some were poor, some were rich, some were low-born and others were from the top echelons of society. At the beginning of the war they were drawn together against an invader who had stormed in on false pretences and enslaved their country. One of the first underground networks was formed on an ad hoc basis by women trying to repatriate Allied soldiers marooned behind enemy lines. The work was dangerous and the penalties severe – life imprisonment or death. As the war went on the Allies recruited Belgian civilians as spies. One of their main activities was to monitor the movements of German troops by train. Their work was not glamorous, it was often boring and always essential. By 1918 the invading force that had marched in with such arrogance was too exhausted to go on; lacking manpower, resources and money, it threw in the towel and left the Belgians in peace. The people I have written about show what the individual can do when faced with apparently overwhelming odds. In so doing they set a very high moral standard for us all to live up to.




PROLOGUE

On the evening of 31 March 1916 a 23-year-old woman stood in her cell in the prison of Saint-Lazare in occupied Brussels as a German military translator read an official letter from Berlin. Next to him stood the officer who had brought the letter to the prison. It informed her that the application to commute her death sentence had been refused and that she was to be executed at dawn the following morning. The translator stood in silence while the young woman absorbed the news. Then the officer told her to make arrangements for the disposal of her possessions and money. She was then allowed out of her cell to take her final exercise in a small caged outdoor area; as she passed through the door she wrote on the jamb: ‘They consent to shoot me tomorrow. Farewell to all my unknown and much-tried friends.’

At five the next morning, 1 April, the prison chaplain came to hear her confession. As she was led from her cell, Belgian warders lined the corridor, a sign of respect in defiance of the German occupying forces. One of the guards reported that the young woman walked through the dark prison corridors ‘like a soldier’. Wearing a long blue coat, she stepped into the pre-dawn gloom of the outside world where a motorised carriage awaited her. Next to it stood the prison chaplain with a rosary and a prayer book in his hands. As they set off, he asked whether, when the time came, she would like a blindfold. ‘I am not afraid of looking into the rifles,’ she replied calmly. ‘I have been expecting this for a long time.’

Dawn broke as the car was driven through the sleeping suburbs of the city. The young woman began to recite the rosary: ‘Hail Mary full of grace, pray for us sinners…’ After twenty minutes they reached the entrance to the execution ground, a grim building with a massive stone tower looming over its centre. Four soldiers swung open a red and white security barrier. The woman finished her rosary: ‘Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.’ Then she kissed the crucifix hanging from the beads.

The carriage drove into the grounds and the road became a bumpy, unmade track. After a few hundred yards it stopped. The door was opened and the woman stepped out. Waiting for her were 250 armed and uniformed men. Next to them was a bank of earth in front of which a heavy post had been hammered in. In front of the stake stood twelve men, their rifles ready, their faces anonymous under their helmets. Their commander was a young officer. A bugle sounded. The woman stood still.

A voice boomed: ‘By the order of the Third War Council…’ The assembled party listened as the woman’s crimes were listed. Finally, the sentence: ‘… has been condemned to death for espionage’.

She handed her rosary and prayer book to the chaplain, her coat bright against the morning gloom.

The officer drew his sabre and commanded the soldiers to fix bayonets. The woman was led to the execution stake. A soldier tied her hands, then passed a rope round her waist, fastening it behind the post. As he tried to blindfold her she twisted her head away. The clergyman whispered to her: ‘Let nothing disturb your thoughts of heaven.’ She paused, nodded and allowed her eyes to be bandaged.

‘Firing party – present,’ ordered the young officer in command.

The men brought their rifles to their shoulders. The officer raised his sabre.

‘Firing party – load.’

Each man chambered the one round that was in his magazine. The metallic clinking of the bolts sliding backwards and forwards echoed around the yard. The woman stood alone, her back straight.

‘Firing party – aim.’

Each member of the squad squinted down the barrel of his rifle, breathed in, bringing the sights up to the woman’s heart, then held his breath and his aim, his right index finger tensed on the trigger.

With one move the officer swung the sabre tip in an arc to the ground.

‘Fire.’

Shots echoed. The young woman died instantly. Shattered by bullets, her upper body slumping forward, held back by the rope, her head dangling lifelessly.

Smoke from the rifles drifted across the scene. A doctor stepped forwards, towards what was now a mass of crumpled blue. He examined the corpse and declared that the prisoner’s execution had been determined ‘by a bullet to the heart’.

One of the Allies’ most important spies was dead.




1914




CHAPTER ONE DEATH COMES TO SARAJEVO

On Sunday, 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg, descended from a train in Sarajevo and were shown to an open-top car. Sophie, being of lower status, was not usually allowed to accompany her husband on ceremonial visits. This time, however, the archduke had been invited to inspect the troops in his capacity as inspector general of the Austro-Hungarian armed forces and, since it was a military rather than a royal engagement, protocol permitted his beloved wife to sit beside him. They set off, their vehicle in the middle of a six-car convoy, heading for the town hall, where Franz Ferdinand was to give a speech. A band played, the weather was sunny and crowds lined the streets cheering the royal couple. Among the throng were Gavrilo Princip and five other men, all conspirators with orders to kill the archduke. The first assassin lost his nerve, another felt sorry for the duchess and went home. A third threw a hand grenade which bounced off the royal car, rolled under the car behind and exploded. The car was wrecked and the passengers seriously injured. The drivers of the surviving cars accelerated away from the chaos. The remaining conspirators ran for it.

Later that day, Franz Ferdinand gave instructions that he was to be taken to the hospital to visit the passengers injured in the attack. On the way his driver got lost and turned down a side road. Ahead of him was a delicatessen outside of which, by complete coincidence, stood Gavrilo Princip. In his pocket he carried a Browning pistol loaded with six .380 calibre rimless bullets. The driver, realising his mistake, stopped, put his car into reverse and stalled it. Gavrilo stepped forward, pulled out the pistol and fired at point-blank range, hitting the archduke in the throat. Policemen wearing white gloves and carrying ceremonial swords clattered towards the gunman as he fired again, aiming for the archduke but hitting the duchess in the abdomen. Before he could let off a third shot Princip was knocked to the ground and arrested. A few hours later the archduke – heir presumptive to the throne of Austria-Hungary – and his wife were dead. The assassination was the catalyst that, within four weeks, would plunge Europe into war.



Unaware of the events in Sarajevo, the 44-year-old nurse Edith Cavell was staying with her arthritic mother in Norwich, in the county of Norfolk. She was on a short holiday from her work as the matron of an important teaching hospital in Belgium. Her father had been the vicar of Swardeston, a Norfolk parish, and his rectory was where she had spent her childhood. Every day at 8am her father led them in prayer to a God that demanded sacrifice, devotion and service to the poor. Every Sunday was spent in more prayer and listening to one of her father’s long and dull sermons. That Sunday, as Franz Ferdinand and his wife lay dying, Edith accompanied her mother to church and took communion. As she prepared to take the sacrament she listened to the words that had been the bedrock of her life. ‘Godliness is great riches, if a man be content with that he hath for we brought nothing into the world neither may we carry anything out… we are not worth so much as to gather up the crumbs under thy table… this is my blood of the New Testament which is shed for you and for many in the remission of sins…’

The service over, she held her mother’s arm as they walked slowly into the hot Norfolk sunshine. One familiar phrase stuck in her mind: ‘Who goeth a warfare at any time of his own cost?’

The following day Edith could read little of the assassination in the local paper, the Eastern Daily Press, which carried stories about Mrs Pankhurst being taken to Holloway prison and the bowls tournament at the Swardeston Dog Show.

Then, a month later, on Monday, 27 July, the newspaper’s leading article carried the headline ‘The Brink of War’ and told readers that ‘It seems as though the continental war… may be precipitated.’ But it concluded that, while it was a perilous time, ‘all that can be said is that war has not yet broken out’.



In Devon, the 39-year-old Princess Marie de Croÿ was also on holiday, with some aristocratic English friends. The princess lived in a chateau in the small village of Bellignies, on the Franco-Belgian border. A telegram arrived which read: ‘If you are going home, go at once.’ Her hostess tried to reassure her that there was no problem and that Prime Minister Lloyd George would act to prevent any war, soon everything would be back to normal. Nevertheless, the princess, a small and determined woman with a passion for photography, ordered her bags to be packed and caught the next train to London. By the next day she was in Valenciennes in the Hauts-de-France region, where she was met by her brother Reginald with his motor car and chauffeur. On the 15-mile drive to their chateau at Bellignies her brother told her that villagers in the reserve had already received orders to report to their regiments. That evening after dinner the family sat talking about the future, wondering what they should do. Her younger brother Leopold had arrived from a holiday in Russia and said that he and several friends were going to volunteer the next day. The princess announced that she was going to offer the chateau to the Red Cross as an ambulance station or a field hospital. The holder of a diploma in nursing, she knew that she could quickly convert the house into a medical establishment of some sort. She persuaded Reginald to help her. Listening to all this was her frail grandmother. The family worried that the outbreak of war might kill the old lady. The following morning Leopold left to join up.



By 31 July the front page of the Eastern Daily Press announced: ‘OMINOUS NEWS FROM BERLIN’. The next day, Saturday, 1 August, Edith received a telegram from the teaching hospital in Belgium. It wondered how she was going to get back. Train and telephone links between Belgium and Germany had been cut. The Eastern Daily Press headline for that day read: ‘DAY OF GLOOM’. In England most of the ferry links to the continent had been cancelled. Edith realised that she had to return to the school immediately or wait until the war ended. On Sunday, 2 August, Edith was on a train as it pulled out of Norwich station heading for Dover, where she hoped to catch a late ferry to Ostend.

She watched as the county of her childhood slid by the windows. It was a landscape that she had drawn and painted since she was very young. She had once described her upbringing as ‘fresh and beautiful’. Along with drawing and painting she had enjoyed learning languages and the company of her brother and sisters in what had been a happy family.

Now she wondered whether she would ever again see the flat Norfolk landscape dotted with churches and villages made up of clusters of small orange-brick houses faced in black and white knapped flint. She remembered something she had written to her brother years before, when she was twenty-eight and working as a governess in Belgium. She told him that her work was temporary, saying that ‘someday, somehow, I am going to do something useful… [for people who are]… so helpless so hurt and unhappy’.



As Edith Cavell made her way back to Brussels, a young woman living in the same city, Gabrielle Petit, wrote to her fiancé, the cavalry sergeant Maurice Gobert, who she knew would soon be sent to the front. She began:


My very dear boyfriend, I am so very afraid that you will have to depart suddenly. I love you so much!… Say my little Maurice if ever danger arrived, I would try to enlist in your regiment’s Red Cross unit. It is your good and sublime behaviour towards others that makes me love you so passionately. Sometimes I dream that I sit next to you. I have a heart attack and I die. Then I would ask God – since I am becoming pious again – to take you as well, and all those I love. Aren’t I bad to talk like this? I can’t help it, it’s stronger than me.



Gobert was a young man who had risen fast through the ranks and was studying to become an officer. He was the same age as the 21-year-old Gabrielle and had met her earlier in the year, when she was working as a waitress in a café near the Gare du Nord in Brussels. He was attracted to her air of authority, which marked her out from her fellow workers. He thought she was too good for waitressing and urged her to leave the job.

Over the next few weeks they got to know each other and found that they came from the same area. He thought she was an intelligent, educated girl and persuaded her to quit the café and become his girlfriend. He was only vaguely aware that she came from a broken home. Her mother had died when in her early thirties and her father was a ne’er-do-well spendthrift who had abandoned his family. Then her mother died and Gabrielle was placed in an orphanage. After this her education had taken place in an institution run by nuns where she was very lonely and ignored by her father and family, her eyes often red from weeping in the night.

After leaving the nuns at fifteen she had worked as a governess but gave it up because she was treated like a skivvy. She then worked in a fashion store where she claimed to be happy. However, her employer thought she was slovenly and complained that she never changed or mended her underclothes. She moved on and had various other jobs, including working as an assistant in a pastry shop. Before she was twenty she had an affair with a divorced man which lasted for more than a year. Her moods changed rapidly and sometimes she became depressed and bitter about the way she had been treated by her relatives. In 1912 she tried to commit suicide by drinking oxalic acid. Her one real friend during this time was a woman called Marie Collet, with whom she lived for a while. Marie was sixty years old, with white wavy hair and a kind face. She lived with her husband above a baker’s shop and Gabrielle moved into the little garret on the top floor of the building. The old couple provided her with what was described as a ‘hive of happiness, where everything breathed valiance and honesty… from that moment onwards [Gabrielle] had a father and a mother’. It was Marie Collet who rescued Gabrielle when she took the oxalic acid.

Soon Gabrielle followed Maurice Gobert’s advice and left the café. She had her photograph taken, looking happy and smart, wearing a simple long black skirt and a white blouse, her head erect, her hand on her hip, and staring with a confident challenge at the camera. She was pleased with the result and sent the picture to a friend writing, ‘As for me you can see from this card, I look pretty much the same as always.’ She and Maurice became engaged. She finished her letter to him by saying, ‘I am so afraid that my baby, the fiancé I respect and love with all my soul, will be taken from me…’

She signed it:


Your loving and faithful little fiancée

GABY.

1st August 1914.



The same day as Gabrielle was writing to Maurice, the Germans declared war on Russia and began to implement their plans to invade Russia’s ally, France. Belgium and Luxembourg, both neutral states, were caught between Germany and France. The City of Luxembourg was the site of one of the most important railway junctions in Europe. The station in the capital held a huge marshalling yard through which German troops could pass, heading for both the eastern and the western fronts. Tens of thousands of German troops poured into the tiny, landlocked country and quickly reached the capital. Among the many citizens watching the arrival of the unwelcome army were a well-to-do couple, Camille Rischard and his wife Lise. A rumour began to circulate that the president of the Council of Ministers had blocked the road in front of the invaders and presented them with a document guaranteeing his country’s neutrality. He had been ignored and the Germans marched on, vastly outnumbering Luxembourg’s own troops – a contingent of four hundred men, most of whom were part-time.

Eventually Camille and his wife returned to their large, comfortable villa on the exclusive boulevard Royale. Once at home they climbed the wide steps, flanked by stone balustrades, that led to their front door, which was opened for them by a servant. Mme Rischard’s father, an industrial chemist, had made a fortune in the iron ore business. Her husband was a doctor and the medical adviser to the Luxembourg Railway Company. Lise had a son by a previous marriage who was studying in Paris and she was worried about what might happen to him.

Darkness fell on the villa, the shutters were closed and the curtains drawn. The couple heard that their country was now under German rule. The next day the French and Belgian ambassadors were expelled. In Berlin plans were under way to make the City of Luxembourg the Kaiser’s headquarters.



Five days later, on a sweltering Sunday afternoon, 2 August, Count Julien Davignon waited in his large comfortable office for the arrival of the German ambassador to Belgium, Karl Konrad von Below-Saleske. The atmosphere in the office was quiet, the sounds of the street barely audible through the large plate-glass windows and the heavy curtains that hung in front of them. Davignon was known to be imperturbable; people liked him and found him charmingly optimistic. He expected the count to bring news that Germany was going to respect Belgian neutrality. The door opened and the count staggered in, a tall, distinguished German aristocrat, elegant with a waxed black moustache. His face was white, one hand clutching his chest. He grabbed a table to keep his balance.

‘What is the matter? Are you ill?’ asked Davignon.

The ambassador was breathing heavily, and stuttered, ‘I came up the stairs too quickly.’ He tried to catch his breath. ‘It’s nothing.’

He pulled an envelope from his pocket and held it out to the foreign minister.

‘I have a most confidential communication to make to you on behalf of my government.’

Davignon tore open the envelope and spent several minutes trying to read the communication. It was in German, a language he had only a limited understanding of.

The words swam in front of his eyes. The Germans claimed to have reliable information that France was about to invade Belgium to gain passage through to Germany itself. They were demanding to be allowed to cross Belgium to deal with this supposed French threat. He read on, struggling to understand the message, slowly realising that the communication warned that should Belgium refuse the demand, or attempt to resist the German army in any way, Germany would be compelled to consider Belgium an enemy.

It was clear that the Germans intended to avoid crossing their own border into France, which was heavily defended against them. Instead they would cross Luxembourg into Belgium and then move on to France through the much less heavily defended Belgian border. If this plan worked, victory could be swift.

The communication finished by putting him on notice that Belgium had until seven the following morning to reply, just twelve hours away.

The letter fell from his hands. ‘No, surely! No! It’s not possible.’

The two men stood in silence, staring at one another. Davignon leaned down and picked the letter up from the polished parquet floor. Then von Below-Saleske began to repeat the terms of the ultimatum. Davignon lost his temper, declaring that the idea of a French assault was a lie, that it was Germany who was about to launch an attack. The Germans, Davignon protested, were violating international law and breaking their own promises to respect Belgian neutrality. He ended by saying that he would present the letter to the Belgian cabinet for immediate consideration.

Von Below-Saleske left the room and descended the wide marble staircase. A porter opened the door and he stepped out into the baking-hot air and crossed the courtyard to where his car was waiting.

For the next five hours, the government and the Belgian king argued about how they should respond to the ultimatum. At about half past eight Davignon’s secretary, Count Albert de Bassompierre, slipped away and headed for the Place Royale. He crossed the enormous square lined with waiting horse-drawn cabs and the newly installed trolley bus system, heading for a restaurant. As he ate he looked around at his fellow diners and wondered at their innocence about what was unfolding in the ministry. He knew that by morning the carefree mood would be shattered. He felt crushed by what he knew and wondered if he was in the grip of a nightmare that he might suddenly wake up from. By 7am the Belgian answer arrived at the German legation: blank refusal to accept the terms.



In the small French village of Saint-Waast-la-Vallée, near the Belgian border and not far from Bellignies, the 24-year-old teacher Louise Thuliez was on holiday from her work and staying with her family. The day was hot and the village deserted. From the square tower of the church, the bells began to ring. Cottage doors opened and women slowly emerged into the glare of the sun, fear on their faces. In the fields, men working on the harvest straightened in alarm, dropped their tools and headed for home. Louise knew what the pealing bells were saying – they were ringing the tocsin, the alarm that war was about to break out. The next day the first men to be mobilised said goodbye to their wives and families, who waved them off as the train pulled out of the station.



Later that day the American ambassador to Belgium, Brand Whitlock, sat in his office with the secretary to the German legation. The man suddenly leaned forward and covered his face with his hands, sobbing. Then he looked up at Whitlock and said, ‘Oh those poor Belgians! Why don’t they get out of the way? I know what it will be. I know the German army. It will be like laying a baby on the track before a locomotive.’ He waved his arms in front of him, repeating, ‘I know the German army… It will cross Belgium like a steamroller, like a steamroller!’

Meanwhile, the steamroller itself waited to cross the border. Six hundred thousand well-equipped, expertly trained and disciplined soldiers. Some had been told by their officers, ‘Let nothing stop you! Belgium has dared to declare war upon us; the more terrible you are, the sooner you will go forward. The sooner you will achieve victory! Spare only the railway stations – they will be more useful to us than the cathedrals!’



By now Edith Cavell had arrived back at the teaching hospital in Brussels. She was welcomed home by her comrades, Sister Wilkins and Sister White, who had spent seven years helping her turn what had been a ramshackle group of adjoining houses into an immaculately run hospital. As the women embraced, a scruffy dog ran towards her, barking with joy and jumping up. This was Jack, her devoted companion whom she had adopted as a stray.

In 1907, Edith, at the age of forty-two, had been hired by a surgeon, Antoine Depage, the founder of the hospital. Seven years later Depage described it as ‘setting the benchmark for nursing standards in Belgium’. Her career as a nurse had started at the lowest level in Fountain Fever Hospital in London, where she had nursed patients with diphtheria, typhoid and smallpox. She had gone from there to the London Hospital, where she had come under the influence and strict rule of Matron Eva Lückes, who insisted that ‘You have chosen a profession in which there is simply no limit to the good you can do… truthfulness, obedience and punctuality are indispensable’, adding that ‘a want of self-control is selfish, showing you do not put your patients first’.

Edith had instilled in her nurses the same commitment to a profession that she said was of the ‘widest social form, the purest philanthropy, the truest humanity’. Nurses, she told them, were the handmaids of ‘that science which not only assuages and heals the suffering of today but reaches on through her widening circles to the dawn of perfect manhood when disease shall be unknown’.

For nearly ten years Matron Edith Cavell had led her nurses on a crusade of humanity and caring based on discipline. She had no idea that she was also leading them to war.




CHAPTER TWO THE GERMANS INVADE

On 4 August 1914, at eight o’clock in the morning, two Belgian border guards stood on the road that led into the small village of Gemmenich. Ahead they could see a small company of twenty-five mounted soldiers, trotting towards them out of the sun, coming from the direction of Germany. The cavalrymen carried lances from which fluttered small pennants. Unseen in a house, a third border guard, the sergeant in charge, watched his men block the road, holding up their hands, squinting against the bright light and shouting, ‘Halt! Belgian border.’

The cavalry officer at the head of the mounted soldiers shouted back, ‘I am perfectly aware of that… the French have crossed the border and we’re going to continue on our way.’

He kicked his horse into a trot and the group carried on their way down into the village. Dust from the horses’ hooves billowed round them.

From his hidden observation post the sergeant phoned his headquarters. ‘A platoon of cavalry crossed the frontier and is descending into Gemmenich.’

The message travelled along the telephone wires from Liège to Brussels and from there to the embassies in London and Paris.

While the news of the invasion spread across Europe and from there to the rest of the world the villagers of Gemmenich listened while the cavalry officer read a proclamation from the commander-in-chief of the German army. Astride his horse, his voice carrying across the quiet square, he read that he and his comrades had been forced to cross the frontier because the French had violated Belgian neutrality. He assured them that they came in friendship and meant no harm. He warned them, though, that the destruction of bridges, tunnels and railways would be regarded as hostile acts.

As he read, an endless column of grey-blue soldiers appeared over the hill, heading without pause for the village.

The officer finished reading. ‘It depends on your discretion and wisely conceived patriotism to save your country from the horrors of war.’

Cavalry and villagers stood for a moment in silence. The soldiers kicked their horses into a trot and then a canter, heading for Visé, ten minutes to the west, an important railway junction. The border guards fled as the first elements of the infantry began to flood through the village.



In Westrozebeke, a village near the Belgian border with France, the Cnockaert family had been celebrating the return of their eldest son, Omer, from military service. The party over, Mrs Cnockaert was ironing when her husband burst into the room.

‘The Germans have invaded Belgium… King Albert has ordered general mobilisation. The boys will have to make to their depots by the first train. It is terrible. Our troops are massing on Liège and Namur.’

His wife stopped ironing and turned to her 22-year-old daughter, Marthe, telling her to go out and bring the boys in. Then she turned to her husband and told him not to worry, assuring him that the French army would soon arrive to deal with ‘these Boches’.

Outside, Marthe, who was a trained nurse, set off to find her brothers, running past houses garlanded with flowers, left over from the harvest festival.



At Visé, two of the border guards lay dead in the road, killed by the first German soldiers to reach the village. They were the first to die in the war that was erupting all around them. The Germans discovered that the railway bridge had been blown up in the night. It was midday. Half an hour later the cashier at the railway station returned from eating his lunch at home. He was immediately arrested and shot. By the evening of the first day of the invasion many villages in the path of the invaders were burning and scores of innocent Belgian citizens had been tortured or killed.



Sergeant Gobert and his comrades in the 1st Carabiniers received the order to move towards the enemy and marched out of their smart new barracks heading for a position about 20 miles to the south. The sergeant wondered whether Gabrielle would try to follow him. In the heat and the dust they marched in dark-green uniforms that had hardly changed since they were designed in 1853. Their greatcoats bore brass buttons and were cutaway as if for the hunting field. On their heads they sported old-fashioned Tyrolean top hats. Some units travelled by bicycle, some were mounted, most were on foot. Powerful dog teams pulled limbers carrying Maxim machine guns. The army could muster only 120 of these weapons. Neither the 1st Carabiniers nor any of their 200,000 comrades making up the nation’s fighting force were equipped with heavy artillery.



In Brussels the telephones and telegraph had stopped working. The streets were crowded with people talking about the war and wondering if it would soon be over. Above their heads hung flags in yellow, red and black, the Belgian colours. Newspapers were appearing almost hourly and selling in their hundreds on every street corner. Strangers fell into intense conversations about what was going to happen.



In England men and women spent the night of 4 August wondering what the next day would bring. Sigismund Payne Best spent it in the Café Royal in Piccadilly, London, sitting with his friends drinking ‘endless cups of coffee’. At midnight a news seller came in with the first editions. The newspapers bore the headline: ‘WAR DECLARED’.

Early the next morning Best, wearing a monocle firmly screwed into his eye socket, went straight to the recruiting office in New Scotland Yard. He was rejected on the spot – poor eyesight. Best left the recruiting office a disappointed man but was determined to try again.

On 5 August, the commander of a new establishment, the Intelligence Corps, roamed the corridors of the War Office looking for recruits who could be sent with the British Army if it was ordered to France. He had already earmarked some men and was looking for officers who could speak French and German. Men with a knowledge of foreign languages and who were familiar with the continent were what he needed. He decided to scour the civilian world for recruits. Soon, university lecturers, public schoolmasters, artists, actors, musicians, industrialists, men from commerce and ‘professional adventurers’ would be startled to receive offers of commissions in an organisation they had never heard of.



On 5 August cars driven by Belgian army officers toured the streets of Brussels with loud-hailers attached to the roofs. They were calling for volunteers to join the army immediately. In the night, German shops and businesses had had their windows smashed. It was rumoured that Liège was burning. German nationals were ordered to leave the city and the police went from house to house checking for those people who had now become enemy aliens.



In her hospital Edith Cavell told her staff that she was full of enthusiasm for the war and full of confidence in the Allies. Nevertheless, she had several probationer nurses who were German. She told them they ought to leave before they were arrested. There was a special train arriving to take passengers into Holland – it would be the last until the war ended. The German nurses packed their few possessions into suitcases, restricted to one each. Then, led by Edith, they headed for the Gare du Nord. Edith waited with them all night. When at last the train arrived she hugged each one in farewell. Standing by her as the train pulled out was her personal maid, Marie, a German who had no one to go to. Back in the hospital she told the English nurses, including Sister Wilkins and Sister White, that they should go back to England where they would be safer. The women refused and demanded to stay by her side. Cavell was touched by their loyalty, especially that of a young nurse called Grace whom she found to be ‘very quiet and brave’.

People appeared offering rooms and beds, or to help rolling bandages, anything, even motor cars to transport the wounded when they arrived. Edith had no idea how she was going to feed the casualties. Many of the existing patients discharged themselves, fearing what might happen to them when the German army appeared. Finally, the hospital was put under the protection of the Red Cross, which made it a neutral place, theoretically safe from the fighting.

Expecting that her own hospital would soon be full with patients Edith looked for temporary quarters that she could use until the conflict was over. She found a small, empty factory and quickly enrolled local help. Volunteers whitewashed the walls, creosoted the floors and turned the cellar into a storeroom. Soon the makeshift medical station was lined with narrow beds, each ‘with white linen sheets and blankets neatly tucked in’. Everywhere there were small tables covered with clean towels and jugs of water, ready for use. Thanks to the volunteer help, the whole operation had cost just thirty francs.

The queen of Belgium offered the Royal Palace to be used as a Red Cross hospital. It became the ‘Ambulance du Palais’. The great staterooms with their marble and crystal fittings were divided into wards and lined with beds. A sluice room, an X-ray room and a linen room were created, and a mortuary was set up in the grounds.



From 6 August the German army began the siege of Liège. Heavy artillery battered at the forts which had been built to defend the town. The surrounding villages were set on fire and the inhabitants forced from their homes. In the village of Fécher, German troops began to smash open the doors of houses, dragging out the owners and force-marching them to a new, half-built church, driving them along with their rifle butts. The air was filled with the moans of the injured and the screams of frightened people. Two old men who were paralysed had to be carried. A woman held her dead child in her arms. Nearly a thousand people were crammed in, without food, water or sanitation.

Four hundred of the men had their hands tied behind their backs, the rough cords cutting into their wrists. Then they were marched through the burning countryside, heading for Liège itself, about 6 miles to the west. By nightfall the stumbling column reached an unmanned fort called the Chartreuse on the outskirts of the city. Here they spent the night, again without food and water or any provision for sanitation. The next morning they were marched ahead of the German army across the bridges into the city, acting as a human shield and preventing the bridges from being blown up. Many of the captives were forced to stand there for the next five days. Inside the city the remnants of one column were paraded before the dismayed inhabitants. It had been a week since they had been seized, many were half-dressed and barefoot.

In the nearby town of Verviers, a group of sixty-nine men were marched into a field, their hands tied behind their backs, then lined up and shot.



On 9 August the British Expeditionary Force, known as the BEF, began to embark for France, led by officers who, days before, had been asked to settle their mess bills and get their swords sharpened. The crowds cheered and bands played as 80,000 professional soldiers marched onto the boats. They were going against more than a million German conscripted men. The Tommies carried Lee-Enfield rifles which they had been trained to fire at the rate of fifteen rounds a minute and could hit a man-sized target at 300 yards. They expected a quick victory and would, they hoped, be home by Christmas.

The mayor of Boulogne issued a poster which read: ‘My Dear Citizens… this very day there arrive in our town the valiant British troops, who come to co-operate with our brave soldiers to repel the abominable aggression of Germany… The citizens are requested on this occasion to decorate the fronts of their houses with the colours of the two countries.’



By 14 August Edith had heard about the big battle raging at Liège. The wounded began to arrive in numbers. She had seen the young men going off to fight and now they were returning, beaten, demoralised, some mutilated and crippled for life. Edith knew that, as well as splints, analgesics and antiseptics, the men would need to be nourished with food, warmth and love.



German soldiers at all levels became convinced that Belgian civilians were fighting against them. The German army was full of rumours of atrocities, of German soldiers whose ears, noses, genitals or other parts of their bodies had been cut off. One officer complained: ‘Disgraceful! An honest bullet in an honest battle – yes, then one has shed one’s blood for the fatherland. But to be shot from ambush, from the window of a house, the gun barrel hidden behind flowerpots – no, that is not a nice soldierly death.’

In the newly fallen town of Namur posters appeared on the walls warning that civilian resistance would be met with the most severe punishments. That evening German soldiers panicked when they heard rifle shots coming from the outskirts of the city and opened fire on the inhabitants. Thirty civilians were shot and over a hundred houses burned before the order came to stop.

The next day, just after dawn, four hundred hostages were taken and herded into the riding school. A German officer addressed them in bad French, bellowing that as his soldiers had been fired on he was going to treat them as resisters in other towns had been treated – they would be shot. He added that any Belgian who had cut off the ears, noses or fingers of his men would also be shot. Luckily for the shivering, terrified men listening to his speech he did not carry out his threat.



On 19 August the inhabitants of Louvain woke to deserted streets and squares. Silence reigned where only the day before there had been the uproar of a retreating army as the Belgian military withdrew, heading west, away from the advancing Germans. After a while German aircraft flew across the sky. Then the sound of hooves echoed from the walls as dusty cavalrymen trotted into the streets, followed by tired, filthy soldiers, some with bandaged wounds, then came vehicles and lorries pulling guns. By midday the streets were choked with uniformed Germans. Cars pulled up in the wide, open square in front of the town hall, a strange spiky Gothic building, with dreamlike towers and domes, that dated from the sixteenth century. Soldiers ran up the steps and broke open the doors. Officials were dragged out, including the mayor, several magistrates and civil servants, their hands tied. Then it was the turn of members of the university to be dragged away. Staff officers entered the building, requisitioning it as their HQ. White posters appeared all over the town proclaiming the new order and instructing the civilian population to stay inside, keep their doors open and leave lights in their windows at night. By the end of the day 15,000 invaders had made Louvain their home.

After a tense week shooting broke out on the edge of the town. A group of German soldiers reacted, thinking they were under attack, and fired back. Men fell dead and the shooting stopped. The soldiers did not realise that the dead had been killed by their own side. Howls of rage went up. Civilians were dragged out of their homes and shot, old men and women and children were among the murdered. By mid-morning the garrison was in the grip of a revenge mania. Soldiers moved from house to house, using petrol and phosphorus to set fire to the buildings. Women were raped in the streets and men tortured.

Flames burst through the windows of the university library; black smoke billowed into the sky as nearly a quarter of a million books were incinerated. Medieval manuscripts, priceless documents were turned to ashes in the colossal heat. The mayor of the town and the rector of the university were shoved against a wall and shot. The chaos of lust and anger went on for three days. Officers and men dragged valuables from the houses and shops. Wine, money, silver, gold, anything of value was stolen and piled onto lorries.

From the new headquarters in the town hall a senior officer stared through the window at what his countrymen were doing, thinking, ‘That will teach these people not to resist us.’ For no reason, five shells were fired into the town, exploding with roaring crashes among the burning buildings, sending sparks and white-hot wooden splinters high into the air.

On 28 August the violence came to an end, the soldiers spent and exhausted. The swollen bodies of 248 men, women and children of all ages lay in the streets or were thrown into ditches. Some 1,500 citizens were loaded onto railway cattle trucks and hauled off to Germany. The rest of the townsfolk, nearly 24,000 people, were forced into the smouldering, ruined streets, gagging at the stench of rotting flesh, covering their mouths and noses with soaking, filthy rags. Then they were marched out of the town into the surrounding fields where they were abandoned.

The world had no proper words to describe what had happened in Louvain over the three days of carnage. The Daily Mail in London called it ‘The Holocaust of Louvain’.



Edith Cavell wrote: ‘After the period of high enthusiasm came the days of anxiety.’ She knew that the Germans were rampaging across Belgium. Rumours of rape, looting and annihilation were everywhere. She said that the words ‘we wait for England’ were on everyone’s lips, with the hope that the British Army would appear and stop the devastation. Cannon fire could be heard in Brussels itself. At night the horizon glowed red, stained by the flames of burning towns and villages.

Edith spent her evenings taking hot coffee and food to the men of the garde civique – untrained civilians crouching in the trenches they had dug round the city. She knew that even someone like her, who was not a soldier, could see that the men would be flattened by the military juggernaut heading towards them. She again tried to persuade her two English nurses to return home but they refused.

On the evening of 19 August, Edith and her nurses watched events from the roof of the hospital. In the east, under the crimson sky, clouds of thick black smoke rolled towards the city. The noise of the guns was now so loud that the concussion from the firing broke windows. Her dog Jack stayed close to her side, frightened by the noise, flinching and snarling at each detonation. Edith rubbed his ears to calm him. One of the nurses wept uncontrollably. Edith sat with her and told her not to give way to her feelings but to remember that she was a nurse and that her duty was to her patients.

At midnight they heard the mournful wail of bugles blowing to order the garde civique to lay down their arms and leave their posts. The population closed their doors and windows and hid behind their shutters, waiting for whatever was coming with the dawn.



The sun rose and the city was silent. Midday passed, then, at two o’clock, the heavy figure of the nursing school janitor burst in, shouting, ‘Les Boches sont là.’ By late afternoon German troops were marching through Brussels. Brand Whitlock was among the spectators and he described the arrival of the soldiers as


a mighty grey, grim, horde, a thing of steel, that came thundering on with shrill fifes and throbbing drums… nervous horses and lumbering guns and wild songs… They came in endless grey columns heading for the southwest, France and Paris. Dazed, sullen, silent citizens lined the streets watching the sweating men go by. It took two days for the parade to pass. The marching troops made an impassable barrier. From time to time a halt was called and food was distributed from carts. Exhausted soldiers sat on the pavements and fell asleep. Others took their boots off to reveal bleeding feet. Some of the soldiers did not know where they were, some thought they were already in Paris, others picked up Belgian children to hug them, give them chocolate or let them sit on the tired horses.



Edith and her nurses watched the spectacle feeling a combination of hatred for the enemy soldiers who were devastating Belgium and at the same time sorrow for those same men who were fighting far from home.

Eventually staff cars drove across the Grand-Place to the town hall. Armed men entered the building and the Belgian flag was taken down. In its place fluttered the flag of imperial Germany. German soldiers stood guarding the doors.

In the evening Edith gathered her nurses and told them that however much they hated the enemy they must remember that each one was a man, someone’s father, husband or son. Their work, she reminded them, was for humanity and they must not take sides. A wounded man was a wounded man, whatever his nationality. Each must be treated with the same care and compassion. Nursing, Cavell said, knows no frontiers.




CHAPTER THREE THE BRITISH ARMY ARRIVES

Soon after the fall of the city, Victor Jourdain, the owner of the newspaper Le Patriot, sat in his office. The paper had been closed down by the invading authorities and outside the building stood an armed German sentry. With Jourdain was a younger man, Eugène van Doren, a relation by marriage. On Jourdain’s desk lay copies of three newly established journals – La Belgique, the Bruxellois and the Quotidien, each a German-funded propaganda paper. Van Doren held a sheet of paper in his hand. On it were the words ‘Mort au Boches’, printed by hand on a primitive ‘jelly duplicator’. The two men decided to produce a clandestine paper, properly printed and distributed. They called it La Libre Belgique in defiance of the German La Belgique.



The first soldiers of the BEF to meet the Germans were the men of a reconnaissance patrol, mounted on bicycles. On 21 August, near the village of Obourg, they ran into a German unit. Shots were fired and the first British soldier to die in the conflict lay in the dust, tangled in his bicycle.



On the same day, at Bellignies, standing in her garden, Princess Marie de Croÿ could hear the noise of distant gunfire drifting over the fields where the harvest stood ready to be gathered. In the afternoon a company of weary British soldiers led by a tired lieutenant marched through the gates. The princess walked out to greet him. He told her that his men had not eaten for
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