The WARRIORS WORE SKIRTS
“What is your name, sir?” Before the curious gambler and welldressed spectators at the baccarat table received his reply, the
ruggedly handsome tuxedoed gentleman with a British accent
lights up a cigarette, one of 80 cigarettes he smokes per day.
“Bond,” he replies with a sneer in a cloud of cigarette smoke.
“James Bond.”

Ian Fleming’s fictional British super spy was based on Fleming’s
military service in the British Naval Intelligence Office during
World War Two. Fleming also smoked eighty cigarettes per day,
plus he and Bond used the same toiletries, loved to gamble and
golf, and had an eye for attractive women. For the name of his
super spy, Fleming asked and received permission, with gaiety,

from one of his buddies, ornithologist (bird expert) James Bond.
And 007? The same classification used to categorize the British
breaking of the German diplomatic code in World War One.
The adventures of Fleming’s James Bond found its genesis in a
fertile imagination along with the exploits of at least 15 World
War Two secret agents, none more so than Dusko Popov, code
name Tricycle. Popov was a playboy, party animal, cagy super
spy, and avid gambler. Fleming’s
Casino Royale was based on
Popov’s real life jaunt to
Lisbon, Portugal during the
war, with Fleming as his
Intelligence escort. While
gambling on baccarat at the
Estorial Casino, Fleming
watched in awe as Popov forced a
rival at the table to fold after Popov bet $40,000, equivalent to
$700,000 in today’s money. And stunning women constantly
flocked to Popov; perhaps a male that can wager $700,000 at a
baccarat table had something to do with the attraction.
The beautiful women in Popov’s real world and 007’s target rich
environment make-believe domain were usually characterized
as willing, ready, and able to accommodate yet had no talent as
spies or real warriors. Albeit, outside of the advertised world of
playboys and imaginary super sleuths the truth can be found in
World War II’s female secret agents and brave warriors, many

of whom paid the supreme sacrifice. Allow me to reveal three of
these genuine heroines, women of unbelievable courage and
remarkable abilities.
Odette Sansom Hallowes’
father was killed in 1918 at
Verdun in WWI. She was six
years old, fatherless and
plagued with illness. As a
child, an illness blinded her
for almost four years, and
polio resulted in being
bedridden for months. She
was educated in a convent
and considered a ‘difficult’
child. Odette married Roy
Sansom, an Englishman, and moved from France to England in
1931. Roy joined the army in WWII; Odette moved to Somerset
with their three children for safety.
In 1942 the British Admiralty appealed for photos or postcards
of the French coastline for use in the war. She had photos but
mistakenly since a letter to the War Office instead of the British
Admiralty. That gained the attention of Colonel Buckmaster’s
SOE, Special Operations Executive. She was enrolled for secret
work, yet found to be stubborn, temperamental, impulsive and
hasty in decision-making. However, her patriotism, language
skills, and knowledge of France won the day.

Odette landed on a beach near Cassis in November of ’42 and
made contact with Peter Churchill, head of SOE in Cassis. She
was assigned to the French Resistance on the French Riviera to
eventually establish a safe house for other agents and spies. A
success for almost six months, a lost list of agent’s names in the
hands of the Gestapo led to her and Churchill’s capture in April
of ’43.
Sent to Fresnes Prison, Odette was interrogated and tortured by
the Gestapo. They scorched her back with a red-hot poker and
pulled out all her toenails. She didn’t break. Her lie about Peter
Churchill being Winston Churchill’s nephew most likely saved
their lives. A German counter-intelligence officer, Hugo Bleicher,
would invite her to attend concerts and dine in Paris to persuade
her to talk. She never accepted his proposals and never talked.
Condemned to death on two counts in June of ’43, she stated,
“Well, make up your mind on what count I am to be executed
because I can only die once.” Exasperated, the Gestapo sent her
to Ravensbruck concentration camp where she was kept on a
starvation diet in a punishment block cell. On June 6, 1944, as
the Allies invaded France, all of Odette’s food was withheld for a
week, all lights cut off, and the heat turned up. Found passed
out in her cell, she was moved to solitary confinement, then to a
ground floor cell. Ashes from the crematoriums would cover her
cell.
As the Allies approached Ravensbruck, the camp commandant
drove Odette to an American base and surrendered, confident

her ‘supposed’ connections to Winston Churchill may save him
from execution. Odette survived the war; however, the camp
commandant lost his gamble. He was executed in 1944.
Odette claimed what she went through as a child, the blindness
and polio, helped her endure the imprisonment and torture. A
defiant attitude, she claimed, earned a small degree of respect
from her captors. She said of her survival, “I was able to accept
this, and survive this…by accepting death, they would not have
won anything. They’ll have a dead body, useless to them. They
won’t have me. I won’t let them have me.”
Roy and Odette divorced in 1946. She married the SOE Cannes
agent, Captain Peter Churchill in 1947. The marriage dissolved
in 1956 then she married Goeffrey Hollowes the same year. He
too was a former SOE officer. Odette received many awards to
include the George Cross. She was the only woman to receive
the George Cross while still alive; all other females awarded to
date had been posthumously. A colorful life until the very end,
Odette died on March 13, 1995 at the age of 82.
Susan Travers, an Englishwoman, joined the French Red Cross
during WWII as an ambulance driver and nurse. Later, Susan
became the only British military woman to be matriculated in the
French Foreign Legion for her service in Vietnam during the
French-Indochina War. Her father was an Admiral in the Royal
Navy.
At 21 years of age, Susan drove an ambulance for the French
Expeditionary Force to Finland in 1940. Once France fell, she

returned to London and joined the Free French under General
Charles de Gaulle. Susan ended up in Syria and Lebanon as a
driver for a medical officer until assigned as the driver for Col.
Marie-Pierre Koenig with the British 8th Army in North Africa.
Although he was married, she and Col. Koenig became lovers.
In May of ’42 during a German
assault and bombardment of Bir
Hakeim, a shell tore off the roof
of Koenig’s car. Susan, with a
Vietnamese man’s assistance,
repaired the roof immediately.
Forced to evacuate Bir Hakeim,
the column ran into mine fields
and German machine gun fire.
Col. Koenig told her to drive in
front of the column so the rest
would follow. She said of the occasion, “It is a delightful feeling,
going as fast as you can in the dark. My main concern was that
the engine would stall.” When they arrived at British lines, her
vehicle had absorbed 11 bullet hits, one shock absorber
destroyed, and no brakes.
Promoted to General, Col. Koenig left North Africa and rejoined
his wife. Susan stayed with the French Foreign Legion driving a
self-propelled anti-tank gun in the Italian campaign and on the
Western Front (France and Germany). She was wounded after
driving over a land-mine. After WWII, Susan served with the

French Foreign Legion in Indochina where she married Legion
Adjudant-chef Nicolas Schlegelmilch, who had also fought at Bir
Hakeim during WWII. The couple had two sons.
She wrote her autobiography, Tomorrow to Be Brave, A memoir
of the Only Woman Ever to Serve in the French Foreign Legion, in
2000 at the age of 91. When asked why she had waited so long,
Susan replied, “I waited for all the other principals in my life to
die.” She passed in 2003 at 94 years of age.
Violette Reine Elizabeth Szabo
was an attractive, lively young
woman who many regarded as a
tomboy. Perhaps being the only
daughter competing against four
roughneck brothers gave her an
incentive to excel in gymnastics,
long-distance bicycling, iceskating, and master expert
marksmanship. Born in Paris but
raised in England, Violette was
popular in school and regarded as ‘exotic’ due to her fluent
French.
With the outbreak of WWII, she worked in a department store,
picked strawberries with the Women’s Land Army, worked in an
armaments factory, became a switchboard operator for the
General Post Office, then enlisted in the Auxiliary Territorial
Service as an antiaircraft gunner. She met a decorated French

Foreign Legionnaire named Etienne Szabo. Within 42 days the
couple were husband and wife. Violette was 19, he was 31.
Etienne received orders for North Africa, Violette was assigned
to the 481st Anti-aircraft Battery, and found out in a few weeks
that she was pregnant. Violette gave birth to a daughter, Tania
Desiree Szabo, on June 8, 1942. Etienne was killed in battle on
October 24 of the same year. He never saw his daughter.
Revengeful, Violette accepted an offer from the British SOE and
trained as a secret agent. She left Tania with childminders then
began selective training in day and night navigation, escape and
evasion, demolitions, communications, cryptography, and very
specialized weapons. Sent for parachute training, her first jump
sent her home to recuperate from a badly sprained ankle. She
eventually finished her parachute courses, made her will, and
named her mother as executrix with Tania as sole beneficiary.
Training completed, on April 5, 1944 she and two other agents
were flown in a US B-24 bomber to German-occupied France
where they parachuted out near Cherbourg. Violette assessed
the damage to an exposed undercover cell then went to Rouen
to conduct vital reconnaissance missions. Her reports on local
factories producing war materials for the Germans contributed
to the Allied targeting program.
Picked up by a short-field aircraft called the Lysander, when the
plane was hit by anti-aircraft fire over Chateaudun the RAF pilot

turned off the intercom while under attack. He forgot to turn
the intercom back on as the damaged Lysander winged its way
back to England. The landing
was jarring and tossed
Violette all over the aircraft.
Without an intercom, she
mistakenly thought they had
been shot down. When the
pilot went back to check on
her, Violette, who thought
the pilot was a German, cursed him out in French. Made aware
of her mistake, she planted a kiss on the pilot’s lips.
Her second mission took place on June 8, 1944, two days after
the Allies landed in Normandy, and on her daughter’s birthday.
Behind the lines activity included sabotaging communication
lines to impede the Germans from reinforcing their Normandy
defenders. Poorly led, Violette was sent as courier to recruit
more experienced resistance fighters. Instead of bicycling, a less
conspicuous way of traveling, she was ordered to travel by car (a
Citroen), unaware the Germans had been forbidden the French
to drive cars after D-Day.
Caught at a roadblock, one of her two comrades leaped from the
car and escaped. Violette and her remaining companion then
opened fire on the German soldiers (She was carrying a Sten gun
and eight magazines of ammo). As more Germans arrived in
armored cars, Violette and her male colleague ran across a field

and up a hill to take cover in a tree line. She fell, severely twisting
the same ankle she had injured in parachute training.
Taking cover behind an apple tree, Violette insisted the male
agent make his escape while she provided cover fire. He did,
reluctantly. Violette fought the Germans for 30 minutes until
running out of ammo. She killed one enemy combatant and
wounded several more. Once captured, a young armored car
officer congratulated her bravery and placed a cigarette in her
mouth. Defiant, Violette spat out the cigarette then spat in the
officer’s face.
As the Allies advanced across France, prized prisoners of the
Germans were moved to Germany, which included Violette.
Moved from camp to camp, starving and freezing, many of the
women prisoners dying, her final destination was the infamous
concentration camp at Ravensbruck. Records are unclear, but
eyewitnesses testified Violette was mistreated and placed on a
diet of bread crumbs. It is believed she endured torture during
brutal interrogations, yet no solid proof exists.
On or before February 5, 1945, Violette was shot in the back of
the head by an SS officer as she knelt in the execution alley. A
couple of other female agents who couldn’t walk were taken by
stretchers to the execution alley then shot. Their bodies were
disposed of in the camp crematorium.
Of SOE’s 55 female secret agents, 13 died in the line of duty, 12
were executed, one from typhus in a concentration camp plus

one from meningitis. Violette was the second woman to be
awarded the George Cross, although posthumously.
Just three stories, yet a vivid reminder that women have always
served in time of war in the past, the present, and will continue
to serve their respective countries in the future with honor and
distinction. Bravery is not holding up a protest sign on a college
campus. These stories need to be taught to our children, these
are the stories of real women, real heroines; role models all but
forgotten by history.
Vera Atkins, Krysstyna Skarbek, Nancy Wake, and Virginia Hall,
all British. And the Americans: Jacqueline ‘Jackie’ Cochran, one
of the best female pilots to
ever jockey an airplane, where
is her story in our history
books? And the beautiful yet
brilliant Hollywood bombshell,
Hedy Lamarr. As an inventor
without a day of formal
training, Lamarr improved
traffic stoplights plus helped
invent a devise to frequency-hop the jamming of radiocontrolled torpedoes.
Our kids venerate Beyonce, but do they recognize the names
Harriet Pickens and Frances Wills? These two women were the
first African-American women to become commissioned officers
in the US Navy, on December 21, 1944.

Our history does not
need to be revised, it
needs to be revered.

HARRIET PICKENS AND FRANCIS WILLS

