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  Chapter 1


  No Place for a Woman


  Near Nam Dinh, Northern Vietnam, November 16, 1952


  The heat inside the fishbowl cockpit was unbearable, but the pilot—her left hand firmly grasping an overhead control stick—paid little attention to it. Her focus was on her mission and keeping her cantankerous helicopter airborne. And hopefully not drawing any gunfire from below.


  The nimble little aircraft didn’t always like to fly in the heavy atmosphere, but she knew how to coax it with finesse (and occasionally a few stern words) to a reasonably safe altitude when necessary.


  Her destination was one of the small French army outposts that were concentrated along the Red River just past Nam Dinh. A young Vietnamese soldier with a critical head wound needed immediate transport back to Hanoi.


  The journey from Hanoi on this day was uneventful, and the weather was calm. Following the winding Red River, the pilot took in the scenic panorama. The sensation of flight and the beauty of the countryside never failed to lift her spirits—even at the tail end of a grueling day.


  With minutes to go before landing, she radioed in to air traffic control in Hanoi to report her position. She noted that her fighter escorts had not yet made contact.


  At least the Viet Minh haven’t any antiaircraft guns, she thought to herself.


  The sky over Tonkin was clear and blue, giving little clue to the war taking place two thousand feet below. But on the ground, the pilot and her machine were vulnerable targets, and she fully realized the danger she was flying into. Her pulse quickened as she spotted her landmark by the river. The outpost was just ahead.


  The French had built a series of blockhouses in northern Vietnam to station troops engaging with the enemy Viet Minh. Constantly under siege, the army experienced numerous casualties. Even when confronted with the large perimeters and land mines surrounding these forts, the Viet Minh always seemed to infiltrate and inflict heavy damage. The fort near Nam Dinh was no exception.


  Long days and dangerous missions were not new experiences for this pilot. She had been in Vietnam for five years, serving as a surgeon in military hospitals. She had been airdropped into remote outposts to set up temporary medical facilities on the battlefield. And when the first helicopters came to Vietnam for medical evacuation, she immediately and enthusiastically volunteered to pilot them. Not only was aviation her lifelong passion, but she also reckoned that with her petite size and jockey-like weight that she could take on more wounded with the helicopter’s limited payload.


  Her Hiller helicopter was extremely vulnerable whenever it approached a landing zone. Its slender, insect-like fuselage provided no outward protection, and the large red crosses painted on the bottom and both sides of the machine did not deter the enemy. The Viet Minh would train their fire on it all the same.


  For five years, the pilot’s survival had depended on constant vigilance, quick reflexes, intelligence—and luck. She did not wish to push that luck and looked again for her escorts. To her relief, the fighter pilots arrived and performed a flyby past her slower-moving helicopter. She admired the fighter pilots and envied the speed of their aircraft.


  If only the Hiller could go as fast. We could save so many more.


  She could always count on the Viet Minh hiding in the thick vegetation to follow every move she made and to fire on her whenever they could. The helicopter could be struck and brought down even by light gunfire erupting from the brush. That was why the fighter planes were called into action and sent into the area before the unarmed helicopter would land.


  The escorting fighter pilots knew what she expected of them. They came in at high speed and low altitude, laying down a merciless pattern of machine-gun fire that struck deep into the thick vegetation surrounding the outpost. Today it was only a strafing run. On other missions, it might be necessary to drop napalm—a flaming jellied gasoline concoction that instantly ignited anything it came in contact with, including human flesh. Their barrage only lasted a minute or so, but it was enough to keep the enemy at bay.


  With their work finished, the fighters split off to head back to Hanoi. Only the helicopter remained as the pilot sucked in her breath, guiding her machine toward the outpost for a landing. She had already transported four other wounded men to Hanoi that day, and fatigue was setting in. Below was the landing zone, crudely marked out with linen sheets and scraps of wood secured by stakes and stones to the ground.


  She wasted no time. Evacuations at remote outposts were always carried out quickly to avoid cutting power to the engine. It wasn’t always a sure bet that the Hiller’s engine would start again after a complete shutdown.


  One thing was sure, however. The Viet Minh would soon regroup.


  The helicopter’s rotor blades slowed as the engine wound down to an idle. The men from the outpost knew not to move until the aircraft was on the ground. The pilot stepped out from the cockpit as a field medic and two other soldiers approached in a crouching run bearing the wounded man on a stretcher.


  “Bullet in the head,” the medic shouted to her above the din of the engine and still swishing rotors. “He’s in a coma and been stuffed with Sedol.”


  The wounded man’s face was ashen. The medics had wrapped the top of his head in linen gauze. The bandage was already blood soaked, and his wound continued to seep.


  She looked the patient over carefully. He was probably not even twenty, she surmised. He was one of many Vietnamese now fighting alongside the French against other Vietnamese. This soldier was smaller than a typical Frenchman but somewhat stocky with broad shoulders.


  “Could you tie up his hands?” she asked. “I would prefer it.”


  The pilot knew all too well from experience never to underestimate what could happen while moving a wounded patient by air—even one as severely injured as this young Vietnamese soldier. The medic nodded to one of the men bearing the stretcher, and he produced a small length of cord. With the comatose soldier’s hands now secured, they began moving the patient toward one of the side-mounted stretchers attached to the helicopter.


  The extra seconds spent tying the patient’s hands further exposed the pilot and soldiers to unseen threats on the ground. No one could shake the sense that enemy eyes and weapons were trained on them. They were all targets and the threat of weapons fire erupting at any moment was very real.


  Once the soldiers had positioned the patient beneath the Plexiglas faring enclosing the helicopter’s stretcher, the pilot twisted the throttle to rev the helicopter’s engine for liftoff. Hanoi was less than a half hour away at full power, but the helicopter’s engine always labored in the sweltering tropical atmosphere. It seemed an eternity as they climbed sluggishly.


  Finally, the Hiller achieved a relatively safe altitude and pushed along at its normal cruising speed of seventy miles per hour. She retraced her flight along the banks of the Red River leading back to Hanoi. The pilot exhaled deeply, flexed her hands, and stretched a bit to release the tension in her neck and shoulders.


  But her relief was short-lived. She glanced back at her patient and saw to her horror that he was regaining consciousness.


  Merde, she thought. Not enough Sedol!


  The soldier awoke in wild spasms, terrified at finding himself in the air. Looking down, the pilot could see the primal fear in his eyes. Alarmed, she watched as the man clenched his jaw and fought his restraints, summoning almost supernatural strength to retake his freedom despite being more than a thousand feet above the ground.


  She could see that the patient had slipped free of his restraints and that he was struggling to reach into the cockpit. His desperate hands thrust inside the cabin, grabbing at the helicopter’s floor-mounted foot controls. The pilot’s attempts to calm the soldier went unheard as he clutched and clawed at her feet. The aircraft pitched wildly, perilously out of control, as she fought the crazed soldier and wrestled with the Hiller.


  It was a nightmare scenario. There was no one she could call out to for help and no way to reason with the wounded soldier. Many would have panicked, but not this pilot. She coolly reviewed her choices as she fought for her life and his. She could have immobilized him with a kick, but that would probably have killed him. Not an option for a doctor who had taken the Hippocratic oath.


  And so she desperately battled with her feet, trying to push the frantic soldier away from the controls and back into his litter. His clutching at the foot controls could easily have caused the Hiller to spin, disorienting the pilot and leading to a lethal crash. Had he succeeded in jarring her arm and triggering a “mast bump,” a loss of control, the helicopter would likely have plummeted. And so she fought for time, for the minutes it would take to get them to safety.


  Her efforts paid off. As suddenly as the man had risen from his catatonic state, his face froze, his body stiffened, and he went limp. He fell back into his coma and mercifully into a deep sleep.


  Breathing heavily and with great effort, she brought the helicopter back under control. Her body, jolted by adrenaline, vibrated like a tuning fork. Minutes later, they made it to the outskirts of Hanoi, not far from the landing zone at Lannesan Hospital.1


  Gently placing the helicopter onto the immaculately groomed hospital landing zone, the pilot was met by medics who offloaded the young Vietnamese soldier and rushed him inside for surgery. She would later learn that the young man had survived.


  With her mission complete, she was able to shut the helicopter down. Her khaki coveralls were drenched in sweat, and she noticed that the soldier had undone her bootlaces.


  Leaning against the side of her helicopter, she slowly lowered herself to the ground while pulling a cigarette and a lighter from her pockets. She stared blankly ahead as she dragged deeply and exhaled a long stream of smoke. For a short moment, she could relax. It had been a punishing day.


  Medical rescue helicopters were an innovation on the battlefield, and a female pilot even more so. Many in Indochina had heard of the pretty young woman who rescued gravely injured soldiers from the battlefield, but few knew much about her. To some, she was something of a legend.


  But others mistrusted her presence.


  Was she qualified? Should she be allowed to fly? Why was she doing the work of a man? Some of her comrades whispered their opinions behind her back but others spoke them aloud and in no uncertain terms.


  The pilot knew what the men said about her. It was impossible not to. Even with her skill, endurance, and commitment to duty, the same thing would be pronounced over and over again:


  This was no place for a woman.






  Chapter 2


  Dreams and Destiny


  Strasbourg, Alsace-Lorraine, France, 1922–1939


  Her future ambition first revealed itself in nightly dreams.


  While there were variations, the theme was the same. First, a feeling of floating in midair, then sudden acceleration and dizzying heights. Whizzing through the atmosphere, propelled by an unknown force, untethered by gravity. The journey was unknown and the destination always nebulous, but never frightening. Only the endless domain of space existed. It was a feeling of boundless exhilaration sustained by a confidence that no harm would come.1


  These were the dreams of a young French girl named Valérie André. Valérie Edmée André was born in Strasbourg, France, on April 21, 1922, to Philibert and Valérie Collin André. She was the sixth of nine children in her family.


  It would be easy to assume that in such a large family of relatively modest means that the hopes and dreams of a young girl would get little attention. But norms and conventions of the day did not apply to this young girl or her family.


  Valérie’s father, Philibert André, was a music teacher at the Lycée Fustelde-Coulanges, a high school for boys in Strasbourg. He was described as a man of immense stature, cultivated and domineering to his students and his family. He regarded his children as “exceptional beings” who he would prepare to become the best individuals that they could be.


  No less an influence, Valérie’s mother also pressed her children on to greater things. Distinctly ahead of her time, she passionately believed that her four daughters should have the same access to higher education as her five sons.


  “I would prefer that my daughters have a solid diploma, rather than to merely give them a dowry to just marry them off,” Valérie’s mother would say to her daughters.2


  “My parents regarded their nine children as exceptional individuals and dedicated themselves to aiding each one to become a brilliant success,” Valérie would later recall.3


  But the path to success would not be easy.


  The city of Strasbourg was part of Alsace-Lorraine, a region squarely in the middle of Europe’s political divide. In the aftermath of World War I, Alsace was now part of France, which was a cause for rejoicing among the French population. But tensions with the ethnic German population in the area remained. Control had passed back and forth between France and Germany since 1870. Nonetheless, the status of Alsace remained a bitter issue for many in the wake of Germany’s defeat in 1918.


  Nationalism aside, however, the Alsatians developed a unique identity among Europeans, which was backed up by an appetite for hard work and independent thought. The André family exemplified this. Young Valérie prided herself on a thirst for knowledge and questioning the rule of the day. In school, her teachers would speak of the universal right to vote that was extended to men, which was seen as a progressive step in a country that had adopted liberté, égalité, et fraternité as its national motto.


  “At school I was astonished that our professors could speak to us about universal suffrage,4 while women remained excluded,” Valérie would note to herself. “I challenged them, without hesitation, that this was inherently false.”5


  In the schoolyard, it was often the same. Valérie took an indignant view of boys who taunted other boys saying things like, “he cries like a girl.” To Valérie, such expressions only reinforced the image of “courage wrongly reserved for boys only.”6


  Even with a heightened awareness of the inequities that she constantly encountered, Valérie also believed that she could overcome any obstacles in her way. Her philosophy would serve her well in the future.


  “I considered that each woman possesses the possibility of choosing her own life, even if that choice required more tenacity than that of a man.”7


  While social change in the 1920s and 1930s moved slowly, the rapid pace of technological change would open up another world for Valérie. The Strasbourg aerodrome announced a special guest attraction: the French aviatrice Maryse Hilsz was to make an appearance there.


  Maryse Hilsz had made headlines in 1931 by establishing a record-breaking long-distance flight from Paris to the city of Saigon in the far-flung French colony of Indochina and back again. Only thirty-one years of age, and extremely photogenic, Hilsz embarked on a publicity tour following her flight and was to stop by the Polygon aerodrome in Strasbourg in March 1932.


  The visit stirred ten-year-old Valérie André’s imagination.


  Hilsz was a woman unconstrained by the conventions of her time. She had flown nearly thirteen thousand miles in a fragile Gypsy Moth biplane, aptly named Paris-Saigon, and accomplished what had previously been declared as “impossible for a woman.” Valérie begged her mother to take her to the airfield to see Hilsz.


  That event would change many things in Valérie’s life.


  Clutching a small bouquet that she had picked out herself for the acclaimed pilot, Valérie waited among a throng gathered at the aerodrome of both ardent supporters and doubters who were curious to see the female aviator up close. As they all waited, someone in the crowd shouted:


  “It’s her. She’s coming!”


  Sure enough, a small dot in the sky steadily grew larger as Hilsz’s monoplane came into view. Police had to hold the crowd back as the plane landed and taxied to a stop. Valérie was enthralled as the young pilot extricated herself from the cockpit.


  “I rushed to her. I had possibly imagined only a small compliment from her, as I tightly grasped a bunch of flowers and presented them to this superb young woman in her smart uniform. She presented a splendid image of female dignity. I asked her for her autograph and she agreed with a large heart.”8


  The impression that Hilsz made on the young girl was immeasurable. To Valérie, Maryse Hilsz embodied what could be possible, not just a dream. On that day she vowed to herself that someday she, too, would become an aviator.


  The passion for aviation became deeply planted in Valérie. She devoted her small allowances to buying monthly aviation magazines from newsstands. She devoured the exploits of famed aviators like the American Amelia Earhart, or the pioneer French aviatrices Marie Marvingt and Maryse Bastié. When Amelia Earhart made the first solo transatlantic flight by a woman, also in 1932, Valérie followed every minute detail of the journey from Newfoundland to Ireland.


  The stories of pilots were not Valérie’s only interest. The technical features of aircraft, such as the latest machines to roll out the doors of French builders Morane-Saulnier, Potaz, Farman, and others, fascinated her equally.


  But it was the audacious accomplishments of women aviators that prompted Valérie to pose a question to herself:


  “Why did aeronautics always attract women?”9


  As Valérie André blossomed from a young girl into a teenager, she began preparing for her adult future. While never abandoning her passion for aviation, she remained grounded in her education. As an outgrowth of her interest in flying, however, general science became a cornerstone of her studies. It was natural for a mind that was always questioning to relate to a discipline that was at its root a method to establish solutions. While science studies were not encouraged for girls of Valérie’s era, it mattered little to her. The field of medicine struck Valérie as the perfect vocation, and as she progressed at her lycée toward her baccalauréat, she devoted herself to the prospect of one day becoming a doctor.


  The dream of aviation still continued to pull at her. She spent her few, precious moments of free time at Polygon aerodrome, where she watched airplanes take off and land, and sometimes conversed with pilots and mechanics at work in the various hangars. Many of the pilots came to know the precocious teen well and often invited her to engage with their own dreams they had for flight.


  Valérie longed to fly. Her first opportunity came when her older sister’s husband, who had recently received his pilot’s license, offered to take her up for a short flight.


  “It was a Caudron Firefly, with an open cockpit, where the pilot and passenger were open to the free air. At an altitude of five or six hundred meters, we began to make our way back to the ground. But it was some minutes of extraordinary happiness. It was almost the conquest of the sky for an enthusiastic teenager, such as myself. This first exposure confirmed my resolution to become an aviator, although I was well aware of the obstacles a girl would face to get there.”10


  One such obstacle was the cost of obtaining flight instruction. During the 1930s, the French government had initiated Aviation popular, a program that encouraged young men, like Valérie André’s brother-in-law, to learn the basics of piloting, providing flight instruction at no cost. But the program was only open to men. A young woman desiring flight lessons would have to find a way to pay for flight lessons. The cost was roughly three thousand francs, a small fortune back then.11


  “I resolved to tutor lessons in French and arithmetic and to add that to the small personal savings I had,” recalled Valérie. “My family, by no means, sought to oppose my ambition. However, they initially saw it only as the whim of a child. But I believe that my tenacity was something daunting to them. The road that I had mapped out for myself was clear and straight, and I was determined to follow it, regardless of the obstacles along the way.”12


  But other obstacles emerged on the eastern horizon of Strasbourg. Germany’s remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936 and the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party began to menace France and Belgium, but neither country directly challenged Hitler’s actions. From there, Germany annexed Austria and sent occupation troops into the Sudetenland in 1938. Following the disastrous Munich Agreement concluded by Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and France, the German war machine marched into Czechoslovakia in March 1939. By summer 1939, all of Europe was a case of dynamite with the fuse already lit.


  During this uncertain summer, the inhabitants of Alsace-Lorraine felt particularly vulnerable. The region shared a border with Germany’s western frontier, and many Germans who lived in Alsace believed that Germany held a rightful claim to the region. The growing threat affected everyone, including Valérie André.


  “Nazism horrified me. The Nazis wanted to dominate the world. I had a passion for order and freedom, and in my eyes no power could be tolerated that condemned freedom. And no power should be based on the submission of others.”13


  The German threat was not Valérie’s only concern. Life was also changing in fundamental ways for her now that she had turned seventeen. Graduation from her lycée was fast approaching, and she had set her sights on attending the University of Strasbourg and its prestigious school of medicine. Little did she know at that time that this decision would place her on an even more arduous path.


  As war clouds increasingly darkened the summer sky, there was one brief moment when the skies opened up for Valérie.


  “I finally earned enough money to register with the flying club. I would finally learn how to fly,” she triumphantly recollected.


  “The first lesson captivated me. It was marvelous, this feeling to control the aircraft and become one with it. We still lived in an age where to take off from the ground astonished us every time. I had so wanted, so waited for this moment. . . . I promised to quickly become the youngest French pilot.”14


  She described the experience of flight as an “intoxication.” Her instructor was Edouard Pinot, a World War I veteran nicknamed “the Owl.” Pinot was regarded as an extraordinary pilot and instructor with the flying club that operated out of the Polygon.15


  Throughout July and August, Valérie’s lessons progressed well. She waited eagerly to take her first solo flight scheduled for the latter part of August; however, fate would dictate otherwise.


  “My father regularly tuned into the radio every day and we religiously listened to the news,” said Valérie. As each day went by, the news only became worse. The Germans were amassing men and armor on Poland’s border. Fear and panic among many in Strasbourg were palpable. With Germany on a war footing, it was only a matter of time before it would attempt to retake Strasbourg.


  Valérie’s father had anticipated the worst for months. Philibert André had applied and was accepted for a position at a college in Thann in Haut Rhin, some one hundred kilometers from Strasbourg. The family had an ancestral home at Bourbach-le-Haut, where Philibert was born.


  “On the day before my solo flight my father ordered me to prepare a suitcase,” Valérie said. “I was to leave Strasbourg immediately. The declaration of war was imminent.”


  Valérie André implored her father to allow her to stay in Strasbourg for just one more day to complete her flight training, but the situation in his eyes was dire. In no uncertain terms, Philibert demanded Valérie was to leave with the rest of the family immediately.


  “What a disillusion!” recalled Valérie. “It seemed impossible for me to give up my pilot’s license when I was so close. I swore to myself that I would obtain my license at my first opportunity, despite the war. Whatever the costs.”16






  Chapter 3


  War Comes to France


  When Germany declared war on Poland on September 1, 1939, France and Great Britain followed suit, declaring war on Germany on September 3. With France sharing its eastern border with Germany, fear and uncertainty began to take hold, especially in Strasbourg. For Valérie André, the changes affected every aspect of her life.


  Bourbach-le-Haut was far from the cultured and diverse city of Strasbourg. Its pastoral landscape was beautiful, but it felt like a prison to Valérie. Her life was no longer hers to plan. The University of Strasbourg—where Valérie had hoped to begin her medical studies the following year—had closed its campus and moved its faculty and students to Clermont-Ferrand, some 470 kilometers away to the southwest of France. The thought of completing her pilot’s training was now just a dream—to be deferred in the best of circumstances, forgotten in the worst.


  In Alsace-Lorraine, fear of invasion ran high. Many fled to the interior of France if they could. Others stayed, resigned to what they felt was inevitable. There was, of course, the Maginot Line, France’s impressive network of artillery defenses and tunnels that ran along its eastern border with Germany. Many millions of francs had been spent on the Maginot Line in the 1930s to prepare for a war that seemed unavoidable once again. France had hoped to deter Germany from invading from the east as they had in World War I.


  But the residents of Strasbourg would see no benefit from the Maginot Line. It ran to the west of Strasbourg, leaving the city and surrounding areas vulnerable to German attack.


  Valérie was absorbed with newspapers and radio accounts of Germany’s relentless advance into Poland, just like everyone else in Europe. And every day brought more grim news. The Poles fought valiantly and alone, suffering great losses. France and Great Britain could not bring an expeditionary force together soon enough to be of any use to Poland. Emboldened by their recent nonaggression pact with Germany, the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the east on September 17. Poland would surrender to both forces in October and would exist as a divided country thereafter.


  With the war in the east at an end, it was only a matter of time before France met its own fate.


  These were dark times for Valérie André. Fully grown, she was a very petite woman, slightly more than five feet tall and very slender. Undaunted by circumstances, she pressed on with her studies. She enrolled at the lycée in the nearby village of Thann and prepared to take her baccalauréat in advanced math and science—courses that girls were discouraged from taking, but necessary for a medical career. Valérie was to learn that the provincial attitudes of Thann would not always make life easy for her.


  “In my math course, I was the only girl in a class of eleven boys,” Valérie recalled. “I was by no means intimidated by that—I actually preferred the company of boys.”1


  But her math instructor had different thoughts on the matter.


  “You can’t sit next to another boy in class,” he told her bluntly on her first day. “It’s not proper.”


  Valérie was somewhat taken aback by this, though she complied.


  “He complained that I wore socks that revealed too much skin below my skirt and compelled me to cover myself with an incredibly long skirt to disguise my shape. I was also seated at my own personal desk at the head of the class separate from the boys. This was done to stress my exceptional, if not scandalous presence in class.”2


  The division between boys and girls even extended to the schoolyard, where boys and girls were separated by a chalk line drawn on the ground. To Valérie, it was as if boys and girls were to regard each other as “foreigners or adversaries.” It was all the more ridiculous, given that Valérie and her classmates were on the cusp of adulthood and that outside the lycée their code of conduct was markedly different.


  “My male friends were très sympathique and intelligent and our complicity was only strengthened. We played pinochle in cafés and I smoked cigarettes with them. Oh, the sacrilege! A woman should not smoke! However, smoking was not out of any desire to offend, but just for the fun and challenge.”3


  As for the outside world, things were disturbingly quiet in the aftermath of Poland’s defeat. The next German offensive, which was anxiously anticipated after France declared war on Germany, failed to materialize. Indeed, these uneasy months would become known as the period of the “Phony War,” in which the threat of war would never fully subside, but actual shooting failed to commence.


  Yet, in the absence of an all-out war, this uncomfortable period of lull created an atmosphere of rampant suspicions and mistrust. Because a large portion of the inhabitants of Alsace-Lorraine was of German ancestry, neighbors began to suspect other neighbors of being Nazi spies. This dark cloud of distrust hung heavily over the streets, the shops and cafés creating their own oppressive and somber mood felt by almost everyone.


  “It was as if a real psychosis had seized a small city like Thann,” Valérie recalled. “I remember adults were obsessed by fifth column activity that they thought they saw everywhere. People reported their suspicions to the authorities. One could not disentangle truth from falsehood.”4


  Aside from a brief skirmish on the Rhine River region near Strasbourg, the French military virtually refrained from any offensive actions until spring 1940. For the most part, the French made preparations for a defensive war that would make use of the Maginot Line.


  As France bided its time with Germany, Valérie managed to continue with her studies in math and science. But that was not all. Having given up her goal of obtaining her pilot’s license the previous summer, Valérie set her sights on something more terrestrial.


  “I decided to get my driving license.”


  Her simple decision set off the first of a series of major disagreements she would have with her father.


  “From the start, my father opposed it. I was not of majority age yet. But it was easy for me to circumvent my father’s refusal since the legal age for a driver’s license was lowered to seventeen in time of war.


  “In great secrecy I arranged to go to Mulhouse to register for one or two lessons, informing the authorities there that I had great need for a license in order to help my family. I obtained my license on my first attempt. When I returned home I placed the license on the dining table with great obviousness and without a word. My father was stunned.”5


  The war with Germany meant that every aspect of life in France was subject to change. When the boys in Valérie’s class were subject to military draft, it meant that exams for the baccalauréat were to be moved up by a few months. In early spring 1940, Valérie graduated with her baccalauréat in math and science.


  On April 9, 1940, the Phony War came to an end when the Germans marched into Norway and Denmark. This was just a prelude, however, to a much larger operation launched on May 10, 1940, when the German Wehrmacht struck again. The Germans were fully aware of the heavily fortified Maginot Line so they instead opted to deploy their armed forces to the countries north of France—Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Belgium. The defenses of these countries crumbled in a matter of a few short days.


  Then on May 14, the Germans crossed over the Meuse River from Belgium into northern France. Their objective was to invade France through the densely wooded Ardennes Forest that the French thought was impenetrable. The Germans bypassed the mighty Maginot Line without a single shot being fired at them.


  With the anticipated invasion now a reality, panic gripped France. Even in Paris, a sense of defeatism quickly set in. By May 16, the government began planning an evacuation of the capital.


  “Already on the roads of France entire families were fleeing the invader,” said Valérie, recalling the terror that began to spread throughout the nation. “How would it be possible to live under the yoke of the enemy?”


  Estimates suggest that as many as twelve million refugees took to the roads of France, fleeing from the advancing German army.


  “My father’s position was very clear. He had already decided that he was too old to leave. He had decided that it would be better to remain where he was at and defend our family’s property and the spirit of France.”6


  Valérie would have none of it, however. There was already rampant speculation as to what to expect from the Germans if they were to occupy Alsace-Lorraine.


  “It seemed rather impossible to think of a future where we would be deprived of our freedom and treated as the vanquished.”


  Valérie knew that the prospects for any young person left behind would be odious. Despite oppressing forces that were quickly bearing down, Valérie was resolved to find a way to escape Alsace. At the same time, however, she knew that her decision to leave would again place her in direct conflict with her father.


  “I knew that my father would refuse me his permission to go. I was eighteen years old, a young woman barely of majority age, and as such I was still heavily dependent on the authority of my parents. To leave Alsace was to take considerable risks. I was aware of the risks but was by no means discouraged by them.”


  The inevitable confrontation came, and neither side would give in. Philibert’s concern was for Valérie’s safety. He had witnessed the oppressiveness of German rule during the last war and knew how cruel punishment could be meted to those who defied them.


  But Valérie stood firm.


  “You raised me as a French woman and I don’t want to become German,” she finally said to him. “I will not remain here.”7


  As fate would have it, an opportunity arose to leave Bourbach-le-Haut. One of Valérie’s friends from school was preparing to leave with his mother by automobile to Clermont-Ferrand. Valérie’s older sister was already attending the relocated University of Strasbourg in Clermont-Ferrand, which was Valérie’s objective as well.


  On the morning that she was to leave, Valérie’s father made one last attempt to keep his daughter from going through with her plan.


  “My father grabbed my suitcase from out of my hands.”


  He refused to give the suitcase back to Valérie, again demanding that she was not to leave. He told Valérie that he would lock her in her room if that’s what it would take to keep her from leaving.


  But her father’s actions made no difference to Valérie. Valérie found herself forced to leave her family’s home by way of stealth.


  “I carried almost nothing with me. I would have to make do with what I had. Waiting for me was my friend’s car, overflowing with bags, luggage, and various items.”


  The distance between Bourbach-le-Haut to Clermont-Ferrand was more than five hundred kilometers to the southwest. Roads were clogged, and vital supplies, such as gasoline, were limited.


  “Our journey toward the south revealed to us the extent of the rout of the French military. There were thousands of refugees—many of them old men, women, and children—with their backs broken by weariness, trailing behind them all the possessions they had time to gather together. Carriages drawn by horses followed, overfilled with mattresses and pieces of furniture. The dreadful sadness engraved on their faces haunted me. Had I, up to this point, understood what the war meant in terms of horrors and miseries? One must live this close to the face of war to actually know.”8


  The world was collapsing all around her. Despite a few counteroffenses to Germany’s seemingly invincible war machine, the end for an independent France was near. In Paris, France’s prime minister, Paul Reynaud, resigned because he refused to agree to surrender to the Germans. His successor, Marshal Philippe Pétain, announced on June 25, 1940, that he would negotiate an armistice with Germany immediately.


  Despite the armistice, not all military actions ceased. At Dunkirk, off the coast of Belgium, a massive evacuation of troops from the British Expeditionary Force and French army was taking place. Nearly 200,000 British and 140,000 French soldiers were rescued that week off the beach at Dunkirk by a flotilla of British navy craft and privately owned boats.


  The invasion of France, however, had taken a heavy toll—68,111 troops of the British Expeditionary Force were either killed, wounded, or captured, and 360,000 French troops were either killed or wounded, with an additional 1.8 million troops captured.


  The future of a free France would have to rely on those who would manage to escape and join the overseas Free French movement and also upon those who remained in France who never submitted to German rule. As Valérie André would declare:


  “How could I lose hope? I was now eighteen years old. With all my might I pledged to finish my studies, to become a doctor, and to learn how to pilot. The war had done nothing to change my goals. On the contrary, it had galvanized me.”9






  Chapter 4


  Occupation


  France was defeated. The government was abolished and replaced with a puppet regime not based in Paris but in Vichy. Its population was either uprooted, in hiding, or in exile. More than 92,000 French soldiers were killed, and another 1.8 million were sent to German prison camps. Those who could escape to England or the colonies did so, and stories of a new “Free French” soon circulated. France’s once proud military, however, was essentially defanged.


  A new order was in effect, one that bowed to the symbol of the swastika. And more than one hundred thousand German soldiers were in France to back it up. France was now also a divided country, split into zones with their own regulations and penalties.


  Alsace-Lorraine was reincorporated into German territory, becoming a Forbidden Zone for its citizens. No one was allowed to leave there without permission from the German authorities under penalty of imprisonment or worse.


  Valérie André was now considered a criminal.


  Having narrowly made her way out of Bourbach-le-Haut before France surrendered to the Germans, Valérie and her companions arrived at Clermont-Ferrand in the Free Zone.


  “The city was flooded with refugees, many of whom were Alsatians . . . students, professors,” Valérie recalled. “My sister had a somewhat suitable room in a boarding-house. As it was, all the hotels were overcrowded. We had to make do with a mattress in a room shared with several others.”


  Long lines for food and scarce necessities were the norm. Initially, the government provided a meager amount of funds from France’s national relief program, but the Pétain regime stopped all payments.


  “The misfortune of people of all ages—penned-in, uprooted, with all that they gave up now behind them—appeared crueler to me each day.”


  Valérie was among those displaced from their homes, carrying only a few personal possessions; however, she chose not to focus on her own plight. Many were worse off. At least she had a room.


  Rumors and speculation filled hushed conversations more than anything else. The Germans officially cut off any legitimate news from the outside world. Listening to foreign radio broadcasts was especially forbidden and carried a heavy penalty. But word of a general who managed to escape France quickly spread.


  “Conversations would often allude to a certain General de Gaulle. He had begun broadcasting from London, launching a call to continue our fight.”1


  Everything in France was in a state of flux. The relocated University of Strasbourg—sharing facilities with the University of Auvergne—was far from up and running. Like Valérie and her sister, students and even faculty members were all adjusting to their new lives. As weeks wore on, there were new worries besides the chronic food shortages. Rumors of reprisals, especially in Alsace, began to circulate.


  Some of the rumors told of the Germans rounding up inhabitants of Alsace-Lorraine for forced factory labor or conscription in the German military. Both the young and old were subject to the new orders.


  Valérie and her sister worried about their family. Valérie, in particular, felt tremendous guilt over the acrimony with her father when she decided to leave.


  “We became worried about the fate of our parents, and we decided to set out for Bourbach-le-Haut by any makeshift manner. We knew that the risks were great. We also knew that it would be useless to obtain authorization given the regime we were living under. The only solution was audacity and sang froid.”2


  Fortunately for Valérie and her sister, the German occupation of Alsace-Lorraine was not totally in place by summer 1940. There were still holes in the checkpoints between zones. The two women were able to return to Bourbach-le-Haut and reunite with their father and mother.


  But the reunion was edgy. While Philibert was relieved that no harm had come to Valérie, he still couldn’t forgive his daughter for her defiance. He felt that she had acted impulsively. Even Valérie’s decision to return from Clermont-Ferrand, with the heightened danger from German soldiers being everywhere, did little to change his opinion.


  As it turned out, many of the rumors Valérie had heard about Alsace-Lorraine proved to be true. Mandatory conscription into the German army was ordered for all male inhabitants of Alsace-Lorraine of enlistment age. Food shortages had begun since much of the meat and produce was seized for consumption by the German military. Curfews were in effect, and no one was allowed out at night for any reason. French Jews were stripped of citizenship. Moreover, each and every civilian was subject to searches and detainment for any reason whatsoever.


  Valérie also learned that the new regime intended to wipe out any French influence in the region thoroughly. This new policy included sending Alsatian students to study at the University of Heidelberg in Germany and establishing the Reich University of Strasbourg in place of the former University of Strasbourg.


  “How would it be possible to agree to live and learn on enemy soil?” Valérie wondered. “This idea was confounding to me. It was now even forbidden to speak French in Alsace.”


  Everywhere Valérie went, she came face to face with the fear and submission that had gripped the inhabitants of the area. The presence of the invading army was felt in all quarters. The Germans commandeered entire buildings to house troops or to use as command and operations headquarters.


  “An atmosphere of fear and icy silences weighed on the city and each house.”


  The gloom extended to the home of Valérie’s family. Philibert resigned himself to believing that things were to remain as they were, and thoughts to the contrary were futile. Staying in Alsace meant a life constantly under the oppression of a harsh German authority with a bleak outlook for a young French woman. Valérie vowed to have no part of it.


  “I would rather go to prison or die than to give up a free future.”3


  Although her father tried once more to talk her out of going, Valérie was determined to leave. The danger was much greater compared to earlier that summer, however. Leaving the region now required considerably more of a clandestine effort.


  For a second time, Valérie found a willing accomplice who would take the risk to get through German checkpoints.


  “Marc Hinky was a stocky, brown-haired boy, with a very resolved manner,” Valérie said of her companion.


  Hinky had also returned to the Alsace region to check on his family after having managed to leave earlier. “He was preparing to get to Paris by any means possible, where he also wished to carry out his studies in medicine.”4


  By the time Valérie and Marc were ready to leave Bourbach-le-Haut, it was late in the year. The weather had turned cold, and fresh snow had fallen just a day or so earlier. Valérie and Marc waited until evening to begin their exodus. For the first leg of the journey, the pair traveled from Thann to Mulhouse near the Swiss border.


  “In order to avoid being stopped by the Germans, it was necessary to go to Montreux Vieux and then another fifteen kilometers to Belfort, and then from there to Petite Croix, all on foot,” Valérie said, describing the circuitous path taken. “The crossing of this route was subject to intense German surveillance, but Marc Hinky knew the area perfectly well and knew where the sentry posts were.”


  Walking where fresh snow had fallen was dangerous because it revealed tracks that the Germans could trace back to them. But there would be no turning back. Valérie was also concerned that her dark coat could be easily spotted in the stark, white snow.


  “With thousands of precautions, we threaded our way along a path that brought us very close to a sentry station. Once we were past this danger, we found shelter behind a little glen. We hoped that the guard inside the sentry station wouldn’t venture outside as the sight of our tracks would have alerted him at once.”5


  Good fortune favored their journey as Valérie and Marc arrived at the train station at Petite Croix early the following day. There they boarded a train headed for Chalindrey, 145 kilometers to the west. When they arrived at Chalindrey, however, they were required to submit themselves to a German control checkpoint set up inside the train station.


  “The German police officer studied my identity card and noted that I was born in Strasbourg. He began to question me, intrigued for the reasons of my travel,” Valérie remembered. She quickly realized that the German’s questions could lead to her immediate arrest for leaving Alsace without authorization. “I gave the officer my reasons in French without a trace of an Alsatian accent. I told him that my father had been a civil servant who was temporarily assigned to Strasbourg during the time of my birth. This fabrication seemed to convince him, as did my surname, which didn’t arouse any further suspicion about my origin.”6


  Now safely past the German checkpoint at Chalindrey, Valérie and Marc found themselves on foot again walking a rough-hewn road to Langres. Fortunately, the pair encountered not a single soul during the entire eight-kilometer route.


  “Finally, we reached the station at Langres. While we were sitting inside the station there, we were suddenly inundated by a wave of German soldiers who had been on leave and were returning to their base. Some were very rowdy, and others were drunk. We were the only French people, side to side of them on the bench, and several of the soldiers gave us strange looks and made offensive remarks. Marc and I both agreed to pretend not to understand German. But then the aggressive attitude of one soldier, then followed by several others, caused us to seek out their commanding officer. The situation threatened to escalate when a miracle of miracles occurred—the train that would soon liberate us arrived in the station with a deafening noise. Imperative whistles ordered all of us to gather on the platform for boarding. We were saved!”7


  Not long after, Marc Hinky and Valérie found their compartment on the train, where Valérie settled into a long, exhausted sleep. Bound for Paris, the train entered the station at Gare d’est on December 31, 1940. The weather was freezing in the former capital, and the city’s atmosphere was equally cold. Reminders of Germany’s control over the city were evident, with garish swastikas emblazoned on public spaces. Hinky had made sure that Valérie had arrived safely in Paris but could do no more for her. But Valérie had a plan, even if it was somewhat vague. She knew a family in Paris who often shared holidays with her family in the mountains near Vosges. She would contact them.


  “Guy Dauvé was one of my best friends. However, his family had not expected my arrival and showed great surprise by my appearance. It was difficult for them to take a risk in sheltering me, and I felt it. They advised me about a hotel that they considered secured.”8


  While Valérie stayed at the hotel, she received a surprise visit from her brother-in-law. Valérie’s father sent him, and he had located Valérie through the Dauvé family.


  “He told me that I could live near my sister in Laval. I liked my brother-in-law and allowed him to convince me to leave, especially since the hotel I was staying at didn’t seem so secure anymore.”9


  Valérie André spent the next few months in Laval, where she was able to continue her studies. But for Valérie, to remain long term in Laval was out of the question. Valérie still intended to enroll at the University of Strasbourg in Clermont-Ferrand; however, Laval was in the Occupied Zone, and to leave would require another round of covert maneuvers.


  Once again, fortune rested on Valérie’s side. Her brother-in-law was connected to the Resistance movement and could arrange safe, though circuitous travel. The first leg of her journey started in Laval, where Valérie took a train to Bergerac, more than five hundred kilometers to the south. After leaving the train station, Valérie was to rendezvous with a taxi driver who would be responsible for transporting her to other “handlers.”


  “We left the station, but I was unaware of our destination,” Valérie recalled. “I seemed to detect a certain reservation and a lack of enthusiasm on the part of the driver. He dropped me off at a small inn outside the city.”10


  Once she arrived at the inn, the proprietor warmly received Valérie, where she was shown her room and warned to maintain silence during her stay. She would cross into the Free Zone in the morning.


  Valérie’s night in the small inn was not a pleasant one. Within no time at all, she could hear the sound of German soldiers who stopped by the pub downstairs to drink.


  “I could hear their conversation through the walls,” Valérie remembered. The clarity of voices was such that she could almost sense their intense glares piercing the walls and floorboards.


  Presently, the Germans left, and the landlord knocked softly on her door.


  “He had come by to reassure me. After he left, I remained stretched out on the bed, ready to react to the least provocation. I would not close my eyes that night.”11


  At the first light of dawn, the landlord returned to Valérie’s door, accompanied by her new handler.


  “We left on foot, with my guide leading me towards a deserted road. I had a small bag in my hand. We advanced in silence, but he told me after a while, ‘It’s all right. You won’t have much further to walk before you will be on the other side.’”


  Believing his work was done, the guide left Valérie to continue the journey on her own.


  But not long after Valérie parted ways with her guide, the barking of German police dogs erupted in front of her.


  “Very quickly two German soldiers stopped me and demanded that I follow them. They led me to a sentry station.”


  Although Valérie could understand German, she never let on to her interrogators, believing that she could better answer their questions if she could hear what they said to themselves in their own language.


  “I explained to them that I was returning to visit a relative who was ill and whose condition was such that I was likely to stay a month or two.” Fortunately for Valérie, the German soldiers didn’t find a reason to believe she posed any real threat. But had the sentries chosen to search her belongings, the outcome may not have been as favorable.


  “My brother-in-law was convinced as to the safety of his plan and had packed the bottom of my bag with anti-Hitler leaflets. The Germans let me pass, but not without recommending that I bring tobacco to them when I returned!”12


  When she finally arrived at Clermont-Ferrand, Valérie found the registrar for the university. She explained her escape from Alsace-Lorraine and the secretive route that had brought her there. The story was a familiar one, unfortunately. Many of her classmates were forced into similar situations to continue their education. Valérie André was accepted for enrollment at the University of Strasbourg at Clermont-Ferrand in fall 1941.


  “At Clermont-Ferrand the lecture halls were filled to nearly bursting. . . . Our unquenchable thirst for work and study and our outbursts of occasional joy were probably our way of drowning out the somber reality.”13


  Virtually everyone deeply felt the heavy burden of France’s defeat and occupation. As Valérie reflected:


  “Our vision of the defeat was not the same as that of the older generation. Above everything, this was because the failure was not ours.”14


  There was some truth to that sentiment that also echoed throughout France. France’s prewar defenses—particularly its reliance on the Maginot Line—resulted from a much older generation deciding France’s destiny. France’s poorly executed military response to Germany’s attack was widely blamed on General Maurice Gamelin. Gamelin, who was sixty-seven years old at the time, had failed to launch a coordinated counteroffensive. Gamelin’s successor, seventy-three-year-old General Maxine Weygand, fared even worse in the public view by surrendering France’s army to the Germans. And eighty-four-year-old Marshal Philippe Pétain solidified the failure of the older generation by first agreeing to an armistice with Germany and later becoming a Nazi collaborator as head of the Vichy government.


  If there was any hope of redemption for France’s future and its restoration of independence and pride, it would reside in a younger generation.


  General Charles de Gaulle was among those who would lead that fight, even if it was from abroad. De Gaulle refused to agree to the surrender negotiated by Pétain and attempted to organize an officers’ revolt against the new regime. De Gaulle, however, was faced with overwhelming adversity and fled to England, where he began organizing a Free French movement that would include those who had also fled France or were already residing in France’s far-flung colonies in Africa, the Caribbean, and Southeast Asia. Using the services of the British Broadcasting Company’s strong radio signal, de Gaulle became the voice that would inspire a nation to break the bonds of submission.


  The long shadows of Nazi oppression brought darkness to France and the European continent. But even in the shadows, light could not be entirely extinguished.
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