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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘I am a very ordinary woman to whom a chance was given to see human beings at their best and at their worst… I completely believe in the potential nobility of the human spirit.’

During some of the darkest days of the Second World War, a young Frenchwoman living as a mother and housewife in England left her ordinary life to become a British agent, working covertly in France to aid the Resistance. Entering a murky and deadly world of espionage and double-dealing, she was betrayed to the Germans, only to endure torture by the Gestapo and the hell of the infamous concentration camp of Ravensbruck. Yet she retained a compassion, grace and spiritedness that mystified her captors; and, living to see the liberation of Europe, she kept, in the direst circumstances, her fundamental trust in goodness. ODETTE tells the moving and inspirational story of a woman, who, in her courage and her ability to hold on to hope, was far from ordinary.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Jerrard Tickell (1905-1966) was born in Dublin and educated in Tipperary and London. Travelling extensively before the Second World War began, he joined the Army in 1940 and was appointed to the War Office in 1941. Between 1943 and 1945 his official duties took him to Africa, the Middle East, Washington DC, Canada, the West Indies, and Europe. He was appointed to the General Staff in 1945. His career as a writer began in 1936, with SEE HOW THEY RUN, and continued with a series of bestselling novels and biographies, ODETTE (1949) and APPOINTMENT WITH VENUS (1951) being among the best known. Tickell married and had three sons.


To all Odette’s Comrades
Who failed to return
and
Especially to Arnaud


AUTHOR’S PREFACE

What was it that impelled Odette, a vivacious young Frenchwoman, to undertake one of the most dangerous jobs created by modern war? It was not only a zest for adventure – though Belloc’s ‘holy hunger’ surely played its part. It was not crude hatred of the German people but a detestation of the Nazi system and of the mechanized leviathan of the police state. Odette saw more clearly than did most people that the greatest wrong ever done to Germany was unwittingly achieved by Bismarck who intended to unify. ‘He left behind a nation,’ wrote Max Weber, ‘without any political will, accustomed to allow the great statesman at its head to look after its policy for it.’ This vacuum provided Hitler’s opportunity and Europe’s tragedy.

Odette went to the war for three main reasons. She was a picarde and the place for the men – and the women – of Picardy has always been in the vanguard of the battle. Duty, therefore, came first. The second reason was more obscure. It was an inarticulate and unrealized revolt against general sloth and indifference to the fact that a great – if politically immature – nation had openly accepted evil as its good. The third reason lay in her profound love of England and of France and in her passionate belief that in their joint survival lay the bright hope of freedom and civilization.

In comparison with the work of some of her comrades Odette’s part in the field was necessarily slight. She was captured after six months, at a moment when the last labyrinth she had helped to create was beginning to surge into activity. The ‘Raoul-Lise’ circuit was only one of nearly fifty secret organizations directed from Baker Street and run by British agents in Occupied France. It was rarely possible to make a complete parcel of an operation, so to speak, and to tie up its ends neatly. The tempo was urgent and swift and the characters transitory. Men and women came into her orbit, were briefly vital, slipped away and she never saw them again. This lack of continuity is unavoidably reflected in these pages and, because of it, I have done far less than justice to a great many people, both to those who worked in Baker Street and to those in the field.

When this book was written, few people knew that women were recruited for special operations. With the award of the George Cross to Odette, the secret was out.

Twenty years have passed since Odette was driven to safety by the Commandant of Ravensbrück. In that space of time, the face of Germany has changed. The author, who has travelled widely in Germany since those unhappy days, has seen overwhelming evidence that the country is and wants to be an integral part of Europe, sharing in and contributing to our common civilization.

The book Odette was written in good faith and in the mood of the times.

We may all thank God that those times are past.

London, 1964.


FOREWORD

Nearly twenty years have passed since I was flown home to England to drive from Croydon to London through streets hung with the flags of military victory. It was a bewildering hour.

Now I continue to ask myself the extent of that victory. With great sadness, I believe that, for mankind, the choice between liberty and slavery has still to be made. In the camps, we used to believe that those of us who might survive would enter a more tolerant and tranquil world where the ancient virtues of truth, honour and gentleness would surely prevail. In the war, we fought a human enemy, one who had been infected with the germ of inhumanity. Though we defeated the host, we failed to defeat the parasite. Rendered the more virulent by its recent frolic, that same parasite is about the world to-day and, unless it is utterly destroyed, the Camp of Ravensbrück will merely be the shadow and the symbol of a greater darkness to come.

I am a very ordinary woman to whom a chance was given to see human beings at their best and at their worst. I knew kindness as well as cruelty, understanding as well as brutality. I completely believe in the potential nobility of the human spirit.

It is with a sense of deep humility that I allow my personal story to be told. My comrades, who did far more than I and suffered far more profoundly, are not here to speak. Because of this, I speak for them and I would like this book to be a window through which may be seen those very gallant women with whom I had the honour to serve.

‘LISE’


CHAPTER 1

HAMBURG – 1946

A FEW minutes after ten o’clock in the morning of December the 5th, 1946, seven women filed into the dock of No. 1 War Crimes Court at Hamburg and sat down and looked about them with self-conscious curiosity. Though it was bitterly cold in the freezing rubble of the streets outside, the court-room was pleasantly warm. There was nothing physically abnormal about any of these women. Each one of them might have stepped out of any bread queue in any German city. Rather more noticeable than the others was Carmen Mory, a thin grimacing, black-haired woman on whose breast was displayed the neutral emblem of Switzerland. She adjusted her red-fox fur, the better to show the disarming white cross. Pretty Vera Salvequart looked with lazy carnality at the distinguished visitors and Elizabeth Marschall, sixty-year-old hospital matron, sat bolt upright as if she were upholstered in granite stays.

The women ranged themselves demurely along two rows, obsequiously obeying the calm orders of the A.T.S. Provost.

After a brief interval, nine men, closely guarded by the Royal Corps of Military Police, were admitted to the dock. Like that of the women, their appearance was undistinguished. Most of them looked as if they might work in a minor capacity for the Control Commission, though Dr Percy Treite would have been more at home in a Harley Street consulting-room. They carefully hitched up the knees of their trousers and began a series of animated conversations with their black-gowned counsel. All the accused, men and women, wore on their chests a black number on a square of white cardboard. As this number was sometimes obscured by the level of the dock, they were invited to raise it and, with deprecating gestures, each of them tightened the string around his or her neck, unaware of the macabre symbolism of what they did.

At exactly 10.30, Major-General V. J. E. Westropp, C.B., C.B.E., entered the Court and took his seat in the President’s chair. He was followed by C. L. Stirling, O.B.E., K.C., Deputy Judge Advocate General of the Forces, a stooping, schoolmasterish figure in wig, gown and pince-nez. Six other officers, one of them French, one Polish and four British, made up the Court. These officers ranged themselves on either side of the President. The senior interpreter, an old hound on this blood-trail, sharpened his pencil. The Ravensbrück Concentration Camp Trial was about to begin.

Mr Stirling rose. He glanced at the accused over his pincenez, and read the arraignment. It was a simple one.

Pursuant to Regulation 4 of the Regulations for the trial of War Criminals, the persons in the dock were charged jointly with committing a war crime in that they, at Ravensbrück in the years 1939–1945, when members of the staff of Ravensbrück Concentration Camp, in violation of the laws and usages of war, were concerned in the ill-treatment and killing of Allied nationals interned therein.

Individually, each of the accused pleaded not guilty to the charge.

Major Stephen Stewart led for the prosecution. He was assisted throughout the trial by Captain (now Major) John da Cuhna and by Squadron Officer Vera Atkins, a smooth, utterly impersonal figure in W.A.A.F. uniform. Stewart arranged his papers leisurely, stood up and began to speak.

His tone was conversational, his manner almost apologetic as, one by one, he drew aside each merciful veil that shrouded a story unparalleled in the long, painful history of human suffering.

‘May it please the Court,’ said Stewart.

In Mecklenburg, some fifty miles north of Berlin, there is a group of lakes, a pre-war rendezvous for the more elegant persons of that grisly capital. To the shores of these lakes the Berliners would come by car and by caravan on Saturday afternoons, scorch their bodies in the sun, play merry games, indulge in a little Nackt-kultur and eat considerable quantities of Frankfürter sausages; sun-glasses, leap-frog, male hairnets; the Horst Wessel song, weight reduction and a little mild adultery – it was all very gemütlich. On Sunday evenings, the same convoy of cars and caravans would return to Berlin, their owners both refreshed and uplifted after their brief communion with nature.

Heil Hitler!

One of these stretches of water is called Fürstenburg. Unlike those of the other lakes, its shores were swampy and dank and gaseous smells were apt to rise from the imprint of an incautious foot. Because of this, it was less popular as a playground for the fastidious week-ender. Its proximity to Berlin, however, rendered it entirely suitable for another purpose where its physical drawbacks were of no account and to this secondary purpose it was put soon after the outbreak of war in 1939.

A high wall was built round a selected area, a number of huts were erected and Ravensbrück Concentration Camp for Women appeared for the first time on the official budget of the S.S. Long experience in the breaking of the human spirit had shown the need for the usual refinements and these were established. There was ‘Appell’. In summer this daily parade was held at half-past five in the morning, in winter at half-past four. In groups of ten and in all weathers the women stood to attention for periods ranging from two to six hours. Clad only in hideously striped sacking and with shaven or bristling heads, they waited on their masters. Those who stumbled or fainted or fell were ordered to the Bunker. This Bunker was a labyrinth of tiny, airless cells, a gaol within a gaol. It was a place of even greater darkness and fear for here the beatings were carried out and nameless things were done to women’s bodies.

Though the whole camp was originally designed to contain a maximum of some six thousand, the modest little undertaking expanded as the Nazis occupied one country after another and, after 1943, there were never less than twelve thousand women within its walls. It is on record that on a single day in January, 1945, there was a total strength of forty thousand – if one can use so virile a word as ‘strength’ to describe the feeble creatures who saw the sun rise over the walls of the camp that morning. By train, by cattle truck, by lorry and on foot, a never-ending queue of women shuffled through its gate during that eternity that lasted five years. A few left again by convoy, bound for those other camps whose names alone are like a Satanic drum-beat in the minds of civilized men – Belsen, Auschwitz, Lublin, Mauthausen … The vast majority stayed to die.

On May the 1st, 1945, the Red Army overran the camp in its drive to the West. Today it lies within the Soviet Zone. As no Western observers have been permitted to visit the site, its present-day function is a matter for merely brief speculation. Inside the wire then, the Russian soldiery found twelve thousand breathing skeletons, the formation of whose bones showed that they had once been women with wombs to bear and breasts to feed. Cynically watching these still animate objects gasp and scrabble and crawl were the well-fed persons who now faced the Court.

The accused listened with a show of polite attention. As Major Stewart’s address was delivered in English, the measured sound of his voice was merely interesting for its unemotional quality. Their time would come when witnesses for the prosecution and for the defence were called and every word spoken in Court would be translated into German.

Slowly, the faces and the hands of the accused began to assume a terrible significance. We realized with pain and with shock that we were, all of us, in the presence of a hitherto unimagined evil. But it was still difficult to believe that the eyes of Dorothea Binz had exulted in the cruelties inflicted by her primly folded hands; it was hard to believe that the bald Dr Hellinger had wrenched the teeth from the mouths of the murdered and sent their fragments of gold to support the reserves of the Reichsbank; could the alert Dr Percy Treite have wielded his skilful scalpel on the bodies of children and could his ears have been deaf to their bewildered crying? Carmen Mory straightened her red-fox fur and studied her nails. It was difficult to see her in another role – striding into a room where mad women fought together and beating them with a buckled belt until they died. Margaret Mewes, chief wardress of the Bunker, gazed at nothing with bovine eyes, Schwarzhuber bent his head and his lips moved silently as if he were whispering the prayers of a debauched monk. …

 

The Court rose. For a few minutes we went outside and saw the sky and breathed cold, clean air. Then Stewart took up the tale again.

As a distance of fifty miles is a pleasant drive in a high-powered car from Berlin, the camp was honoured by occasional visits from no less a person than Heinrich Himmler himself. He arrived unexpectedly one afternoon in the early spring of 1945 and was shown over the camp by its Commandant, Fritz Sühren.

Hitherto women had died from under-nourishment, overwork, exposure, lethal injections and obscene surgery. Now the process was to be accelerated. An S.S. corporal – who had brought to a fine art the method of shooting his victims in the nape of the neck – arrived from Berlin and, having demonstrated his prowess, applied for – and was awarded – proficiency pay. He shot some two hundred women. That was better but still not entirely satisfactory. Sühren decided to consult the real experts in mass extermination. Two middle-aged gentlemen – now before the Court – packed their bags in Auschwitz and travelled to Ravensbrück. Having surveyed the terrain and the human material they made a few calculations on the back of an envelope and recommended the immediate installation of that superb creation of the Nazi mind – the gas-chamber.

In haste a gas-chamber was erected near what was ironically known as The Youth Camp and there dawned the most fearful day of all. Nearly forty thousand women were ordered to parade bareheaded and with naked feet before the huts. Fear travels fast and those who were forced to take part in this fiendish Folies Bergères were fully conscious of its dread purpose. Desperate women scraped soot and dirt with their nails from the walls of their prison and tried to blacken the roots of their grey hair; they attempted to step out strongly with swollen ankles and feeble feet; they grimaced and smiled the smile of the damned for they knew that the old and the ill were to be killed and that the young and strong might live to work for a little longer. For hour after hour the parade waited for the arrival of the murderers. At last they came and strolled genially along the serried ranks, smoking and chatting. Hundreds of women were handed a pink card and their names were struck off the roll. These cards were free. They were tickets for the gas-chamber.

In five years, said Stewart, over one hundred thousand women had perished. It was, for example, as if a terrible disease had touched every inhabitant of the City of York and the town had died. Only by comparison could one begin to visualize the magnitude of the crime. And who were the dead?

Some of them had been prisoners of war in so far that they were Russian Red Cross nurses, captured on the field of battle. Some were Poles, some Norwegians, some French, some Dutch, some were Belgians. A few were British. Irrespective of guilt, nationality or education, they travelled the same via dolorosa to the crematorium.

What was the policy behind the creation and development of Ravensbrück? That too was simple. It was the efficient and the enduring intimidation of men, the fathers, the husbands, and the sons; it was an organized attack on the life, the health and the dignity of womanhood, an attack rendered the more vile because of its cunning. Like the Sword of Damocles, the word ‘Ravensbrück’ was poised over the head of every woman from the Baltic to the Bosphorus.

The story of Ravensbrück was told. The time had now come for the Court to hear the living words of women who had known and had survived and had triumphed over this ante-room to hell.

 

On the morning of December the 16th, 1946, Major Stewart announced that he now wished to call Mrs Odette Sansom as a witness for the prosecution.

In a tense and silent Court, a slim young woman in F.A.N.Y. uniform walked slowly to the witness box and took the oath. Her face, pale in the strong light, was small-featured, delicate and oddly child-like. Her eyes were bright. A mass of dark hair swept upwards from her forehead, almost concealing the slanting beret, and fell thick upon her shoulders. On her breast she wore the blue ribbon and silver miniature of the George Cross.

The Court leaned forward to hear the softly spoken answers.

‘Is your name Odette Marie Sansom?’

‘Yes.’

‘What is your nationality?’

‘British.’

‘Will you tell the Court, Mrs Sansom, when during the war you were first taken prisoner by the Germans and under what circumstances?’

‘I was taken prisoner in Annecy in France on April the 16th, 1943. I stayed with the Italians for three weeks and was then handed over to the Germans.’

‘When you were taken prisoner, were you a member of His Majesty’s Forces?’

‘Yes.’

‘What organization did you belong to – or do you belong to?’

‘The French Section of the War Office.’


CHAPTER 2

ODETTE

ON April the 28th, 1912, Madame Yvonne Brailly bore her husband her first child. To the great disappointment of Gaston Brailly, the infant was a girl. She was received into the Catholic Church and was given the names Odette Marie Céline. She was a plump, blonde baby with brown eyes and remained the sole focus of attention in the Brailly household until her brother Louis followed her into the world a year later.

In 1914 a drum beat and Gaston Brailly walked out of his bank in Amiens and into a French barrack room. He joined the 52nd Regiment of Infantry. His military career was administratively a stormy one and his four years of service were spent fighting, being decorated or narrowly escaping courts martial. He fought with a hard, steadfast courage which earned for him the Croix de Guerre avec palme and the Médaille Militaire. After the battle of Verdun, Sergeant Brailly went back to seek two men who were missing from his platoon. He found them wounded and in distress. It was at that moment that a high explosive shell hit the tiny group and, literally in a flash, France had at once lost a brave and honourable soldier, a staunch picard and a disruptive element from the barrack room.

Widowed almost in the springtime of her marriage, the years that lay ahead were difficult for Madame Brailly. Dark-eyed, slender and fragile, it was strange to realize that she had borne two children. In the early years Odette was largely influenced by her grandparents and particularly by her father’s mother. Grand’mère Brailly was a delicate, stout-hearted picarde with a long tradition of family and duty in her blood. Gaston had been her only child and his death in the field of battle had filled her with sorrow and with pride. In the tumult of the times, she was a rock of strength and it was to her that Odette turned for guidance and for counsel. Every Sunday afternoon, a small procession would make its way to the cemetery of La Madeleine in Amiens and a cluster of flowers was laid on the grave of Sergeant Brailly. Looking at her grandson and her granddaughter, the old lady was conscious of a deep foreboding. For generations her family had known and had suffered from the baleful ambition of the Teutons and she knew with certainty that these children would one day hearken to the same drum that had called their father to the fight. She saw clearly through the windy political optimism of the post-war years and listened grimly to the reiterated assertion that the combat which had cost her her son was ‘the war to end wars’. She knew that fair words do not and cannot change the hearts of conscienceless men.

‘The Boches are still the Boches,’ she said. ‘They will march again. This is not victory. It is armistice.’

She was an old lady and she had lost her only son. This was a new and more tolerant world. Let her have her say.

Odette was a reserved, silent child. She cared very much for horses and for music. The combination of bloodstock and Beethoven is an unusual one but each utterly satisfied a subconscious need. To see a horse galloping filled her with delight for it was swift and beautiful and strong and there was music in the sound of fleeting hoofs. In another mood, her mind was soothed and transported by piano and strings. For nearly two years she was to be deprived of the one and sustained by the other.

Just before her eighth birthday, Odette went blind. The whole world that she had known faded into total darkness and it was only on the painful screen of her mind that she could project the beloved sight of eager horses walking, trotting, tossing their heads in the sunshine, cantering, breaking into a joyous gallop. For a long time, she could not be comforted. And then her ear-drums began to understand fully what they had hitherto merely received and to distil into her consciousness patterns of light. Her melancholy took the rhythm of Chopin waltzes and her finger-tips – already acquiring a sensitiveness which they have never lost – danced to the formal cadences of Mozart.

Almost reconciled to blindness because of the acute perception that it had brought, Odette was led one day by her mother to a despised old man, a herbalist who lived in a back street and brewed noisome potions. The specialists had failed. How could this old man with the dirty waistcoat succeed? He lifted her lids with his grimy fingers and peered through cracked spectacles, muttering. He asked questions. Finally he gave Madame Brailly a bottle. The child should bathe her eyes with the liquid. The liquid could do no harm. It would do much good. When the child begins to see again, he said, let light be filtered slowly into her eyes. To restore sight suddenly would be dangerous. She would see in a few days. He shrugged impatiently. He was very busy. The consultation was finished. The price? Oh, a few francs.

Within a fortnight, Odette saw things dimly. With infinite care and patience, the veils of darkness were allowed to flutter down and she saw clearly after two years. But there was further misfortune to come.

 

In the early spring, Odette caught rheumatic fever and spent most of the summer in bed. At least she could see and it was a consolation to watch, through the open window, the ever-changing pageant of the sky. When the fever fled at last, she was left weak and partially paralysed. What has happened once can happen twice – and Madame Brailly went again to the old herbalist in the back street. ‘I remember the little girl,’ he said. ‘This – this is unfair. It is too much to demand of a child.’

His only medical credentials lay in his wisdom and in his knowledge of herbs and in the touch of his fingers. Very gently, he charmed blood back into the starved muscles.

Her brother Louis was sent to the Lycée and Odette to the Convent of Sainte Thérèse. It was to fill her lungs with the stronger air of Normandy and her body with the sweet milk of the Normandy pastures that Madame Brailly decided to take her daughter to Saint Sens, a big village between Rouen and Dieppe. There, in 1925, she found a house and settled down. Louis stayed on in the Lycée at Amiens, always coming to Saint Sens for the holidays.

In 1926, when Odette was fourteen, mother and daughter moved again – this time to Boulogne. In the holidays, Odette and her brother spent long happy hours scrambling bareheaded – and frequently bare-footed – about the rocks and cliffs of the coast. Brother and sister were firm friends and together the Brailly children made innumerable joyous expeditions.

On Sundays the English tripper ships came into Boulogne and it was a joy to Odette and to Louis to watch the ships come in. It was a spectacle of which they never tired, and, once the gangways were clear, they would imitate the speech and the mannerisms of these thirsty invaders. Many years ago, Odette had once sat on Mr Hilaire Belloc’s knee, and ever since then she had considered that to have occupied that distinguished perch constituted an introduction to the whole Anglo-Saxon race. But it was difficult sometimes to reconcile Mr Belloc’s genial England with the cricket-boots, the Albert watch-chains and the cloth caps of the trippers. British officers had been billeted in her grandmother’s house towards the end of the Great War and, as a child, she had tried to chatter to these diffident, kindly, preoccupied figures in khaki. She had not found the English very sympathique on the whole – except, of course, Mr Belloc, who was mostly French – and she decided that the uncouth islanders (who had burnt Joan of Arc) were a very mixed lot.

When Louis went back to the Lycée, Odette continued her walks alone. To her surprise, she found an unexpected and ever-increasing joy in solitude. Her affection for her brother had in no way diminished and she was puzzled by the fact of her desire of loneliness. At finishing school, she was considered to be ‘a little difficult, un peu étrange’. Moody, argumentative and headstrong, she was subject to swift enthusiasms and to brief, irrational tempers. Superficially she was one young girl in a charming class of young girls who learnt deportment, polite dancing, painting and singing. She had as much to distinguish her as any girl of her class. She was slim, with long legs; dark-haired, brown-eyed, vivacious. Like almost any young Frenchwoman, she was an elegant needlewoman and a subtle cook. She had a surprising and unfeminine palate for the red wines of Bordeaux and could place her finger unerringly on a vineyard. For the small flowers of the countryside, she had a passion. Yet beneath the bright ripples of her conversation, which ranged – according to social requirements – from Flaubert to the correct mixture of garlic, onion and butter for escargots de Bourgogne, there still flowed this bitter, turbulent stream. She was an utterly loyal friend and a merciless enemy. The nuns shook their heads and wished that this volatile, petulant young girl could have been led into their own kindly paths. It was no wonder that the Reverend Mother should write:

Odette est une élève très intéressante – intelligente, ayant beaucoup de principes. Malheureusement sa santé délicate ne lui permet pas de suivre régulièrement les cours. Il se fait que, ne pouvant pas suivre les autres, elle perd le goût des études et n’y apporte pas l’intérêt que nous désirerions car son caractère est très obstiné.

With this somewhat oblique benediction, Mlle. Odette Brailly ordered her first evening frock, began to consider the varying shades of lipstick and put a timorous, high-heeled sandal over the threshold of womanhood.

In 1930 Odette first met Roy Sansom, an Englishman and son of an old family friend. They were married a year later in the Church of Saint Pierre and continued to live in Boulogne. A daughter, Françoise, was born in 1932 and, soon afterwards, the young Mrs Odette Sansom sailed across the Channel to make her home in England. In 1934 a second daughter, Lily, was born in London, and in 1936 Marianne arrived to join her sisters in a world of ever-increasing fear, dishonesty and violence.
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