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The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY


For my high school guidance counselor, Barbara Damron, who made all the difference.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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Marie-Lou Blanc (field name, Suzanne)—local operative

Lieutenant Francis Cammaerts (Roger)—head of JOCKEY circuit, replacing SPINDLE circuit

Captain Peter Churchill (Michel, Raoul)—head of SPINDLE circuit

Jean and Simone Cottet (Jean and Simone)—operators of Hôtel de la Poste

Jacques Latour (Jacques)—local operative, courier

Baron Henri de Malval (Antoine)—local operative, owner of HQ Villa Isabelle

Adolphe (“Alec”) Rabinovitch (Arnaud)—radio operator

Odette Sansom (Lise)—courier

CARTE Circuit (French Resistance)

Roger Bardet (Chaillan)—Major Frager’s lieutenant and courier, also of DONKEYMAN circuit

Louis le Belge (Le Belge)—courier

Major Henri Frager (Paul, Louba)—André Girard’s lieutenant; later, chief of DONKEYMAN circuit after termination of CARTE circuit

André Girard (Carte)—head of CARTE circuit

Lejeune (Lejeune)—local operative

André Marsac (End, Marsac)—Marseille chief, Frager’s deputy

Jacques Riquet (Riquet)—courier

Suzanne (Lucienne)—Marsac’s secretary, courier

British Special Operations Executive (SOE), French Section

Vera Atkins—assistant to Maurice Buckmaster; intelligence officer

Major/Colonel Maurice Buckmaster—F Section head

Captain Selwyn Jepson—F Section recruiting officer

Pierre de Vomécourt (Lucas)—agent

British Intelligence

Secret Intelligence Service (MI6)

German Intelligence

Abwehr (Military Intelligence Service)

Sergeant Hugo Bleicher (Monsieur Jean, Colonel Henri)—field security policeman working under supervision of the Abwehr

Major Hans Josef Kieffer—Paris chief of Sicherheitsdienst

Colonel Oscar Reile—Abwehr III F Paris chief (Hugo Bleicher’s supervisor)

Sicherheitsdienst (SD)—Nazi Party intelligence

Others

Gestapo (Nazi Secret Police)

Jean Lucien Keiffer (Kiki, Desiré)—agent for INTERALLIÉ and DONKEYMAN circuits

Father Paul Steinert—chaplain, Fresnes Prison

Fritz Sühren—commandant of Ravensbrück concentration camp

Trude—female guard at Fresnes Prison


PREFACE

“Be regular and orderly in your life,” Flaubert had said, “that you may be violent and original in your work.” Such is the prescription for spies. Odette Sansom didn’t drink, smoke, or swear, and to the casual observer she was quite ordinary, perhaps even boring. Yet she was a trained killer. She feared neither danger nor dagger, interrogation nor torture. She didn’t think twice about confronting German generals or commandants, and often placed principle before prudence.

Like her colleagues in the Special Operations Executive, she signed up for the war knowing that arrest (and execution) was a very real possibility—almost one in two for F Section couriers. But what her grandfather had told her as a child was set in stone: she was to do her duty when the time came.

And so she did.



WHEN I FINISHED WRITING Into the Lion’s Mouth in 2015, I was a bit saddened because I was certain I’d never find a more thrilling story than Dusko Popov’s. In my opinion, he was World War II’s greatest spy, and perhaps the greatest spy in history. After all, he had more actual sub-agents (eight), was involved in more operations (ten), and accomplished more (Pearl Harbor warning, MIDAS, D-Day deception, Yugoslav escape line, discovery of German agent CICERO, and the Monty ruse of Operation Copperhead) than any other agent.

Yet I had to find material for another book.

For months on end I scoured the UK National Archives and my World War II resources and came up empty. I looked closely at other British double agents of the war to see if there was enough material for a book. GARBO (Juan Pujol) was out because several books had already been written about him. I considered double agent BRUTUS (Roman Garby-Czerniawski), organizer of the INTERALLIÉ circuit, as he was a compelling figure and at one point had a circuit of a hundred agents. For months I dug into his story, which led me to German secret police sergeant Hugo Bleicher. I was fascinated by Hugo’s penetration of INTERALLIÉ, and how he single-handedly destroyed it. When I read Hugo’s memoir, Colonel Henri’s Story, I noticed that he detailed penetration of another circuit, one involving an Allied spy named “Lise.”

The more I read, the more excited I became. This could be it, I thought.

I followed my normal research procedure: order everything on the subject written in English, starting with the primary sources. In this case, that meant reading Jerrard Tickell’s authorized biography, Odette (1949); Peter Churchill’s three-volume memoirs—Of Their Own Choice (1952), Duel of Wits (1953), and The Spirit in the Cage (1954); Hugo Bleicher’s Colonel Henri’s Story (1954); Maurice Buckmaster’s They Fought Alone (1958); all of the SOE files on Odette, Peter, and Hugo in the UK National Archives; and Odette’s personal interviews with the Imperial War Museum in 1986.

I was not disappointed. This story, I realized, had more chills and thrills than even Popov’s adventure, and was perfect for my nonfiction thriller style. But there was a bonus: a love story. It was almost too good to be true.

How is it possible that almost no one knows of this woman? I asked myself. After all, there had been a movie about her in 1950, Odette, which had been released to great fanfare in England and the U.S. As I continued to dig, I found another shocking fact: Odette was not only the most highly decorated woman of World War II, she was the most highly decorated spy—male or female.

I had to tell her story.

Fortunately, because I had so much material from primary sources, I could re-create each scene from the eyewitness account of one of the principal players, and often from accounts of two or three. With the exception of about four lines, every quotation of dialogue in the book is verbatim from primary sources. In Odette’s SOE files in the UK National Archives, for example, she often recites to her debriefing officer exactly what was said at the time. In the lines of exception, I rendered into a quote what was recorded in narrative for ease of reading.

So, in case you are wondering, every line of this book is true, and you can check the notes if you wish to review the source material. In many scenes, of course, I construed emotions (i.e., “Marsac stirred,” “Odette shivered,” “Peter paused”) simply from knowing details of what occurred, and applying the natural reactions anyone would have.

My hope is that you find this work violent and original.

Larry Loftis

August 6, 2018


PROLOGUE

Shortly after ten the mist began to dissipate, leaving them partially exposed.

If it didn’t come soon, someone might notice the four mounds that had not been there two hours ago. It was bitterly cold—in the low teens—but Odette remained still, shivering in her wool skirt.

Finally, they heard it. Everyone hustled into position and watched as Peter flashed the code.

Nothing back. Peter flashed again. Still nothing. The plane passed directly overhead at eight hundred feet and then vanished.

Peter scooted across the field and crept up beside her.

“I simply don’t understand it,” he said behind clouded breath. “He must have seen the signal.”

Something wasn’t right, Odette knew. It was mission feel, to be sure—the fox catching a scent it remembered as danger: men loitering around the buildings that afternoon . . . no airport activity . . . the plane ignoring their signal. The eerie mist didn’t help, either.

Peter told her to stay low and crept to the end of the L formation. “Keep an eye on those buildings,” he told Jacques. “I have a feeling we’re in for an unwelcome interruption from that quarter.”

Moving up the line, he ducked down beside Paul. “There’s someone coming!” he whispered. “Lie flat on the ground.”

Across the field, Odette could see the danger: two figures—guards?—emerging from the direction of the control tower. They were headed directly toward Peter and Paul.

Ten yards.

Approaching the two mounds.

Five yards.

Odette gaped, pupils wide. Were the guards going to step on them?

The two figures kept walking, apparently just in front of Peter and Paul. When they were out of sight, Peter came back.

“I thought they were going to walk slap into you,” Odette said. “I can’t think how they missed you.”

Peter cast his gaze across the field and hangars. “The plane ought to be back at any moment. If there’s any danger from those buildings I shall wave my torch sideways and Jacques will come over to you and you’re both to beat it over the bridge. Paul and I will make a separate retreat; better to be in two groups.”

“Listen!” Odette uttered. The plane was returning. If it recognized Peter’s code with the countersign, they’d turn on their lights to illuminate the landing field. If it didn’t, it was German.

Peter moved back to position and Odette kept her eyes peeled. All was silent around the buildings as the drone of the aircraft grew louder.

A flash swept suddenly over the horizon and Odette froze. It was not Peter’s.

It was a trap!

Some three hundred yards away—directly in line with the aircraft’s flight—an Aldis lamp was flashing Morse to the tower. Barrack lights snapped on and someone shouted: “Put out those lights, you imbeciles! Wait for the plane to land and we’ll grab them all.”

Odette saw Peter’s flashlight wave and then watched as he and Paul began racing across the field. The aircraft followed them, diving down on their heads at just six feet and then rising and disappearing.

Odette turned to take off, but she could hear the plane returning. Would it let loose its guns, dropping Peter and Paul like pins?

Just then, Jacques ran up.

“You make for the right,” Odette called out, “and I’ll meet you on the back road to Périgueux.”

The Germans would expect the saboteurs to head for the only cover, but separating the posse might add confusion. Jacques tore off and Odette started to run when she heard a terrifying sound.

Turning back she saw him: an unleashed German Shepherd sniffing the area she had just left. The dog caught her scent, barked again, and was off.

Odette sprinted for the trees, adrenaline raging, but the ground was uneven and she fell. He was closing the gap, she knew. She scrambled up and dashed on.

Behind her she could hear him, the barking closer.

He would be on her in seconds.

She broke through the tree line and pushed ahead, stumbling in the darkness. It couldn’t be much farther.

There was a crash as the dog lunged into the thicket where she had crossed.

Faster! Faster! She had to keep moving.

The Shepherd closed, growling and thrashing through the underbrush.

It was the only way.

She plunged in.


CHAPTER 1

DUTY

Spring 1942

London

Major Guthrie looked again at the photographs. The teenaged girl was tall and skinny, a bushel of thick brown hair clinging to her head like a dried-out mop. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen, but the shots appeared to have been taken ten, maybe twelve years ago. And there was something about the eyes—dark, determined . . . defiant.

If his instincts were right, this was a girl who would throw herself headlong into danger.

He wrote the letter.



BORN APRIL 28, 1912, Odette Marie Céline was the first child of Yvonne and Gaston Brailly, a banker in Amiens, France. A year later, the couple would have their second child, Louis. When World War I broke out in 1914, Gaston joined the Infantry Regiment and was soon fighting the Germans and mustard gas in the trenches of the Western Front. Brave and courageous, Gaston was promoted to sergeant and decorated with the Croix de Guerre and Médaille Militaire.

He survived the Battle of Verdun, one of the bloodiest conflicts in history, but two men from his platoon had gone missing. Gaston returned to the battlefield to find them and did—both alive but seriously wounded. Before he could summon help, however, a mortar round hit their position, killing them instantly.

Odette and Louis would never know their father, but his legacy lived on through their paternal grandparents; Gaston had been their only child. Every Sunday afternoon they would take Odette and her brother to place flowers on Gaston’s grave at La Madeleine. “In twenty or twenty-five years’ time, there is going to be another war,” Grandfather would say, “and it will be your duty, both of you, to do as well as your father did.”

Odette would never forget these words.



YVONNE BRAILLY HAD TROUBLE enough as a single parent, but further difficulty arose with a turn in Odette’s health. Always a sickly child, she contracted polio at the age of seven, leaving her paralyzed for more than a year. Worse, just before she turned eight the disease stole her sight. Over the next three years Yvonne took Odette to every specialist and medical expert she could find, but to no avail; Odette would have to struggle through life in complete darkness.

Lest Odette despair or feel sorry for herself, her grandfather encouraged her not to use blindness or pain as an excuse or handicap, but to be as clever as possible; there were many things she could do, and she should focus on those. Odette heeded the instruction and, as Hemingway put it, became strong in the broken places.

She couldn’t see, but she could hear, and soon her thoughts were captivated by Beethoven, Chopin, and Mozart. In piano and strings and waltzes, Odette would lose herself. Her blindness, it seemed, had opened a light of felicity previously unknown.

Yvonne Brailly, though, would not give up on Odette’s sight. She took her to see an herbalist—a witch doctor if you asked the medical community. The man was old, unkempt, and surprisingly dirty for a health practitioner. But Yvonne had exhausted all other options so the risk from a little herbal magic seemed negligible.

The man examined Odette and gave Yvonne a solution to bathe the child’s eyes. When Odette begins to see again, he said, gradually expose her to light. Yvonne followed the treatment and two weeks later Odette’s vision started to return. They continued the application and after two years Odette’s sight was fully restored.

A miracle, it seemed.

But no sooner than that malady had been beaten, Odette was struck with another: rheumatic fever. She spent a summer mostly in bed and the disease dissipated, but not before leaving her weak and partially paralyzed.

Yvonne was at her wit’s end. What her daughter needed was the strong air of Normandy, she felt. With Louis enrolled in the lycée in Amiens, Yvonne moved with Odette to St. Saēns, a small village some twenty miles inland from Dieppe, and from there farther east to the coastal city of Boulogne. Odette was enrolled in a local convent and when Louis visited for holidays, the siblings would spend hours walking the coast and marveling at the arriving ships, especially those with sailors of the strange English accent.

When Odette graduated high school, the nuns sent Yvonne a final report. Odette was intelligent and principled, they said, but possessed a volatile and petulant streak.

It would prove useful in due time.

Fascinated with the neighbors across the Channel, Odette determined to marry an Englishman and soon after her eighteenth birthday her wish came true: she met Roy Sansom, a Briton who was the son of an old family friend. They married a year later, in 1930, and lived in Boulogne. Their first child, Francoise, was born in 1932, and shortly thereafter the couple moved to London, where they had two more girls: Lily in 1934, Marianne in 1936.

From the security of her new home, Odette observed the progression of her grandfather’s prophecy. Adolf Hitler had become chancellor of Germany in 1933 and a year later ascended to head of state upon the death of President Paul von Hindenburg. Germany soon occupied the Rhineland, and in ’38 it annexed Austria and occupied the Sudetenland. In 1939 it invaded Poland and the prophecy was complete: France and Britain declared war.

Roy enlisted with the British army and left on deployment soon thereafter. But as Odette was about to discover, England itself was scarcely safe; the Battle of Britain began the following summer, and in September the Luftwaffe began lighting up London.

Odette had no choice: she moved with her girls a hundred miles west to the safety of Somerset. The quaint village was a haven and refuge but had a surprising disadvantage: the countryside and rolling hills—fresh with apple orchards, blackberries, and dahlias—were so enjoyable that Odette began to feel guilty. Countless others, she knew, were sacrificing greatly for the war.

One afternoon in the spring of 1942, Odette heard on the radio a plea from the Royal Navy asking for photos of the coast of France. From her time in Amiens and Boulogne, Odette had several she could send. They were quite useless, she thought, since they were of her and her brother on the beaches around Calais. In her accompanying letter, she noted that her parents were French, and that she knew the coastal area well. Mistakenly, however, she mailed her package to the War Office instead of the Admiralty.
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Odette Sansom and her girls: Marianne, Lily, and Francoise. MIRROR/PA



A week or so later she received correspondence from a Major Guthrie asking if she could stop by the War Office at three o’clock the following Thursday. Odette assumed the purpose of the meeting was to return her photos, which she was eager to receive back. Over tea the silver-haired major asked about Odette’s childhood in Amiens and Boulogne.

Odette explained why they had moved and reiterated her knowledge of the area. She offered to sketch the Boulogne Fish Market if the major liked. Guthrie said they probably had something in the file and came to the point.

“Has it occurred to you, Mrs. Sansom, that your knowledge of France and, of course, of French, might be of use in some job or other? The War Office might possibly be able to find one for you.”

Odette replied that she had three children and they needed a lot of looking after, but she wanted to help. “If I can be of any use to do some translations,” she said, “or adopt two or three French soldiers, or send alouette1 to a few, I would like to be able to do something. After all, I am French born, and I was brought up in France. My family has always lived on the battlefield of world wars, my father was killed thirteen days before the armistice in the first one, my brother is in this one, my mother is in France, suffering with the Germans, so I would like to be able to do some little thing.”

Guthrie said he understood; three children were quite a responsibility. He mentioned that there might be some part-time jobs and asked if he could send her name along to someone he knew.

Odette agreed. She went home assuming that was the end of the matter, but was disappointed she hadn’t received back her photographs.

Shortly thereafter she received a notice from the Red Cross informing her that her brother had been wounded and was in a military hospital in Paris, and that the Nazis had taken her mother’s home. Odette was grief stricken; this was the second time in her mother’s life that she had been forced to leave her home and had lost everything to the Germans. On top of that, a number of Odette’s friends were already in captivity.

She struggled with the situation. Here she was in the safety of Somerset, playing with her girls on the majestic rolling hills, while others suffered and died to secure her and her children’s freedom. Was she to accept this, Odette wondered, the sacrifice others were making, without lifting a finger? She reminded herself that as a mother of three she was somewhat exempted from the war, but she was tormented.

On June 28 she received a letter from a Captain Selwyn Jepson2 asking her to visit him at room 238, Hotel Victoria, Whitehall, on July 10. Major Guthrie had not mentioned anyone by that name, but perhaps this had something to do with a part-time job, Odette thought.

Jepson, it turned out, was the recruiting officer for F (France) Section of SOE—Special Operations Executive—a new sabotage outfit that Prime Minister Winston Churchill had tasked to “set Europe ablaze.”

Its origins and objectives were predictable. Hugh Dalton, Minister of Economic Warfare, believed that Britain needed something more than the existing military to fight the Germans—something secret, something subversive. On July 2, 1940, he sent a letter to Edward F. Halifax, Foreign Secretary, outlining his idea:

“We have got to organize movements in enemy-occupied territory comparable to the Sinn Féin movement in Ireland, to the Chinese Guerillas now operating against Japan, to the organizations which the Nazis themselves have developed so remarkably in almost every country in the world. This ‘democratic international’ must use many different methods, including industrial and military sabotage.”

But fighting a guerilla or dirty war was not something any branch of the military would take on, Dalton knew. What was needed, he explained, was “a new organization to coordinate, inspire, control, and assist the nationals of the oppressed countries who must themselves be the direct participants. We need absolute secrecy, a certain fanatical enthusiasm, willingness to work with people of different nationalities.”

Halifax presented the idea to Churchill and the prime minister agreed. SOE was born and Dalton was tasked to coordinate its development. Churchill gave the organization two directives: (1) to create and foster a spirit of resistance in Nazi-occupied countries, and (2) to establish an underground body of operatives who would perform acts of sabotage and assist in liberation when British forces landed.

From its founding, the organization was shrouded in secrecy; even other military branches working with it had no idea what it was. To the War Office, it was MO 1 (SP); to the Admiralty, NID (Q); to the Air Ministry, AI 10; to others, the Inter-Services Research Bureau, the Joint Technical Board, or the Special Training Schools Headquarters. Its officers and operatives called it “Baker Street,” after its address at 64 Baker Street. Money, too, was hidden: its operating budget was covered largely by siphoning expenses from other ministries, with remaining costs paid from a secret fund.

Operating in the shadows of ill intent, its agents were referred to by many names: spies, saboteurs, commandos, Baker Street Irregulars, and Churchill’s Secret Army. Indeed, they were spies, but the role of Baker Street was not one of spymaster—that was MI6’s field—but to be masters of mayhem.

The Germans called them terrorists.

This purpose, though, led to direct conflict between SOE and the Secret Intelligence Service; the latter wanted to eavesdrop, the former to be a bull in the china shop.

So Odette found herself in the bowels of the Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare, but the only secret she knew was that someone was hoarding her photos. Once again, she assumed that she’d been summoned to pick them up and, perhaps, to set up some part-time translating.

Captain Jepson was nothing like what she expected. Instead of a rigid officer in crisp khakis, she found a man who looked like a high-priced barrister. He wore a grey suit, dark-blue tie, and beautiful shoes. His eyes were intelligent and shrewd, and he came across as kind and generous. What kind of military outfit would have a captain like this? she wondered.

Jepson explained that they had made inquiries about Odette in England and France, and were very satisfied with what they found.

Odette was appalled. She had simply provided some photos and here they were traipsing around two countries digging about her business.

“Why did you have to make inquiries about me?” she asked. “What do you think I am?”

What she was, in Jepson’s mind, was the one in a million who could pull it off. F Section’s biggest recruiting hurdle was the language; few native-born Britons could speak French without an accent. As a result, anyone born and raised in France who happened to be in England at the time—like Odette—was a jewel not to be missed; agents who went to France without this language skill typically did not return.

Jepson gave her the minimum: “We train people here. We send them to their country of origin, or if they speak a foreign language very well we send them to that country. We think women could be very useful, too.”

What Jepson couldn’t tell her was that SOE desperately needed women to counter the Nazis’ Service du Travail Obligatoire3: the rounding up of able-bodied Frenchmen for forced labor in Germany. F Section women, who would be used as couriers, could move about France more easily and with far less suspicion than men.

He asked her how she felt about the Germans, and she said, “I hate them. I mean that I hate Nazis. For the Germans, oddly enough, I have pity.”

“I thought you might separate Germans and Nazis. It was not the Nazis but the Germans who killed your father.”

Odette blinked. Jepson had done his homework.

She looked at the captain. “Yes, but they were driven then as they are driven now. I think the Germans are very obedient and very gullible. Their tragedy—and Europe’s—is that they gladly allow themselves to be hoodwinked into believing evil to be good. Last October a German major was shot in Bordeaux. You know that?”

Jepson nodded.

“The Nazis took one hundred hostages and shot fifty of them. You know that too?”

He nodded again.

“Well, it’s not only because of that that I hate Nazis. It’s because theirs is a humorless creed and a damned creed, and because they make men despoil other people’s fields and carry misery and fear wherever they go.”

Sensing he had touched a nerve, Jepson let Odette continue.

“I do hate Nazis,” she went on. “But it’s not much good hating people, just like that. I’m a woman and I can’t do anything about it.”

Jepson heard what he wanted. “Yes,” he said, “it must be most unsatisfactory for you.” He paused a moment and then asked, “How would you like to go to France and make things unpleasant for those despoilers of other people’s fields?”

Odette found the suggestion preposterous. “You may or may not be aware that the Germans have conquered France and that the Channel boats are no longer running. I understood from Major Guthrie that there was a possibility of some part-time work. Could you please tell me about that?”

Jepson assured her that there were other ways of getting to France.

“You mean that the War Office can send people to France—in spite of the Germans?”

“Never mind how these things are arranged, Mrs. Sansom. Accept the fact that the journey to France could be arranged and tell me how the idea appeals to you.”

Odette said it didn’t appeal at all, that she was the mother of three children.

“Yes. Three daughters. Francoise, Lily, and Marianne.”

“It’s not possible. It’s absolutely not possible. My children come first. I mean, I want to do everything I can for this country, which is my adopted country and the country which has adopted me. My children are English and I have a French family, and all my roots are in France; I have two reasons for wanting to help, but I can’t do that. Furthermore, you’ve got the wrong person. Certainly you must be of a certain type to do this kind of job. I am not it. I haven’t got the brain for it, I haven’t got even the physical things that are necessary for the job. So, no.”

Jepson ignored the finality of her answer and returned the conversation to France. He spoke with the familiarity of a Frenchman, bringing up Baudelaire and the Bistro, Pau and Pétain. And did Odette know about the Stavisky affair?

“This is where people like you come in, Mrs. Sansom. People who know and love France, people who can move about freely and not be noticed.” He emphasized that the work was very dangerous and that some who went failed to return.

“My view is that you could be of very great value to us,” he added. “I do not say that because of your more obvious qualifications but because of the singleness of purpose which I believe you possess.”

Odette sighed. “Captain Jepson, you must know that I am a very simple, ordinary woman. Believe me, I am not very intelligent or well informed. I do not know about politics or governments or movements. I am a housewife and as good a mother as I can make myself. Sometimes that’s not very good, I’m afraid. Frankly, I don’t think I’m the right sort of person to undertake this work.”

Jepson nodded. “Possibly not—but I think you are.” He explained that there was some training and that if Odette participated, everyone would know for certain whether she was fit for the job. He said he didn’t need an answer right away.

Odette stood and Jepson saw her out. “Thank you for seeing me,” she said. “I think . . . I think I shall say ‘no.’ ”

He gave her his number and asked that she call sometime.

Jepson returned to his desk and made a final notation at the bottom of Odette’s dossier: “Direct-minded and courageous. God help the Nazis if we can get her near them.”

Odette contemplated the matter all day and mentioned it to Roy that night. He said the decision was hers to make, but primary sources reveal no more. Was their relationship strained at this point, such that a husband and wife would both go to war, risking not only the loss of a spouse but also possibly orphaning their children?

We don’t know.

Odette struggled with the decision for months. “If everybody thinks my way,” she asked herself, “what is the future going to be for all of those children everywhere? If I were in France, with children, I could be like some of other people who’ve already been captured, even with their children in concentration camps. No, because I’m here, I have a great excuse for not doing anything more than staying put with my children.”

She saw only one solution: to do the training and show Jepson that she was not the right person. That way she could come back saying she had tried and wasn’t right for the job, and her conscience would be clear.

She found a convent—St. Helen’s, in Brentwood, Essex—where the children could board during the school term. For holidays, Odette made arrangements for them to live with an uncle and aunt.

She notified Jepson and he set up a meeting with a man soon to play an important role in her life: Major Maurice Buckmaster, head of SOE’s F Section. Buckmaster was an Eton man and an Oxford scholar who had moved to France after college to take a position as a reporter for Le Matin. He became fluent in the language and at age thirty switched careers to become a manager with the French division of Ford Motor Company. It was this position which provided Maurice with tremendous knowledge of French towns and roads. Four years later, in 1936, he was promoted to a managerial position in England.

Although he was doing well, Buckmaster wasn’t satisfied with business. In 1938 he joined the reserves as a captain, even managing a short course with the Secret Intelligence Service. When war broke out, he was assigned to the British Expeditionary Force and was soon fighting the Germans in Béthune and Arras. On June 4, 1940, he would catch one of the last boats out of Dunkirk.

The British saw in Buckmaster a natural leader and he was promoted quickly, becoming an acting major in December. He spent three months with Admiral Cunningham’s fleet and was then reassigned to the Africa Campaign as an intelligence officer. Before leaving for Libya, Maurice told his commanding general that he didn’t speak Italian and asked if there was an assignment where he could utilize his French. The general said he’d look into it.

On March 17, 1941, Buckmaster was transferred to SOE and six months later, in September, was appointed head of F Section.



THE MEETING WITH ODETTE was held entirely in French, and Buckmaster began by asking for a brief summary of her background. When she mentioned her children, the major blurted, “Good God, you look like a child yourself!”

Odette had just turned thirty but looked years younger. She finished her thought and Buckmaster gave her an overview of the work of SOE, noting that she’d probably be a courier. First, however, was the training, which would begin at a country house in New Forest. But before the training, the major wanted to make certain that she understood the risks.

“In many ways it’s a beastly life,” he told her. “It will be physically hard. More than that, it will be mentally exhausting, for you will be living a gigantic lie, or series of lies, for months on end. And if you slip up and get caught, we can do little to save you.”

“To save me from what?” Odette asked.

Buckmaster shrugged. “Oh, from the usual sickening sort of thing; prison, the firing squad, the rope, the crematorium; from whatever happens to amuse the Gestapo.”

As one agent put it, what Buckmaster offered was quite simple: death.

But a useful, heroic death.



1. Cheese spread.

2. Before and after the war, Jepson was an accomplished novelist. Many of his thrillers were later made into movies, including Alfred Hitchcock’s Stage Fright (1950), adapted from Jepson’s Man Running.

3. While the rounding up of French citizens began earlier, the Vichy law requiring compulsory labor in Germany for Frenchmen between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five was enacted in September 1942. The law was extended to all Frenchmen in February 1943.


CHAPTER 2

JINXED

Death, particularly the kind slow and painful, is a potent deterrent. The major asked if she wanted to reconsider, given the danger, but Odette shook her head.

“No. My mind is made up.”

It will be your duty . . .

Buckmaster explained that Odette would need an alias during training and asked what name she’d like to use.

“Would Céline do?” she asked, suggesting part of her real name: Odette Marie Céline.

Buckmaster confirmed that they didn’t have a Céline, and it would be fine. “I’m going to introduce one or two people to you and then turn you over to a very nice woman in the FANYs,”4 he added. “She’ll tell you about the Corps and how our section of it functions.”

Odette was fitted with a khaki uniform, complete with military belt and beret, and at home she looked long at herself in the mirror. There was something special happening to her. It wasn’t just a uniform; there was more. She seemed to have taken on a dignity of unique privilege: a Frenchwoman who had been given the honor of representing England.

[image: Image]
Odette in her FANY uniform. IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM



The following day, July 18, Odette strode confidently in her crisp uniform to London’s Portman Square. As she turned a corner, two British soldiers in battle dress saw her and saluted.

Odette blushed. She had entered a new life.



CANDIDATES FOR SOE WERE processed in four stages, the last two of which sometimes had an inverted order: preliminary school, paramilitary school, parachute school, and finishing school. Female candidates who would be serving as couriers, however, sometimes skipped the paramilitary training, and it appears that Odette did so. Each stop was designed to weed out unsuitable candidates, and only those who passed continued on to the next course. By the end of the training, up to 80 percent would be disqualified.

The preliminary school was a two-to-four-week course at Wanborough Manor, a country house near Guilford, England, to assess a candidate’s character and potential for clandestine operations. The training focused on three areas: physical development, weapons, and field craft. Candidates learned how to fall, subdue a sentry, and roll down a flight of stairs. Afternoons brought weapons and explosives. Trainees would fire and become proficient with virtually every weapon found in Europe: pistols of all varieties—German Luger, British Enfield and Webley, American Colt and Smith & Wesson, Canadian Browning, and their Italian and Belgian counterparts—as well as the assassin’s silent single-shot Welrod; submachine guns such as the Sten, Schmeisser, Tommy Gun, and M-3; and automatic rifles like the Czech Bren and American Browning.

And Odette learned a different method of shooting. Instead of the common practice of firing a pistol with two hands, aiming down the sights at stationary targets, SOE candidates did just the opposite: combat shooting.

“You will always fire from the crouch position,” the SOE training manual instructed, “you will never be in an upright position. You will have no time to adopt any fancy stance when killing with speed. You have no time to use the sights. Any method of firing which does not allow for all these factors is useless. Gun fighting at close quarters is a question of split seconds.”

Utilizing a one-handed grip, Odette fired with “instinctive pointing” at moving and bobbing targets, at varying distances and heights. She fired from inside buildings, sometimes in poor lighting and sometimes in total darkness. She practiced spinning right, left, and by grabbing a gun from a table.5

Explosives were a specialty of SOE, and Odette had to master their use and detonation.6 She learned how to put a detonator into a primer, and the primer into the explosive. Fuses7 of all types also had to be mastered so that the agent wasn’t derailed before the train. And since operatives might be caught in compromising situations, Odette also learned how to use close-in weapons: the Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife, the pen pistol—which could fire a bullet or an asphyxiating gas cartridge—and the ultrathin lapel knife.

In the evenings, Odette was introduced to field craft: Morse code, ciphers, map reading, Aldis lamp signaling, and night compass navigation.

Students who passed stage one were then sent to the paramilitary school in Arisaig, Scotland, a three-week course to expand all aspects of training. Here, candidates continued to practice with pistols and submachine guns, but now added live hand grenades and machine guns: the British Vickers, and the German MG 34 and 42. By all accounts, though, the memorable part of stage two was William Fairbairn, the Arisaig combat instructor better known as the Shanghai Buster. Widely considered the father of hand-to-hand combat, Fairbairn had spent twenty years with the International Police Force in Shanghai—a lawless city in those days—and his arms, hands, and body bore testimony of his knife fights with thugs, gangs, drug dealers, and criminals. At fifty-five, he was one of the most dangerous men in the world.

His specialty was silent killing. Without weapons.

While Odette was not required to attend Arisaig, her future circuit leader, Peter Churchill, excelled here, as enemy soldiers would soon learn.



FROM WANBOROUGH ODETTE PROCEEDED to finishing school at Beaulieu. After showing her identification at a front-entrance checkpoint, she was driven to a charming New Forest country house set on a small lake, behind which was a deep wood.

The irony was striking. Here, in a setting of paradise, Odette would learn the fine arts of espionage and, again, killing.

In the morning she awoke to the clatter of activity in the kitchen and moments later a servant appeared. He politely let her know that she was required to be on the tennis courts—in gym shorts and sneakers—at eight o’clock sharp. Physical training, he said.

While slim and in arguably good shape, Odette wasn’t particularly fond of fitness training, especially during the breakfast hour. She finished her morning tea, donned the gym clothes, and trudged to the courts. There, a young Adonis led the group through exercises, and Odette discovered that she wasn’t nearly as fit as she had imagined; her muscles were on fire.

“Now we’ll just have a breather and a few questions,” the instructor said as the women gasped for air. “Céline!”

It took a moment for Odette to remember that Céline was her alias here, and she finally looked up.

“I’m so sorry. Yes?”

“Suppose a big SS man came for you; what would you do?”

“Er . . . how big?”

“Very big,” the instructor said. Six foot one and broad shouldered.

Odette pondered the scenario. “I would run away in the opposite direction,” she finally muttered, “as fast as I could.”

“Suppose he caught up with you?”

“Then I would pinch him.”

The instructor restrained a laugh. “Oh, you’d pinch him, would you? Anything else?”

“I’d pull his hair.”

“You’d pinch him and pull his hair. Poor chap. My heart bleeds for him.” The instructor focused his tone.

“Ladies, it will be my unwelcome and embarrassing duty to teach you other and less refined methods of disabling would-be masculine aggressors. It comes in a later lesson and I very sincerely hope that you will take it in the spirit in which it will be dished up.”

He then told the group to put their hands on their hips, and the exercises continued.

While there would be more weapons practice, the main purpose of Beaulieu was to teach prospective agents spycraft: radio and house security, losing a tag, dealing with border controls, and handling the ubiquitous inspection of their papers. Simple questions such as “Why haven’t you drawn your tobacco ration for the past two weeks?” could spell doom for the hesitant.

More than anything, agents had to learn to play the part: to be the person indicated by their cover. Survival depended on not only having their story straight—memorizing every detail provided by F Section—but also being able to improvise convincingly when questions strayed from the script.8

The Beaulieu staff also monitored the students while they slept. Did any talk in their sleep? If so, in what language? Some nights, male candidates would be sent to a local bar or cafe to meet a contact. After a drink or two, there would be a chance meeting with Christine Collard, a stunning blonde who was supposedly a French journalist. The contact would invite her over, introduce her as a helpful former acquaintance, and then invariably be called away, leaving the two alone. Christine would be quite amorous—to the point of suggesting that they leave for someplace more comfortable—and ply the recruit for indiscretions. Her real name was Marie Christine Chilver—“Fifi,” as Baker Street called her—and she was an SOE agent provocateur. A number of otherwise promising recruits failed this test and were rejected; candidates who had mastered countless weapons and explosives, survived punishing fitness regimens and twenty-mile mountain treks, memorized Morse, and perfected compass night marches, only to be felled by Fifi.

While in France, it was critical for an agent to be able to distinguish the uniforms of Vichy and Axis police, as well as Gestapo, SS, Wehrmacht, and Luftwaffe soldiers, and to identify their ranks and credentials. During one class, the instructor called on Odette and pointed to a uniformed German on a wall chart.

“What’s this chap, and what do his badges of rank mean?”

“He’s a Feldwebel in the Luftwaffe, and he’s wearing the Iron Cross, Second Class.”

The instructor nodded and pointed to another.

“He’s an Oberleutnant in the Panzer Grenadiers,” Odette said, “and I don’t know what his medal ribbons mean. I consider the medal ribbons to be of no importance.”

“Your opinion is not shared by the staff, Céline,” he replied. “I must insist that you pay attention to what we know to be of importance.”

At the map-reading class, Odette was quizzed on the field requirements for landing Lysanders and Hudsons. She gave the proper measurements.

“Right,” the instructor said. “What is the Morse sign for the letter ‘L’?”

Odette paused and then said, “Dot, dash-dash, dot.”

“Wrong. Think, Céline.”

“But it is that.”

He assured her that it was not.

Odette frowned. “Of course. ‘L’ is dot, dash, dot-dot.”

“Good. But you must think calmly before you answer. The lives of an aircrew depend on accurate signals.”

On the gun range, candidates continued to practice with various weapons, and Odette displayed her newfound skills. When it was her turn to fire at a target with a Sten submachine gun, she sent a quick blast and waited for the marker’s response.

“All on,” he yelled. “Three bulls. Next please.”

Beaulieu students also trained for the downside: arrest. A number of times throughout the course, Odette and the others were roused in the middle of the night and hustled before men in German uniforms for interrogation. Recruits were stripped and forced to stand for hours facing blazing lights; shock and awe when cobwebs clouded memory and judgment.

When the intelligence work was over, Odette learned how to canoe, navigate by the stars, poach, steal chickens, and trap and cook a rabbit without removing the skin. She was also introduced to agents who had returned from France and candidly explained what had happened to others who didn’t.

The stories only made Odette more resolute and it was here, at Beaulieu, that she went all in on her commitment to go to France as an SOE agent. So committed was she emotionally that the make-believe of the exercises began to irritate her, a response not missed by the school’s instructors.

On August 25 Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Woolrych, the commandant of Beaulieu, sent Buckmaster the school’s final evaluation of Odette:

“She has enthusiasm and seems to have absorbed the teaching given on the course. She is, however, impulsive and hasty in her judgments and has not quite the clarity of mind which is desirable in subversive activity. She is excitable and temperamental, although she has a certain determination. A likeable character and gets on well with most people. Her main asset is her patriotism and keenness to do something for France; her main weakness is a complete unwillingness to admit that she could ever be wrong.”

Buckmaster was torn. Odette had the fighting spirit he was looking for but exhibited glaring weaknesses in vital areas. He drove to New Forest to speak with her before making a decision.

“Well, Céline,” he began, “I’ve had your report.”

The tone of Buckmaster’s voice wasn’t cheerful, and Odette could feel impending rejection. “I hope it is satisfactory.”

“Not altogether. It’s . . . mixed.”

Odette took a breath, and Buckmaster waited a moment before continuing.

“I am very much exercised about you, Céline. The work I had planned for you to do is so desperately important and so . . . so interlocking that we can only dare to send people who are cool in their judgment and who have a crystal clarity of mind. I believe you to be single-minded, loyal, and tenacious. But, let’s face it, there is the question of this mercurial temperament of yours which comes out every now and again like a nettle rash.”

He looked at her—now pale white—and asked if she would be very disappointed if he said no.

Odette was at a loss for words. The evaluation was spot-on, she knew, but the thought of failing before she had even set foot in France—of not doing her duty as grandfather had urged—was crushing.

“Major Buckmaster,” she finally said, “I would never let anybody down.”

“That I know. It’s very difficult.”

Buckmaster cast his eyes off in the distance and pondered the decision. Impulsive. Hasty. Temperamental. Arrogant. Yet she was French, had a tenacious determination, and was a born fighter.

He went with his instincts. Odette would continue the training.

Parachute Training School

Ringway, Manchester, England

“NOW, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,” the Ringway major barked, “the mental reaction to one’s first parachute jump has been likened to that of a man who decides to commit suicide by jumping off the top of the Nelson Column—with the strong possibility that the attempt will fail. In Ringway, the attempt will positively fail. You will float through the air with the greatness of ease, like daring young men—and women—on the flying trapeze.”

Odette sighed, and the major went on explaining the training. There would be four jumps, he said, two from a balloon, two from a twin-engine bomber nicknamed the Wimpey.

“You will enjoy every moment of it!” he boasted.

Odette took it with a grain of salt and did her best to quickly gain coordination. Buckmaster’s words had troubled her, and she knew that the slightest failure here would destroy her goal to fight the Germans on her home soil. She focused her efforts, rolling softly on the coconut mats, swinging gracefully on the rungs, bending her knees properly in the Japanese roll.

After several days she was cleared for her first balloon jump. That afternoon, however, the instructor decided there was time for one more practice jump before the real thing later that day. It was a simple exercise: an eight-foot drop from a mock-up Whitley bomber.

“We’ll have just one more jump,” he said, “before we break off. Now don’t forget to keep those knees together, Céline.”

Odette paused. “May I be excused from this one? I’ve done several this morning and I particularly want to be fresh for this afternoon.”

“Be excused? That’s a word we don’t welcome at Ringway. You’ve been doing very well,” he told her, “and this is the last jump. Have a crack at it, ma’am.”

Odette went up the ladder into the fuselage and jumped awkwardly from the hole.

Her weight had been too far forward and her feet had hardly touched the ground when her face crashed into the matting. Burning sensations flashed through her body—her right ankle, right knee, and face seemed to be on fire. She tried to stand but couldn’t.

At the medical clinic she was told that she had a concussion and a badly sprained ankle, perhaps even a cracked metatarsal. The swelling in her face had closed one eye, and she was sent to London’s Ophthalmic Hospital for treatment.

When the injuries healed, she was back in Buckmaster’s office. The major asked if she was willing to return to Ringway to complete the training.

“Certainly, if you think it is necessary. I don’t want to go again,” Odette admitted, “because it’s uncomfortable and tiring and indeed a bit frightening. But if I am to land in France by parachute, then of course I must return to Ringway.”

Buckmaster asked how she felt about being sent by submarine and Odette winced.

“That’s like parachuting in reverse. I don’t suppose I should like traveling in a little metal box under the sea any better than I would dropping down from the sky clutching a silk umbrella. But again, if that’s the way you want me to go, I’m quite prepared to risk the claustrophobia.”

Buckmaster smiled and mentioned they might use an alternate form of insertion. He suggested that she get her children settled as the office was preparing her identity cards and mission plan. She would be leaving soon.



ODETTE BROUGHT HER CHILDREN together and did her best to explain that she would be leaving for a while.

“Good-bye, Francoise. Look after Lily.”

“You will write to us, won’t you, Mummy?”

“Yes. I’ll write. Good-bye, Lily. Look after Marianne.”

“I will, Mummy, where are you going to?”

“A place called Scotland. Good-bye, Marianne. You’ll look after Francoise and Lily for me, won’t you?”

“Yes, Mummy. Where’s Scotland?”
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