
We often hear about the great heroes of the war. What 

they did, how they died. A distinct trend in the 

anecdotes: these heroes are men, but during the 

Second World War, heroines were born. There are few 

female spies whose stories survived. Even within 

these stories, details have been left out, not 

everything has been revealed. Many women 

sacrificed their lives by leaving their homes to work 

behind the enemy lines. 

For what?  

Patriotism. Grief. Revenge. Love. Or simply because 

they had to. 

 

The German Empire in WW2 had strict policies for 

women: stay home, support your husband and bear as 

many ‘Aryan’ children as possible. They were even 

rewarded with the “Cross Honour of Mothers”. In 

Britain, things were much different.  

 

 
 

“I hate wars and violence but if 

they come, I don’t see why we 
women should just wave our 
men a proud goodbye and then 
knit them balaclavas.”  

– Nancy Wake 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

These are the words of a true heroine, Nancy 

Wake, who lived a remarkable life in the 20th 

century. Wake was born in New Zealand and 

raised in Australia by her single mother. She 

left home to live in New York with inherited 

money from her aunt. From New York, she 

moved to London where she began to pursue 

a career in journalism. 

 

She was twenty years old. 

 

By the age of 22, she worked in Paris as a 

journalist, enjoying her life as a strong and 

independent woman, frequently attending 

parties, drinking and having casual 

relationships with tall, handsome men. 
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One day in 1933, she was sent to Vienna to 

make a report on the new German Chancellor, 

a man named Adolf Hitler. The interview did 

take place with the latter becoming Führer 

himself, but Wake already felt antipathy 

towards him. After the consultation, as she 

walked on the streets of Vienna, she saw 

Jewish people being beaten up by German 

officers for no apparent reason. At that 

moment, she vowed she would do anything to 

stop this nonsense.  

In 1940, after a few years, settled in Paris with 

her millionaire French husband, the war started 

and it shifted things in Wake’s already action-

packed life. Her husband was called up to 

service so she decided she would not stay at 

home waiting for him to return; she would do 

her duty as a human being, and not as a 

housewife. She signed herself up as a nurse.  

In the first three years of the war, Wake 

selflessly helped the Royal Air Force pilots by 

housing them and supplying goods, everything 

from her and her husband’s wealth. She even 

ferried the pilots across the Pyrenees 

Mountains to Spain, risking her own life 

without any seeming fear. Her actions were 

successful; the German Gestapo placed a 5 

million Franc bounty on her head, which made 

her the most wanted person at the time. The 

Gestapo called her “The White Mouse”, which 

later became the title of Wake’s autobiography.  

Nancy was captured, after jumping off a 

moving train. She had been shot. Of course, 

she did not make the Germans’ life easy. 

Despite being tortured for four straight, long 

days, Nancy didn’t even tell them her real 

name. 

She was let go, thanks to an acquaintance who 

managed to let her out by making up many 

stories about her. Wake escaped to Spain and 

then on to London, where she trained to 

become a spy at the Special Operations 

Executive (SOE). 

When parachuted into France in 1944, before 

D-Day, she became tangled in a tree. The 

following chat occurred between a French 

residence leader and her:  

“I wish all the trees grew such 

beautiful fruit!” he said, to which she 

replied, “Don’t give me that French 

shit.”  
 

If this does not convince you about how 

fierce she was, her actions certainly will.  

Spending 2 months in France already 

allowed her to become a high-level officer, 

being responsible for 7,000 French resistant 

fighters. One of her most memorable acts is, 

however, when she killed a Nazi officer with 

her bare hands. Wake said in an interview:  

 

"They'd taught this judo-chop stuff 

with the flat of the hand at SOE, and I 

practised away at it. But this was the 

only time I used it – whack – and it 

killed him all right. I was really 

surprised.”  
 

On one occasion, she cycled over 120 miles 

in 72 hours to provide information of a 

German attack.  

After the war, she became the most 

decorated woman of World War 2. She sold 

her medals because “There’s no point in 

keeping them… I’ll probably go to hell and 

they’d melt anyways.” 
Nancy never met her husband again.  

He was captured then tortured by the Nazis, 

and when he refused to give out any 

information of her, they killed him. Wake 

constantly blamed herself for her husband’s 

death, and although she re-married later, she 

could never forgive herself.  

She died in 2011, at the age of 98.  

Nancy Wake is a great example of a woman 

who was not afraid to take on male 

responsibilities. She overruled those 

expectations of a woman’s power and 

succeeded big time. She was a girl, a wife, a 

fighter. An incredible human being. 
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Krystyna Skarbek 
 
Commonly known as Christine Granville, she went through a major character change by the power 

of the war. Christine became one of the toughest spies at the SOE, from a princess-like little girl. 

Being the daughter of a wealthy Polish Count, she was taught horse riding and skiing, living the 

dream in the countryside. Yet, the war could not avoid her.  

After her dad died of tuberculosis, a hereditary ailment, the family’s wealth was gone and they were 

left penniless. Christine’s true personality took over; despite conditions, she was not afraid to start 

working in a Fiat car factory, where the automobile fumes would kill her. The factory let her go 

when she became sicker and sicker.  

She never expected that tuberculosis would save her life.  

Her next job was completely different. Christine went to London to become one of the first female 

SOE agents in Britain. After many successful operations all over Europe, she was captured in 

Hungary. Before her torturing process began, she ripped her tongue out and pretended to cough up 

blood. She told her captors she had been suffering from tuberculosis, and the x-ray examination 

supported her lie as they saw the damage in her lungs caused by the factory fumes.  

Later, she became one of the few SOE female agents to be promoted as a captain.  

“What have I done? They could have shot me as well?” – She responded when asked 

about the George Medal.  
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Odette Hallowes 
 

Odette left her country, France, to settle 

with her new husband in London. They 

had three daughters, whom she 

painfully left behind at a boarding 

school in order to move back to her 

country and help out under the German 

invasion. She was parachuted back to 

France by the SOE who trained her to 

become their spy. Thinking about 

returning to her girls, she did not break 

when she was captured and tortured by 

a German counterintelligence officer. 

 The Germans believed she was 

married to her fellow prisoner, Peter 

Churchill. Because they thought he was 

related to the Prime Minister, they kept 

her alive. They wished to get rewarded 

for her head.  

She and Churchill too were rescued 

from camp by the allies. Later, the two 

were married and moved back to 

London, where she was finally reunited 

with her daughters after 4 long years.  

Virginia Hall 
 

The American-born Virginia 

longed to study in Europe, and 

was an expert of French, Italian 

and German languages. As the 

war began, she volunteered at the 

SOE, but they hesitated in taking 

her. Virginia worthily got the 

nickname later on from the 

Germans: Artemis. 

Not long before starting her 

spying career, she lost her left leg 

from the knee down in a hunting 

accident. But this didn’t stop her; 

she proved to the SOE that she 

could be more than useful by 

successfully coordinating 

different activities in France. 

Soon, she was at the top of the 

German Gestapo’s most wanted 

list.  

Josephine Baker 
 

Though Josephine herself may not 

be an official spy, she was able to 

provide information for Britain by 

using her fame. The American-

French actress, singer and dancer 

was well-known in the Parisian 

night life as the “Black Pearl”.  

Ernest Hemingway once said about 

her:  

“The most sensational woman 

anyone ever saw.” 

Because of her beauty and talent, 

Josephine was invited to many 

parties in France, where she 

collected information for 

transmissions to England about 

airfields as well as German troop 

locations. She was never recognised 

as a spy; only as a beautiful talent.  

These are only a few examples of the many women whose lives and stories should be put down to 

paper. Yet many of these heroines remain unknown. 

Leaving people like these courageous and resourceful women out of the history books suggests that 

there is an untapped section of world history still yet to be learned. In a world where women are now 

breaking through the glass ceiling, it seems there is no better day than today to start searching them 

out. To bring these spies at last out of hiding and to give them thanks for their sacrifices.  
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