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After the dazzle of day is gone, 

Only the dark, dark night shows to my eyes the stars; 

After the clangor of organ majestic, or chorus, or perfect band, 

Silent, athwart my soul, moves the symphony true. 

~Walt Whitman 
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ABSTRACT 

 
The first half of the twentieth century was in many ways a watershed era for women and 

their role in British society. The world wars ushered in a time of unprecedented change. The 

wars opened positions for women outside of the home, making it a more accepted practice; the 

government recruited and drafted women not just for work but for active service. Looking at 

these changes, the shifts in women’s roles in British society can be reflected by the more extreme 

cases of this shift, focusing on the experiences of female spies. This paper serves to demonstrate 

that the involvement of female spies in WWI and WWII is a useful indicator in the shift of 

women’s role in British society during this span of time. Alongside the goals of the government, 

this paper aims to analyze the broader shift in gender roles. Focusing in on the micro-history of 

spies, this study explores the evolution of the experience of female spies from WWI to WWII, 

reflecting the same kinds of changes taking place in the experience of the everyday British 

woman. Then, by focusing in on the struggle for agency that British female spies faced in the 

second world war, the study directly relates their attempts with those of the everyday British 

woman. War did not simply generate a change, a quick and sudden reversal of gender roles. 

Instead, the war afforded women opportunities to prove themselves and make strides towards 

being the kind of woman they wanted to be. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This section lays the foundation to illuminate the parallels between the general shifts in 

gender roles of women in British society to the more specific shifts of women spies. This paper, 

by going from a macro to a micro view of women’s roles in British society during this time, 

looking broadly at all women and then focusing on the experiences of spies, makes it clearer how 

widespread the struggles of women were across the spectrum of experiences at that time.  

By cataloguing each of the experiences in chronological order and placing them side by 

side, it will be easier to follow the transition from every day women to female spies. It is also 

important to present the background for the everyday woman before presenting the unique cases 

of female spies. These spies started as everyday women, and their journey to becoming spies was 

influenced by the same factors other women in their society experienced. The everyday woman’s 

experience will add depth and layers to the experience of female spies discussed later in the 

paper. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE EVOLUTION OF EVERYDAY BRITISH WOMAN’S ROLES IN 

SOCIETY FROM WWI THROUGH WWII 

 
Women and the War Effort in WWI 

 

British women’s attempts to join the war effort were well summed up by feminist Olive 

Schreiner: 

There is no post or form of toil for which it is not our intention to attempt to fit ourselves; 

and there is no closed door we do not intend to force open; and there is no fruit in the 

garden of knowledge it is not our determination to eat… and, for today, we take all labour 

for our province.1  

 

Women were more than eager to get involved. And while WWI is usually linked to broader 

opportunities for women, it was the opposite at its outset. Once Britain entered the war in 1914 

employment plummeted for men and women alike. Families, uncertain about the future, let their 

domestic servants go. They also stopped buying luxury goods which caused cotton exports to 

plunge. This in turn forced the Lancashire cotton trade who happened to be the biggest employer 

of industrial women in the country to lay off their workers.2 Upper class women, lit with patriotic 

fervor, volunteered to do “sewing and other war work”3 for free which took much needed money 

away from lower class women.  

Things turned around in 1915 as the economy shifted to arms productions and this 

industry desperately needed workers—even women—to meet the overwhelming demand. 

Women workers were needed to replace the men, but the actual getting women to fill these roles 

was much more complicated. “Since on average women earned less than half the wages of men, 

                                                 
1 O. Schreiner, Woman and Labour (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1911), 166-67. 
2 Angela Wollacott, “'Khaki Fever' and Its Control: Gender, Class, Age and Sexual Morality on the British 

Homefront in the First World War,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 29, no. 2 (April, 1994): 328. 
3 Sue Bruley, Women in Britain Since 1900 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 38. 
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and the whole edifice of patriarchal power rested on the idea of the male breadwinner, this was a 

particularly urgent issue for the male-dominated labour movement.”4  

Later that year the Board of Trade called for women to volunteer for war service and 

created a register towards that end. The industry needed the workers. However, the men already 

at work were vehemently opposed to allowing women to work alongside them. Male unions like 

the Amalgamated Society of Engineers fiercely defended an all-male workplace. But because the 

demand for workers was so tremendous, the government had to step in to force men to allow 

women to work by stopping free movement of labor and outlawing strikes. Job opportunities for 

women sky rocketed by the end of the war as the gender segregation in the work place of the pre-

war years relaxed. Before the war started in 1914, 65,000 women worked for the Civil Service 

while by 1919 it had rocketed to 170,000.5  

 

 

Figure 1-Women workers in the New Gun Factory Woolwich WWI 

 

Skilled women had just as difficult a time forcing their way into the war effort, as 

demonstrated by the case of Dr. Elsie Inglis. Inglis, a Scottish doctor, approached the war office 

                                                 
4 Bruley, 39. 
5 S. Walby, Patriarchy at Work (London: Polity, 1986), 165. 
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in Edinburgh to offer up mobile hospital units for service overseas. The only catch—they would 

be staffed by all-woman teams. She was immediately turned away despite the pressing needs for 

such facilities and told that women should not be involved in the war and that they should ‘go 

home and keep quiet’ as the men in combat did not need to have the added burden of dealing 

with ‘hysterical women’.6 Inglis was determined to contribute though and so she approached and 

consequently provided hospital units to several other locations including Corsica, France, 

Romania, Russia, and Serbia. The War Office, after catching wind of this as well as urgently 

needing such support, allowed the female hospital units and doctors to attend to the wounded 

after which they promptly lauded these women and the work they did.7 

Even some women’s paramilitary organizations ended up being formed, such as the 

Women’s Police Service. Women were eager to be seen in uniform to demonstrate their 

patriotism during the war.8 However, the further blurring of gender binaries caused by women 

wearing these khaki uniforms provoked fear and resistance. A Letter to the Editor, submitted to 

The Morning Post, in July 1916, said, “…they had either cropped their hair or managed to hide it 

under their khaki felt hats that at first sight the younger women looked exactly like men… I 

noticed that these women assumed mannish attitudes, stood with legs apart… and looked like… 

not very attractive boys.”9 Army commanders opposed allowing women to join their forces for 

any reason, but by early 1917 the desperate need for manpower led to the formation of the 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. Even then, it was operated on the guideline that ‘no woman 

                                                 
6 R. Strachey, The Cause: A Short History of the Women’s Movement in Great Britain (London: 1928; 

Virago, 1978), 338. 
7 Bruley, 44. 
8 S. Grayzel, “’The Outward and Visible Sign of Her Patriotism’: Women, Uniforms, and National Service 

During the First World War”, Twentieth Century British History vol. 8, no. 2 (1997). 
9 Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender and Power in Britain, 1640-1990 (New York: Routledge, 1999), 278. 
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was to be employed unless a soldier was released for other purposes’.10  This meant that women 

took over duties such as cooking and cleaning so that the men could be released for combat 

duties. The women were watched very diligently so that the men and women would have as little 

exchange as possible. This was throughout the war, and women’s successes did not necessarily 

help them to escape monitoring and restrictions even by war’s end. 

By war’s end, women were awarded the right to vote. The government needed women 

voters as so much of the male population able to vote was off at war. There were arguments 

against equal suffrage, such as if women got the vote then women voters would become the 

majority of the electorate, or the ties between labor and feminism, which had radicalized by 

war’s end, would steer the country.11 These arguments were not enough to completely derail 

suffrage but did have an effect, which is why a bill allowing only women above the age of 30 to 

vote was passed. This stopped women from becoming a majority of the electorate.12  

 

 

Figure 2- Suffragettes, England, 1908 

 

                                                 
10 E. Crosthwait, “The Girl Behind the Man Behind the Gun,” in Our Work, Our Lives, Our Words, ed. L. 

Davidoff and B. Westover (London: Macmillan, 1976), 164. 
11 B. Harrison, Separate Spheres: The Opposition to Women’s Suffrage in Britain (London: Croom Helm, 

1978), 34. 
12 Pugh, 34. 
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Repression of Women in the Interwar Years 

 

The Great War had transformed women’s roles in British society. They made many 

gains—the Eligibility of Women Act of 1918 that enfranchised more than six million women, 

the Sex Disqualification Removal Act of 1919 that gave women the ability to enter all branches 

of the legal profession, and the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1923 that helped woman get divorces, 

to name a few. Yet while they were important victories, it was felt that the gains of women in 

British Society had come at the expense of men. When the war ended, people from all walks of 

life tried to put the pieces of society back together as they had been before—an impossible feat. 

British society reconstructed gender over and over again—as they always had.  

The spheres of men and women were delineated, drawn out, separated. Women took the 

brunt of the aggressive attempt to move back in time: 

… women, whose able fulfillment of their duties had won [the nation’s] ecstatic praise, 

found themselves no longer wanted in a changed world where all the doors that had so 

miraculously opened to them were relentlessly closing again. From being the saviors of 

the nation, women in employment were degraded in the public press to a position of 

ruthless self-seekers depriving men and their dependents of a livelihood.13 

 

While this language is hyperbolic, it accurately depicts how some women felt about 

society’s changes during the Interwar Years. Though the war officially ended in 1918, its effects 

were felt on British society long after. Without the need for arms making post WWI, the 

economy suffered. Employment rates steeply declined as industry dealt with the record falls in 

demand. Female workers were the first to be dismissed from munitions factories. Within a year 

of the armistice being signed, 775,000 women had either been laid off or quit from the arms 

industry.14 Those remaining were also phased out. Governmental offices were no different; by 

                                                 
13 I. Clephane, Towards Sex Freedom (London: John Lane, 1935), 200-01. 
14 D. Beddoes, Back to Home and Duty (London: Pandora, 1989), 48. 
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the end of 1919 they had dismissed 700 female workers.15 This was sanctioned by the 

Restoration of Pre-war Practices Act that harked back to an agreement made in 1915 between 

employers, unions, and the state that allowed women workers only to be used while the nation 

was at war. More than 195,000 women were placed in domestic service positions by the Labour 

Exchange in 1919 after this agreement was upheld. Despite the unpopularity of domestic service 

among women, it became and remained the employer of one third of all working women all the 

way through the early 1930s.16 Even other companies that were not underneath the umbrella of 

this Restoration Act supported it and fired their women workers, feeling justified doing so and 

making room for the men returning home to work. There was a need to reestablish male self-

respect for those returning home from war and to restore themselves as the breadwinners of their 

families. 

During the early part of the post-war period while unemployment was high, ex-

servicemen who returned to Britain in the post-war period blamed the low employment rates on 

women who were taking up all of the jobs and denying them positions. They put pressure to 

remove all women from the workforce. Enough of a push was made that married women were 

simply not allowed to work, but single women who had no other way to support themselves were 

ridiculed and referred to as ‘useless members of society’.17 This pressure was enough to make 

many single women leave the work force, and the minority that remained was pilloried. They 

bore the brunt of the violent attacks made against them by irate men, such as female tram 

conductors being attacked while on the job for no other reason than that the sight of a working 

female set their attackers off. 

                                                 
15 S. Boston, Women Workers and the Trade Unions (London: Davis-Poynter, 1980), 137. 
16 Pugh, 83. 
17 Pugh, 83. 
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 Marriage rates were already falling because so many men had been gone and then lost in 

the war, but many women remained single and had no other recourse but to work. Many required 

the jobs to care for ailing parents and themselves since they had no male breadwinner to support 

them. Single working women often banded together, living together, and formed their own 

communities to help provide support and safety for each other in the face of these attacks. 

The government was focused on trying to restore life back to the way it was before the war, but 

many women had had a taste of freedom and were much less interested or willing in going back 

to the way things had been. For women who had finally had a taste of life outside the domestic 

sphere, to go back was impossible. 

Women who were initially fired at the war’s end often had no other employment 

opportunities besides domestic work. Many had to continue working to avoid complete ruination 

and they took on these positions unhappily because to turn down these open positions would 

require them to forfeit their unemployment benefit. The government funneled women into 

domestic positions, and even created training schemes like Homecraft, founded in 1921. Those 

that managed to retain their positions were paid less than their male counterparts and were 

constantly suffering from pay cuts, as their employers tried to reduce costs and win back the 

markets they had lost. Women formed unions and even joined the Communist Party, holding 

rallies and strikes. However, without strike pay many women could not hold out and strikes 

failed, and women were forced to return to work without any change.18 

Some women joined marches to aid The National Unemployed Workers Movement 

arguing for equal unemployment benefits, the right for all to work, and a national minimum 

wage. The organization was initially opposed to allowing women to join their campaign but 

                                                 
18 Bruley, 65. 
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eventually agreed, and only under strict conditions. For example, the women had to march 

separately from men and had to congregate in workhouses if the local labor movement would not 

provide them with hospitality as they did the men protestors.19 

Those that were able to retain positions were largely adopted by new industries such as 

electrical appliances, synthetic fibers, chemicals, car and bicycle manufacturing, food processing 

and more. They hired more than 1.5 million women workers during the interwar years. Using 

assembly line techniques, they avoided having to teach women new skills and thus avoided 

having to pay for skilled male workers. Unions for workers in these new industries had no desire 

to take in women. They would accept unskilled workers but no women. Because of the stressful 

demands of this new kind of work, women had to work together to protect themselves and keep 

up production, forming deep bonds between female workers. 

Politics during the interwar years was no kinder to women. Despite the right to vote and 

thus hold office, only nine women held office from 1918-1939 as Labor MP’s, and most of them 

did not stand up for women’s issues against the male majority—those that did were always 

thoroughly routed.20 

Many women began seeking more control over and freedom in their lives due to their 

wish to be both mothers and breadwinners. However, men were still looking for ways to return to 

what they considered to be normal life after the war which necessitated the reinforcement of 

earlier gender divisions and a focus on procreation. Many historians including Sue Bruley, Gail 

Braybon, Penny Summerfield, and Susan Kingsley Kent have delved deep into the reconstruction 

of women’s lives following WWI and the interwar years, noting the more domestic role women 

                                                 
19 Bruley, 65. 
20 Bruley, 85. 
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were being positioned for.21 The dominant forces in society, men and government, held on to the 

idea that woman’s roles in society had not actually changed but that women had dipped their toe 

into the public domain only for the greater good. Now that the war was over, they were being 

pushed to retreat and return to the domestic domain that had always been “theirs.” This brought 

about the re-assertion of a model of womanhood which was grounded in domesticity. A family 

centered society was being pushed where it was a woman’s job to care for her children while 

men once again went out into the workforce. But, as historian Susan Kingsley Kent has pointed 

out, “For millions of laboring men and women, the newly justified gender ideals of bread-

winning male and stay-at-home wife could not be easily realized.”22 Economic Depression began 

in 1921, and many, both men and women, found themselves out of work. This reinforced that 

women were not to ‘compete with men in the public sphere’ if peace and security in Britain was 

to be achieved.23 This rendition of a family centered society was unique because in earlier 

iterations, it had been influenced by class. Now it was spurred on by a rejection of women 

usurping British masculinity by being the breadwinners. Now, the expectation was that all 

mothers and wives across society should not work and be confined to the home. 

As a direct effort to help balance the scales and separate the spheres of men and women, 

women had to be removed from the work force and out of public life. The removal of married 

women from the work force came to a head in 1931, when the Unemployment Insurance 

(Anomalies) Act was passed, an act similar to one passed in Nazi Germany around the same 

                                                 
21 Here I refer to Women in Britain Since 1900 by Sue Bruley, Out of the Cage: Women’s Experiences in 

Two World Wars by Gail Braybon and Penny Summerfield, and both Gender and Power in Britain, 1640-1990 and 

Making Peace: The Reconstruction of Gender in the Interwar Years by Susan Kingsley Kent.. For further reading on 

this topic, I recommend 'We Danced All Night': A Social History Of Britain Between The Wars by Martin Pugh, 

Back To Home And Duty: Women Between The Wars, 1918-1939 By Deirdre Beddoes, and Behind The Lines: 

Gender And The Two World Wars as edited by Margaret Randolph Higonnet. 
22 Kent, Gender and Power in Britain, 302. 
23 S. Kingsley Kent, Making Peace: The Reconstruction of Gender in Interwar Britain (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1993), 113. 
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time. This meant that women who were married but applying for unemployed benefits were 

taken off the register and denied their benefits because they were ‘not genuinely seeking work’ 

and did not need such benefits.24 Women who worked either left once they were married or were 

fired once it was discovered that they had been married. Firms outside the government used this 

Act as license to fire married women at will. 

Skilled female workers faced special hardships in making it into professions. Sue Bruley 

said, “The most pressing issue for women white-collar and professional workers was not equal 

pay but the marriage bar.”25 Before WWI, women had sometimes been laid off once they were 

married but after the war this practice became much more common especially after the passing 

of the Anomalies Act. Women generally worked once they turned 18 and most, if they got 

married, had done so by the age of 30 which gave women roughly no more than 12 years to 

work. This stopped women from being able to gather pensions. Some women tried to find ways 

around the wedding bar such as this now anonymous woman: 

Most girls would leave an office on marriage but conditions in my home were such that I  

felt my mother should not be left without some continuing help. I had a very hard time  

from some of the other girls who were resentful that I ‘was taking a single girl’s place’,  

and I tried hard to find other employment which took until 1929. To do this I took off my  

wedding ring and called myself ‘Miss Adams’.26 

 

 While some women felt that they needed to remain in the work force for monetary 

reasons, others wanted to due to the sheer boredom they felt remaining at home after the 

excitement and liberation of being able to work outside of it, though of course this was 

influenced by the jobs they had once held or could hold after the war. New magazines devoted to 

                                                 
24 A. Deacon, In Search of the Scrounger (London: Bell, 1976), 82. 
25 Bruley, 69. 
26 T. Davy, “A Cissy Job for Men; A Nice Job for Girls’: Women Shorthand Typists in London, 1900-

1939,” in Our Work, Our Lives, Our Words: Women’s History and Women’s Work, ed. L. Davidoff and B. Westover 

(London: Macmillan, 1986), 142. 
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offering women advice on how to meet the needs of their husbands by remaining at home while 

still finding personal fulfillment soared as women tried to meet the ideals of what a woman 

should be, as they had been pre-war. However, women’s mental health became a public concern 

as the phenomena labeled “suburban neurosis” raged across the country.27 Women of the many 

classes that were now expected to stay home were bored and lonely at home by themselves. 

Modern conveniences made to make their lives easier just made women, especially those of the 

middle class who had sometimes worked, feel more obsolete and the move of much population 

from tenements in cities back out into suburban areas caused the women to be isolated. Women 

of higher classes were able to deal with these by developing hobbies and interests outside of their 

homes, but this was not as much of an option for families that could not afford such things. Some 

women created their own businesses to keep busy and help supplement the family income, like 

taking in laundry or sewing. But these businesses had to remain low key so as not to disturb the 

family’s image of the husband being the breadwinner. 

From 1919-1939, women were steadily shepherded back into the private and domestic 

spheres, which caused them to lose the foothold and progress they had made in society during 

WWI. The advances they had made were denied and no recognition was given of the 

contributions they had made during the war years. 

The Need for Women in the War Effort of WWII 

 

When WWII enveloped Britain, it came as no surprise to the people yet very little was done to 

prepare for it. All hands were needed on deck to deal with the threat that Germany posed. 

Women jumped at the chance to be part of something bigger once more, but despite the urgent 

need for such assistance, the government and men were slow to allow them to. And when they 

                                                 
27 S. Taylor, “Suburban Neurosis”, The Lancet, March 26, 1938. 
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finally made the decision to allow women to help, it was only on the most basic level. It was a 

national crisis and they needed to mobilize the pool of unused labor. But this time, they wanted 

to do a better job keeping separate what a man’s job entailed from that of a woman. 

What was needed of women and what was wanted of women by the rest of society were 

in direct conflict at the onset of WWII. Many enlisted men felt that having their wife at home 

symbolized what the struggle was about.28 The government and industry had spent much of the 

Interwar years pushing women back into the domestic sphere. But as labor shortages in the war 

industries increased, both entities knew that the women were needed to and could meet the 

challenge as they had in the past. The Ministry of Labor began a campaign to recruit women 

workers, but this time they did not answer the call. Little information about pay and other 

important aspects of the work made women reluctant to join in an effort that had so recently 

pushed them away. This forced the government into issuing a draft compelling women to 

work—the situation had become that desperate. However, this draft also allowed the government 

to control where women worked and what kind of work they would be allowed to do. By doing 

so, they could try and avoid the mistakes of WWI that allowed women feel that they had the 

latitude to continue working even after the war had ended. The legislation they created allowed 

women to “keep” their primary role as mothers and wives which “in turn meant that women’s 

unequal position in the workforce was perpetuated and given official sanction”.29 All women 

ages 19-40 had to register to work, which later in the war was increased to 50-year olds as well. 

These women were then channeled into specific jobs and could not change jobs without 

permission from the local Labor Exchange. They also could not be fired, and employers had to 

                                                 
28 S. Carruthers, “’Manning the Factories’: Propaganda and Policy on the Employment of Women, 1939-

1947,” History, vol. 75, no. 244 (1990): 232. 
29 Bruley, 94. 
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take whatever workers they were sent. Women were also shepherded around as it suited the 

government’s needs. Single women were considered mobile as they had no dependents and were 

forced to move to work anywhere they were needed, while married women or those with 

children were immobile and were found local work to do. Forced to work while remaining 

mothers put immense pressure on women who, after 12-hour work days, were expected to come 

home and take care of their children and do all the tasks they normally would have done if not 

working.  

Much of the work that women were assigned to do was basic, grueling, and required no 

skill. In this way, they continued not to have to be paid as much as male workers. There were 

many drawbacks to this work, namely monotonous routine work for long hours without breaks, 

low and unequal pay, and boredom. Yet women did not protest these problems, they protested 

when they were treated differently from men.   

 

 

Figure 3-Women Munitions Workers, Britain, 1940 

 

 Women across the country who were not in service also wanted to be able to defend 

themselves in case of invasion. They attempted to get weapons training for self-defense, but the 
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Home Guard would not admit women on their own merit. They could only act as auxiliaries to 

the men. As a result, the Women’s Home Defence was founded but the government was not 

supportive of it at all.30 

 Though the war was hard for all, many women were thankful for the opportunities it had 

provided them. They felt that the “stresses and challenges of war had actually changed them for 

the better”.31 Nella Last wrote in her diary that the war liberated her in a way that was tangible 

even to her husband who noted a change in her. “He never realizes—and never could—that the 

years when I had to sit quiet and always do everything he liked, and never the things he did not, 

were slavery years of mind and body.”32  

By the start of WWII, the rhetoric of separate spheres, the distinctions between men and 

women, proved overly effective. Just as the government had fought to send women back home in 

the Interwar Years, they again had to resort to extreme measures, from domestic propaganda to 

conscription, to persuade women to leave their homes and provide the aid Britain so desperately 

needed. As before, women were called on to take on the jobs that the government and society 

had always dictated to be for men only. But by the Second World War’s end, women did not 

leave the public sphere and workforce as they had after the first.  

 

 
  

                                                 
30 E. Summerskill, A Woman’s World, Her Memoirs (London: Heinemann, 1967), 74. 
31 Bruley, 113. 
32 Nella Last, Nella Last’s War, A Mother’s Diary 1939-1945, ed. R. Broad and S. Fleming (Bristol: Falling 

Wall Press, 1981), 168. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE EVOLUTION OF THE EVERYDAY BRITISH WOMAN’S ROLE IN 

SOCIETY FROM THE INTERWAR YEARS THROUGH WWII: THE 

GOVERNMENT’S MEDDLING AND USE OF PROPAGANDA  
 

Governmental Interference into Women’s Roles in British Society 

The spy and Kay sit across from each other at the table.  

His hands are held up in the air; her hand grasps the gun she has pointed at his heart. 

With her free hand, she puts a cigarette to her lips. 

 “Please,” he whispers. 

 She surveys him for a moment and then tosses the cigarette at him. As it falls short, her 

hands unconsciously move forward as if to pick it up. But that is all the distraction the German 

needs before he lunges for the gun. They grapple for it until he manages to wrest it from her.  He 

savagely strikes her across the face and flees, leaving her stunned and dazed on the floor.33 

~~~ 

 This is a scene from a short propaganda video produced by the British Ministry of 

Information in 1940 entitled, Miss Grant Goes to the Door which was intended to educate those 

on the Homefront how to recognize enemy parachutists and how to handle it should they 

encounter one. The movie has a happy ending. Though Miss Grant is left unconscious on the 

floor, she soon awakes while her sister, at the police station, interrupts a class of Local Defense 

Volunteers being taught how to recognize a German parachutist and how to handle one in case of 

invasion. As the German spy tries to escape, strapping, young LDV members come to her rescue 

and capture him quickly and without trouble. 

                                                 
33 Rodney Ackland, Miss Grant Goes to the Door, directed by Brian Desmond Hurst (1940; London: 

Ministry of Information/ D&P Studios), film. 
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 This film is an example of the British government using propaganda domestically during 

WWII to teach the public about how to cope with the dangerous and foreign situations that might 

be thrust upon them during war. This film is also an example of how the government was using 

propaganda to instruct women specifically how to behave and what their role was during war 

time. 

With the onset of WWII, the British government did not want to repeat the same missteps 

they had made in WWI. They needed the assistance of women to win the new war, but they 

wanted women to know that the need for their assistance was only temporary—that when the 

war was over, life would go back to how it was, pre-war, and that women working actively in the 

public sphere was only for wartime emergencies.  

In trying to convey this message, the British government pushed an idea of femininity 

and what being a woman meant, as well as what women were capable of. They used pop culture 

mediums like propaganda videos, posters, pamphlets, magazines and more to showcase the kind 

of “modern woman” many male government officials believed that Britain needed at the time. 

Sir Kenneth Clark, a leader of the Ministry of Information, said in a BBC Broadcast in October 

1940 that the point of the domestic propaganda, such as films like Miss Grant Goes to the Door, 

which was created by the government, was “to help people to remember government messages 

by putting them in a dramatic form.”34 However, their message was unwieldy and unclear. The 

“modern woman” that they showcased was full of contradictions.  

The government had to fight against two issues: first, that their rhetoric of separate 

spheres during the Interwar Years had proven too effective and they now had to reverse their 

message to engage women to join the fights; and two, that the conservative party in power that 

                                                 
34 Reprinted in Documentary Newsletter, 1, November 1, 1940, reprint, 4-5. 
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had been less than supportive of women’s issues until that point now had to appeal directly to 

women and did not know how to effectively do so. Within a single ad, the government would 

contradict itself. For example, a governmental ad in popular ladies’ magazine, published in the 

early 1940s, was of a drawing of two men in uniform, relaxing with their feet up, talking with 

this text35: 

“Joan’s doing a real job,”/ “That’s what I like about her. She’s not playing at war work. 

Once she heard my story of what women could do for our chaps she was off like a flash 

to join the W.A.A.F. Gets her stripes soon… and deserves it.”/ The R.A.F. wants more 

women like Joan… and that means more women like you. You’ll wear a proud uniform. 

You’ll get a close up of the war. And you’ll share responsibility with airmen who are 

making history.36 

 

 

 
Figure 4- Magazine Ad Exhorting Women to join the WAAF 

 

                                                 
35 See Figure 4. 
36 Jane Waller and Michael Vaughan-Rees, Women in Wartime: The Role of Women’s Magazines 1939-

1945 (London: MacDonald, 1987), 61. 
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The government was advertising positions open with a specific agency while denigrating other 

war work women were involved in—usually at the behest of the government. Governmental 

propaganda during early WWII delivered conflicting messages, seemingly cognizant of what 

women could do and still unwilling to use them in a meaningful way.  Both men and women 

were conscripted, though for different kinds of labor. Often, the jobs offered to women came 

across as useless, menial tasks that seemed like they would have no effect on changing the tides 

of war in the big picture. But these were the positions they were offered by the government. And 

such ads belittled them for doing what the government had pressed them to do. 

Many women were already somewhat reticent to assist in the war effort after they had 

been rebuffed from working in the interwar years, and those that were eager to help had a hard 

time finding an appropriate outlet through which to offer their assistance. Often, the propaganda 

at the onset of WWII called for women to be active while not giving them outlets for this action 

and belittling any efforts they did make, showing how the best help a woman could provide was 

to do nothing at all or to stay out of the way and to let the men handle everything. Miss Grant 

Goes to the Door highlights these discrepancies quite well. The film’s goal was to be both 

instructional and reassuring by demonstrating how key it was for British citizens to follow the 

advice issued by the Ministry of Information.37 This film was one of the more well received 

films released by the Ministry due to its drama, but its instructional value was heavily 

criticized.38 Reviewers found the advice it offered flawed as 'most of us have no revolvers' and 

unlike the Grant sisters, would most likely not find a dead German on their doorstep to provide 

one.39 The overall message of the film was “Keep Your Head,” which is emphasized clearly in 

                                                 
37

 Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Britain Can Take It: British Cinema in the Second World War 

(London: I.B. Tauris & Co., 2007), 123. 
38 “Cinema: War Shorts”, Time Magazine, September 1940. 
39 Aldgate, Britain Can Take It, 123. 
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the final scene of the film. After the German spy has been captured and taken away, a member of 

the LDV sits at the table with the two Miss Grant’s drinking tea. He commends certain actions 

and following ministry directives, such as keeping their car locked up, which prevented the spy 

from escaping, and for keeping their maps under lock and key. The final words of the film are, 

“You kept your heads. The front line is in every home nowadays.” This war was different 

because it was Total War—with the fruit of modern weapons, the dawning recognition of the 

value of propaganda, and the related questions of civilian morale it raised. 

While the film ends on a positive note, commending the women, it is problematic 

because of how it portrayed them as “modern women”. The women, two older spinsters, are 

shown as unable to protect themselves well against an enemy—without the help of the LDV, 

they were too weak to individually and successfully resist against the German Spy. 

Through pop culture mediums like propaganda films, women’s magazines, poster 

campaigns, and more, the government pushed their image of a modern woman what might 

happen to women who went against the grain of this idea. But due to their own internal fiascos 

and their failure to properly execute this aspect of their propaganda consistently, British 

government and society ended up creating an altogether different “modern woman” from what 

they set out to establish. 

The Uphill Battle of The Ministry of Information 

The public mind to the trained propagandist is a pool into which phrases and 

thoughts are dropped like acids, with a foreknowledge of the reactions that will 

take place, just as [a biologist]… can make a thousand crustaceans stop 

swimming aimlessly about in the bowl and rush with one headlong impulse to the 

side where the light comes from, merely by introducing into the water a little drop 

of a chemical.40 

 

                                                 
40 “Propaganda and the role of the state in inter-war Britain,” New York Tribune (New York, New York), 

July 12, 1918. 



22 

 By as early as war’s end in 1918, the public was aware of the importance of propaganda. 

And by the start of WWII, it had become common knowledge, as evidenced by noted English 

novelist Arthur Calder-Marshall, who said, “Whatever of social importance is done to-day… 

must be done with the help of propaganda. Propaganda is the executive arm of the invisible 

government.”41 

 Following WWI, Lord Beaverbrook (who also owned The Daily Mail) recommended to 

the Cabinet that the Ministry of Information, which was dedicated to propaganda, after its 

success in WWI, should be retained—but its image rebranded and its purpose re-tooled. Its 

image had suffered because the British public had felt manipulated by tales of German 

“atrocities” touted by the Ministry. There was strong backlash against the Ministry, and British 

citizens were extremely critical of the use of propaganda. This rebranding led to reconstruction 

of the Ministry of Information. Before, it handled international propaganda. Now, as there was 

no war and no enemies to outwit, it would be devoted to domestic propaganda. However, the 

Ministry of Information was instead only operated during times of crisis—and the lack of public 

controversy, especially during the 1920s, meant that it was not very active.42 Many historians 

suggest that this was due to government’s ‘distaste’ at using propaganda, and successful 

propaganda at that, during the war.43 No long-term policies regarding domestic propaganda were 

formed. In the 1930s, as tension grew stronger in Europe, the Ministry of Information, also 

sometimes referred to as the Ministry of Morale, and officials were cognizant of the importance 

that domestic propaganda played.  

In conflicts in which whole populations were considered—and exhorted to think  

of themselves—as front-line troops, the role of civilian was crucial… The  

                                                 
41 Arthur Calder-Marshall, The Changing Scene (London: Chapman & Hall, 1937), 28-29. 
42 Mariel Grant, Propaganda and the role of the state in inter-war Britain (New York: Oxford Press, 1994), 

41. 
43 Grant, 34-35.  
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citizen’s morale and his willingness to contribute on the war effort had therefore  

become of decisive military importance… Defeat might not flow from the  

collapse of armies on a conventional battlefield but from the breakdown of morale  

at home.44 

 

The Ministry was given responsibility over five broad functions in the late interwar and early 

war years: security censorship of the press and other outlets, conducting publicity campaigns for 

other departments, the release of official news, the distribution of propaganda to other countries 

outside of Britain, and the safeguarding of morale. 

  As time went on, the invaluable nature of propaganda could not be ignored and indeed 

had to be used to safeguard the British way of life. Government officials and politicians alike 

agreed that the disseminating information and advertising or bringing it to the forefront of the 

public’s attention was imperative. The Home Publicity Sub-Committee, an entity established in 

1938 to help best develop methods and practices for domestic propaganda established their first 

objective: “To get British war aims understood, the Government’s efforts in pursuance of them, 

at home and on the fighting fronts clearly interpreted and appreciated in the United Kingdom.”45 

The Ministry began to try to establish itself once more and put its best foot forward as World 

War II loomed closer on the horizon. It failed spectacularly.  

Peter Cromwell, wrote in his article, “The Propaganda Problem” for the Horizon: 

 

…what propaganda efforts are being made by the government… are so helplessly 

amateurish that they have succeeded in achieving only one effect, that, 

fortunately, not quite useless, to convince people that their case must be better 

than it appears. There is, in fact, not only no plan and no policy, but appalling 

technique. Worst of all, there is very little realization officially that a good job is 

not being done.46 

 

                                                 
44 Ian McLaine, Ministry of Morale: Homefront Morale and the Ministry of Information in World War II 

(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1979), 2. 
45 McLaine, 18. 
46 Peter Cromwell, “The Propaganda Problem” Horizon, ed. Cyril Connolly, 3/13 (1941), 17-32. 
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The Ministry was roasted by both the press and the public during the first half of the war. It was 

referred to as ‘the Ministry of Aggravation’47 and ‘Public Failure Number One’, described as 

‘rather like a child’s home-made scooter, nailed together from bits of an old packing-case… the 

wheels tied on with string,’48 and that ‘complete unsuitability’ has been the hiring standards for 

the Ministry.49 In the debate on whether or not to allow publishing the whereabouts of the 

Ministry of Information, one journalist made a joke, “God knows why [anyone would care about 

the Ministry’s location]! Hitler’d never bomb this place. It’s the only victory he’s won so far!”50 

The irony of an entity responsible for keeping up Morale having its name so besmirched and 

dragged through the dirt was inescapable. 

 Most historians, including Mariel Grant, Ian McLaine, Philip Taylor, and Temple 

Willcox have come to a consensus on the factors that led to the Ministry’s shoddy job. First and 

foremost, as highlighted by the quotes above, was the disparate hiring practices of the Ministry. 

Though perhaps at the time it can be argued that experts in the fields of morale and propaganda 

may have been sparse on the ground, related fields like journalism and psychology were not only 

ignored but outright rejected. Journalism was considered a low brow career, and psychology and 

psychological issues were not something that was generally recognized by the upper classes, who 

did not quite believe in it. The people working for the Ministry were male, educated, and upper 

class, used to cushy government jobs, and they often had no experience in the field that they had 

been thrust into working. Because of their lack of expertise in these areas, their understanding of 

the British public was flawed, and this is what poisoned their campaigns.  

                                                 
47 “Propaganda,” The Times, December 1939. 
48 John Hargrave, Words Win Wars - Propaganda, the Mightiest Weapon of All (London: Wells Gardner, 

Darton & Co., 1940), 57. 
49 Beverly Baxter, Men, Martyrs and Mountebanks: Beverly Baxter's Inner Story of Personalities and 

Events Behind the War (London: Collins Publishers, 1940), 183-184. 
50 Norman Riley, 999 and All That (London: V. Gollancz Ltd, 1940), 42. 
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 Their miscalculation of the British public’s responses to their decisions was also caused 

by reasons outside their areas of expertise. Another major factor were class differences. Instead 

of being able to look beyond their own class and understanding of British society, they were only 

able to embody and interact with their own. The propagandists could not separate themselves 

from their own biases. This caused the messages their campaigns churned out to be incongruent 

with how other classes making up British society viewed themselves.51 These class differences 

also created a divide between the public and the Ministry’s image as they came across as 

superior and patronizing, which only repelled the public more from the Ministry as an institution. 

The Ministry was also set back by the lack of proper guidelines and standards from the 

previous pre-war administration. All information and records on the Ministry’s actions during 

WWI disappeared and the new administration had nothing from which to build from. In 1938, 

one official told Sir Stephen Tallents, who had been the Director of the Ministry since it’s reboot 

in 1936, that “…’to produce anything coherent has in many cases been rather like completing a 

Chinese puzzle with the key pieces missing’ and… that it was ‘more than odd’ that the Foreign 

Office could not produce documents relating to the old Ministry of Information.”52 

Ministry of Information Pamphlets 

One technique that the Ministry of Information continually applied throughout the war was the 

publication of pamphlets and booklets. Usually, these contained speeches and articles written by 

politicians and government officials to make sure that the British public were inundated with the 

pieces of news that they wanted to reinforce. If a citizen missed hearing the speech on the radio, 

a transcript of the speech was always available. The pamphlets were to galvanize the Homefront 

and keep moral up and people working. 

                                                 
51 McLaine, 11. 
52 McLaine, 14. 
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 Often the language used in these pamphlets was coded and worked to reinforce the 

gender roles that officials endorsed. Men were the fighters while women did the easy work and 

worried at home. However, in politicians’ attempts to appeal to as much of the Homefront as 

possible, their enforcement of these roles sometimes became distorted. In a pamphlet published 

by the Ministry of Information in Fall of 1939, they printed a speech given by Arthur 

Greenwood, an MP and Acting Leader of the Labour Party two days after Germany’s invasion of 

Poland. Clearly laying out that Britain would be entering the fray of war, his appeal for strength 

from the British people was open ended: “Now it is the duty of all of us, whoever we may be, to 

do all that lies in our power to help in this great cause…”53  In the same edition, MP Archibald 

Sinclair, Leader of the Liberal Party, made an almost identical plea, that, “What is at stake in this 

great conflict is your right and mine, and the rights of other plain and ordinary people like 

us…”54 These politicians made no distinctions or limitations of gender in their rallying war cry. 

By including both sides of the political coin, as it were, by including the speeches of two of the 

leaders of the biggest political parties, the Ministry of Information made this message appear as 

endorsed by those in power, regardless of political affiliation. All were agreed. As two of the 

first impassioned speeches of the war, it can be easy to see how some women would have viewed 

the egalitarian nature of their words and taken them to heart, believing that they could and should 

contribute their all to the war effort. 

 Later that year, the Ministry published another pamphlet titled, “The Assurance of 

Victory.” Rather than reproduce speeches, this booklet clumsily compared the resources of 

Germany and Britain, arguing that Britain’s success in the war was inevitable simply by 

                                                 
53 Ministry of Information, The Outbreak of War (London: Ministry of Information, September 1939), 18. 
54 Ministry of Information, The Outbreak of War, 20. 
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statistic’s sake. It listed all the supplies, equipment, and economic resources each country had 

and pitted them against each other. This supports Historian David Edgerton’s argument that the 

war between Britain and German was “a war for freer trade” and was distinctly influenced by 

economic prowess.55 Meanwhile, the author of the pamphlet is not named. It is not written as a 

politician rallying his followers. The journalistic and scientific way it is written make the facts 

and statistics laid out seem irrefutable, though due to the prolonged nature of the war, it is 

obvious now that these “simple truths” were much more complex. Yet readers at the time would 

have taken this information seriously due to how it was presented, a fact that the Ministry of 

Information was counting on. And just like the previous pamphlet, it carried the same egalitarian 

connotations, like when it said, “Britain… is determined to throw her whole weight into this 

struggle…”56 

 

 

Figure 5- The Inside Cover of " Manpower: the Story of the Mobilisation for War " 

                                                 
55 David Edgerton, Britain's War Machine: Weapons, Resources, And Experts In The Second World War (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), 44. 
56 Ministry of Information, The Assurance of Victory (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1939), 5. 



28 

 

 Throughout the war, the Ministry of Information continually coded gender roles into the 

language of the pamphlets they published. In 1944, they published a pamphlet where the inside 

cover page shows a collage of 12 different people working in industrial settings, presumably to 

mobilize for war.57 Half of the images depict women involved in war work. The pamphlet is 

bookended with the inside cover page depicting another collage, this time of citizens in the 

military.58 Only four out the twelve recruits are women here, but this is still significant.  

 

Figure 6- The Inside Back Cover of "Manpower: the Story of the Mobilisation for War" 

 

The outside cover page depicts a stylish yet practical woman walking and smiling, as 

though the war does not worry her in her self-sufficiency.59  Behind her is a silhouette of an 

                                                 
57 See Figure 5. 
58 See Figure 6. 
59 See Figure 7. 
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obviously feminine and curvy munitions worker, tool in hand.60 Yet, the pamphlet is entitled 

“Man power: The Story of the Mobilisation for War,” with heavy emphasis placed on the word 

“man” on its cover.61  This constant discrepancy between what the Ministry called for woman to 

do regarding the war effort, to stay home and do only the bare minimum to help the country or to 

give their true all for god and country, reiterates the question: What message were they trying to 

send to women of the nation? Women could take from it what they wanted.  

 

 

Figure 7- The Back Cover of " Manpower: the Story of the Mobilisation for War" 

 

Similar mixed messages were prevalent in propaganda pamphlets that were created for 

American audiences, presenting the British war efforts. Most of the photos in these pamphlets 

depicted British women contributing to the war effort; however, the captions minimized their 

work, either insinuating that they did it for the men in their life rather than their own patriotism 

or suggesting that while women contributed that they were not actually that effective.62 

                                                 
60 Ministry of Labour and National Service [prepared by Ministry of Information], Man Power: The Story 

of the Mobilisation for War (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1944), back cover. 
61 See Figure 8. 
62 British Information Services, War Job (New York: British Information Services, 1943), 46. 
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Figure 8- The Front Cover of the "Manpower: the Story of the Mobilisation for War " Pamphlet dispersed by the 

Ministry of Information 

 

 The British Information Services also published a book titled, “Front Line: The Official 

Story of the Civil Defense of Britain” in 1943. Within it, the photographs are the major focus of 

the book. It features many pictures of war torn London, attempting to pull at the heart strings of 

Americans. There are also many photographs of women, and the way that they are depicted in 

the book constantly contradicts itself. On one page, there is a photograph of a British woman 

driver injured in the line of duty being examined by a doctor in Westminster Hospital.63  

 

 

Figure 9- An Image from “Front Line: The Official Story of the Civil Defense of Britain” depicting a doctor 

examining a woman at Westminster Hospital 

                                                 
63 See Figure 9. 
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The photo and caption emphasize the women’s patriotism for being injured in the line of duty.64 

Yet on another page, it shows two women standing amidst the rubble of what was once the 

Coventry Cathedral, with the caption, “It is still Washing Day.” 65 How women were to be 

regarded and what their roles were during war time were continually skewed by the Ministry of 

Information. 

 

 

Figure 10- An Image from “Front Line: The Official Story of the Civil Defense of Britain” depicting washing day 

 

 

 

                                                 
64 British Information Services, Front Line: The Official Story of the Civil Defense of Britain (New York, 

The MacMillan Company,1943) 36. 
65 British Information Services, Front Line, 93. See Figure 10. 
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The Most Popular Poster Campaigns 

In addition to the literature that the Ministry put out, they also tried to advertise different 

lessons they wanted to impart to their citizens. Many of their campaigns were ill advised, but, 

their poster campaigns sent out some of the strongest mixed messages. One such mini campaign 

was the infamous "Up housewives and at ‘em" poster designed by cartoonist Yates-Wilson.66 It’s 

title and theme were extracted from Herbert Morrison's speech made in August 1940. Three 

women, presumably housewives, one young, one middle aged, one old march militantly with a 

banner with "Up housewives and at ‘em." They are looking stoically forward, intent with their 

mission. This seems to go along with the equal cry for help of men and women made by 

politicians at the war’s start. However, the caption beneath them clarifies the government’s true 

intent: “Put out your paper, metal, bones! They make planes, guns, tanks, ships, and 

ammunition.”67 This does not correlate with the previous calls for everyone, no matter who they 

were, to give their all, in aid of their country if all the government asks of the women is to 

contribute scraps in times of need as though they are incapable of providing anything more. 

 

 

Figure 11- "Up housewives and at ‘em" poster designed by cartoonist Yates-Wilson 

                                                 
66 See Figure 11. 
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One of their first and biggest poster campaign failures was “Silent Column,” designed to 

help fight against the threat of fifth columnists by telling citizens to join a new column where 

citizens did not gossip.  It was supposed to help quash rumors of Britain’s weaknesses from these 

Fifth Columnists as well as keep up the morale of the British. But it’s humor was clumsy and 

instead insulted and repelled citizens by encouraging people to disdain one another, saying, “Mr. 

Pride in Prophecy... [is a fool] and a mountebank. Give him a look that tells him what you think 

of him.” Caricatures of average British citizens were depicted, with insulting names. It is 

important to note that while the male names, like “Mr. Secrecy Hush-Hush” and “Mr. Pride in 

Prophecy” are not so flattering, the female names like, “Miss Leaky Mouth” and “Miss Teacup 

Whisperer” had decidedly different connotations. 

Simultaneously with the “Silent Column” campaign, the government was also publicly 

prosecuting any individuals that they deemed had spread ‘alarm and despondency’. These highly 

publicized trials and convictions made the public feel as though any discussion of the war and 

public discourse would be treasonous, an idea they whole heartedly resented.  Though the 

campaign and the trial were not planned to go hand in hand, the doubling of these events made 

the situation worse. Harold Nicolson, Parliamentary Secretary and official at the Ministry of 

Information in 1940, said of the campaign, “There is no doubt that our anti-rumour campaign has 

been a ghastly failure. Altogether, the M. of I. is in disgrace again.” 
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Figure 12- A poster from the “Careless Talk Costs Lives” poster campaign by Fougasse 

 

Despite many of the Ministry of Information’s failings, one of their most successful 

campaigns was that of “Careless Talk Costs Lives.”  This campaign was created to restore the 

damage caused by their earlier “Silent Column” campaign. Its aim was to prevent valuable 

information from getting to the enemy rather than stopping the circulation of stories that could 

damage morale on the Homefront. “Careless Talk Costs Lives” was particularly long lasting and 

had many iterations. At first, its success stemmed from its simple depictions and uncomplicated 

humor, which the people appreciated. Designed by popular cartoonist Fougasse (the pen name 

for Cyril Kenneth Bird), they showed everyday people having conversations, in their living 

rooms, on the bus, living the same lives as the viewers did.68 It was easier for people to 

understand the inherent danger of what they were doing by seeing it represented in their own 

lives without condemning them for it. Fougasse’s cartoons were egalitarian, depicting both men 

and women and not blaming one gender more for gossip.69 

                                                 
68 See Figure 12. 
69 See Figure 13. 
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Figure 13- Another poster from the “Careless Talk Costs Lives” poster campaign by Fougasse 

 

However, a new iteration of the “Careless Talk Costs Lives” Campaign was revived in 

1942. It had a more specific message: “Keep Mum, She’s Not So Dumb!” Many showed men 

talking to beautiful women.70 The images make it clear that the women are at fault for the spread 

of gossip—while it warns men not to tell women about sensitive information, it does so by 

insinuating that these women will gossip and share the information blindly. The women are the 

treacherous party in this campaign. These posters portrayed gossip as a wholly feminine activity- 

for the men to “gossip” and tell a woman any sensitive information, made him more feminine, 

and that women were the “true” gossips of society. The posters show a man talking to a beautiful 

woman, losing his head and confiding all in her.71  

 

                                                 
70 See Figure 14. 
71 Unknown, “Keep mum - she's not so dumb!" 1941, The National Archives UK, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:INF3-270_Anti-rumour_and_careless_talk_Keep_mum_-

_she%27s_not_so_dumb.jpg. 
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Figure 14- "Keep Mum, She’s Not So Dumb!” Poster from 1942 

 

This campaign evolved too over time and shifted from portraying women as air heads, 

simply regurgitating information they had heard without thought, to showing women as 

predatory. The most famous poster of the entire campaign features a woman surrounded by an 

officer from each of the Armed Forces about her, underlined by the joint phrases “Keep Mum, 

She’s Not So Dumb! Careless Talk Costs Lives.”72 The woman is beautiful, generous amounts of 

blonde hair piled atop her head in an intricate bun, her manicured fingers sharpened into claws. 

She represents the epitome of femininity at this time, reclined across a chaise lounge, as the Air 

Force, Navy, and Army officers gaze wolfishly and longingly at her.73 Another poster shows a 

single woman, beautiful and ripe, seductively posing on a bar stool. It’s captioned, “You forget - 

but she remembers.”74 It implies that the price to spend the evening with such a young lady is the 

                                                 
72 See Figure 15. 
73 Unknown, “Keep mum - she's not so dumb! Careless talk costs lives," 1942, The National Archives UK, 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/theartofwar/prop/home_front/INF3_0229.htm. 
74 Whitear, "Seductive ‘siren,'" 1944, The National Archives UK, 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/theartofwar/prop/home_front/INF3_0271.htm. 
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information an officer could provide her. She is predatory, actively gathering information. What 

she will do with it is anyone’s guess.75 

 

 

Figure 15- Another "Keep Mum, she's not so dumb!" poster created by the Ministry of Information 

 

By this point of the campaign, the Ministry of Information was interested in portraying 

women as dangerous, a threat to national security. The National Archives official description of 

the poster explains,  

The campaign was issued in 1942, for the attention of all ranks, with this  

particular image intended for officers' messes and other places where the  

commissioned ranks met. At the end of May, Advertiser's Weekly noted that ‘sex  

appeal' had been introduced in the form of a beautiful spy, who they insisted on  

‘christening Olga Polovsky after the famous song'. … Having covered public  

house talk, wayside conversations with strangers, and ‘harmless chat' with friends  

when on leave, the government believed they had identified ‘the major problem'  

at last. The campaign was to make a direct appeal along the lines of ‘Cherchez la  

femme', as a reminder that ‘when in the company of a beautiful woman,  

remember that beauty may conceal brains'. Service personnel seemed particularly  

ready to disclose their station and line of work.76 

                                                 
75 See Figure 16. 
76 Unknown, “Keep mum - she's not so dumb! Careless talk costs lives," 1942, The National Archives UK, 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/theartofwar/prop/home_front/INF3_0229.htm. 
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Is it a coincidence that 1942, when this new poster and campaign came out, was the same year 

that the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) first began using their own female spies 

actively in the field? The government’s own insecurities about their use of female spies and the 

way women’s roles in British society were shifting, moving far out of their control, was evident 

in this new campaign. While this campaign denigrates the women, it also shows them in 

positions of power. The campaign at least shows that the government had begun to recognize that 

women could take on more active roles— whether they were worried about German women 

posing as spies or feeling uneasy about their own use of women as spies out in foreign fields. As 

women did take on more active wartime roles, whether as spies or not, their role in society was 

evolving into something the government had not wanted or expected, and into something that 

they feared. 

 

Figure 16- “You forget - but she remembers” poster disseminated by the Ministry of Information 
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Women’s Magazines 

The Interwar Years brought a boom to the industry of Women’s Magazines in Britain. It 

truly began to flourish with the launch of the British version of the magazine, Good 

Housekeeping, in 1922. It’s first issue sold out, selling more than 150,000 copies.77 Much of its 

success stemmed from its development of “…the cause of the new independence for women and 

[how it] offered advice on how to enjoy the differing roles of wife and mother and working 

woman.”78 By 1946, there were between 25-30 weekly or monthly women’s magazines on the 

market.79 

The entire industry of women’s magazines came to reflect the major changes in women’s 

role in society after the war. Churchill and his team of officials were the first to so ruthlessly use 

women’s magazines as propaganda.80 They specifically enlisted women’s presses for “war time 

service.” Women editors, like most women in the nation, were eager to help. Mary Grieve, the 

longtime editor of the magazine Woman gave a speech to the Ministry of Labour Advisory 

Committee in 1941, saying: 

… We feel that the women’s press is above all other media best fitted to translate 

to women the role they must fill in increasing numbers… although we speak in 

different voices we must, to reach the full peak of our propaganda value, be united 

to saying the things which are really relevant…. Tell us clearly, tell us often, what 

you want conveyed.81 

 

As magazines helped to form a woman’s view of herself and society’s view of her, they 

were one of the most influential means that could be utilized to mold women into what the 

                                                 
77 Brian Braithwaite, Women’s Magazines: The First 300 Years (London:  Peter Owen Ltd., 1995), 31. 
78 Braithwaite, 32. 
79 Braithwaite, 63. 
80 Marjorie Ferguson, Forever Feminine: Women’s Magazines and the Cult of Femininity (London:  

Ashgate Publishing, 1983), 19. 
81 Ferguson, 19. 
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government wanted from them.82 These governmental ads became inherently embedded into the 

magazines of this time. The government recognized the utility of women’s magazines in regard 

to domestic propaganda.   

What makes women’s magazines particularly interesting… is that…  

they tell women what to think and do about themselves, their lovers, husbands,  

parents, children, colleagues, neighbors or bosses. It is this, the scope of their  

normative direction, rather than the fact of its existence, which is truly  

remarkable. Add this to the power of the advertising which is directed at women  

through their pages and the conclusion follows: here is a very potent formula for  

steering female attitudes, behavior and buying along a particular path of  

femininity…83 

 

And as Grieve demonstrates, the magazines and advertisements within them were influenced by 

the government’s requests. She asked them what they wanted conveyed regarding women’s roles 

in society and gave them free rein to dictate it—and again, the government still had trouble 

sending a clear message to their women readers. Instead, they clumsily shapes women’s roles, 

and not in the way that the government hoped or expected. 

With paper rationing, magazines had very little advertisement space and any ads by the 

government were given priority.84 This is an excerpt from a tribute to the work women had done 

for the war effort that was published in Woman’s Magazine: 

…He who called the men of Britain 

To become His living Sword 

Sounds once more His royal challenge 

Calls with no uncertain claim 

To the women of Great Britain 

To become His living flame 

…. They are willing! They are willing! British women, here and now, 

Drive with skill Britannia’s lorries, 

Run to guide Britannia’s plough; 

They will mind Britannia’s children, 

Scrub, and shop, and wash, and mend, 

                                                 
82 Ferguson, 1. 
83 Ferguson, Forever Feminine, 2. 
84 Braithwaite, Women’s Magazines, 60. 
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Crochet, knit, and sew for Britain 

Till her hour of need shall end. 

….Toiling hard for Britain’s sake; 

Nothing—Nothing—British women 

Cannot—will not—undertake.85 

 

In the beginning of this song, the women were equated with men and that first the men were 

called to fight for Britain and then the women were as well. But then the tasks it offers to women 

seem almost useless, tasks that seem like they would have no effect on changing the tides of war 

in the big picture. It ends saying that the women are capable of and willing to do anything to help 

with the war effort—which was true. And yet their efforts were not being utilized to their fullest 

capacities.  

Women’s magazines came to be used as tools of the government to help rein women in 

and to perpetuate the role in society they wanted women to fill. Women’s participation in the war 

effort was continually tempered to demonstrate that traditional gender distinctions were being 

upheld and that women could indeed serve without any loss of femininity. The government 

needed women’s participation in the war effort to be successful. However, the government 

denigrated women’s work and the scope of their assistance by strangling their contributions with 

engrained ideas of femininity. 

Propaganda Films 

Despite the advance of their agenda on women’s role in society through many kinds of media, 

the government and Ministry of Information knew that to truly reach the entire population, they 

would also need to include the cinema. The government was aware to some degree of the effect 

that cinema had on the public—otherwise, after they closed all cinemas and theatres immediately 

on September 9th, 1939 due to bombing threats, they would not have slowly reopened them with 

                                                 
85 Waller and Vaughan-Rees, 59. 
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controlled media. The Wartime Social Survey of 1943 entitled The Cinema Audience, was taken 

by the Ministry, and one crucial point was reinforced: that the cinema reached more people than 

other media and visual communications, such as magazines, newspapers, or books.86 

Additionally, though ticket prices to the cinema increased throughout the war, it had never been 

so well attended, reaching an all-time peak of 31.4 million attendees a week by 1946.87 And 

“while a large proportion of the population at large went to the cinema occasionally, the 

enthusiasts were young, working class, urban, and more often female than male.”88 It was critical 

that the Ministry employ their propaganda tactics via film as well. 

The government desperately sought to use film and the other mediums at their disposal to 

mobilize women. The government engaged in addressing gender differences most often in their 

shorter films.89 This heavy-handed approach to teach women how to assist the war effort while 

keeping them in their place as women is evident in the films produced and sponsored by the 

Ministry of Information. 

The film, A Call to Arms produced by the Ministry of Information in 1940, depicts two 

“nudie” dancers working in wartime England—one of them feels that perhaps they could be 

more useful to the war effort if they worked in a profession besides dancing. By the end of the 

film, both Ireen and Joan quit their jobs as nudie dancers to go and work at the munitions factory. 

But the film’s message, that women could actively contribute to the war effort, is diminished by 

                                                 
86 Wartime Social Survey, The Cinema Audience (an inquiry made by the Wartime Social Survey for the 

Ministry of Information by Louis Moss and Kathleen Box), New Series, No. 37b, June-July 1943, 2. 
87 Christine Gledhill and Gillian Swanson, “Introduction” of Nationalising Femininity: Culture, Sexuality, 

and British Cinema in the 2nd World War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), 6.  
88 Jeffrey Richards and Dorothy Sheridan (eds.), Mass observation at the Movies (London, Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1987), 41. 
89Ministry of Information, Mass-Observation File Report No. 458, MoI shorts, October 1940. 
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the patronizing attitude shown towards the women in the film, and thus the women it is trying to 

inspire.90  

The first issue the film glosses over is class. Often, women who were employed as sex 

workers were not as readily accepted back into the fold to make “decent” contributions to 

society. These women were also often lower class. However, these women’s accents clearly 

marked them as a class above, where their background as sex workers was able to be overlooked 

to the point that by the end of the film, all the women workers in the munitions factory rally 

around Ireen as she calls all the women to work again (after already working a ten-hour shift and 

a week of overtime) to create a million more bullets by morning. The other women are aware of 

the dancers’ backgrounds—just before “the call to arms” as it were, Joan was doing fancy and 

risqué moves in the locker room, titillating all the women.91  

They also make a point of showing that women’s wartime contributions forced them to 

sacrifice their femininity—but that it would restore itself once victory was achieved. When Ireen 

begins working, she sees her instructor’s hands, covered in gunpowder, then looks down at her 

own white, pale, smooth, well-manicured hands.92 With great resolve though, she sacrifices her 

soft hands for the good of her country. The way it is presented though reiterates the message- 

when the war was over, Ireen would go back to smooth and soft hands. This foray into the world 

of “real work” was just temporary. 

By the end of the film, even though the women must now work another double shift, they 

frolic back into the factory, skipping, holding hands, and laughing like school girls.93 By 

portraying grown women as little girls, the government was patronizing the work that women all 

                                                 
90 A Call to Arms, directed by Brian Desmond Hurst (1940; London: Ministry of Information), film.  
91 A Call to Arms.  
92 A Call to Arms. 
93 A Call to Arms. 
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over Britain were achieving. Scholar Annette Kuhn has done extensive research on the idea of 

femininity being de-matured by wartime cinema:  

…the most striking finding to emerge from this study of the cinema going  

audiences in the 1930s relates to paradigms of femininity embodied in the  

personae of Britain’s favorite female stars, all of whom conspicuously lack  

attributes of overt, adult, sexuality… British cinema-goers evidently preferred  

femininity to be youthful, innocent, asexual.94 

 

 This depiction of women as girls as in A Call to Arms is belittling, as though girls who 

are naïve, innocent, blindly following directions is what was necessary to be “true women.”  The 

film ends with the Forewoman watching the women working and whispering dramatically, 

“Good girls.”95  

Furthermore, a majority of these “short message” films were addressed directly to 

women, teaching them how to do things correctly in war time, from baking a pie to domestic 

policy, always with a male voice over telling women how to live their lives. There is a 

correlation in technique between the “how to” and “inspirational” short message films produced 

by the Ministry. By beginning with “how to” films in the earlier 1940s, it suggests that the 

“inspirational” films that followed in the mid-1940s should be consumed in the same manner. 

These films, and thus the Ministry, further tried to inundate women with the idea that part of 

being feminine was to be childlike, to follow instructions, to obey authority, and not to question 

their directives.  

This brings us back to Miss Grant Goes to the Door. A further analysis of the film shows 

all the discrepancies of the Ministry’s messages to women regarding citizenship and their 

relationship to it as women. Kay, the more outspoken and assertive of the sisters, is put in her 
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place by the end of the film. Edith is the modern woman that the British government was 

endorsing. She dressed staidly in tweed and was cautious as the one who questioned her sister’s 

antics and ran to get help rather than getting involved directly with the action—she was really the 

woman that “kept her head.” On the other hand, Kay is the headstrong one that is very active, 

making fool-hardy decisions. She goes outside after seeing a man in the window. She is the one 

who insists on dragging his body into the house. She is the one who takes his gun. She is the one 

who lets in the spy. She is the one who confronts him and holds him hostage. She does 

everything she is not supposed to do—all while dressed in a dainty flowered silk dressing robe 

that typifies her female identity.  

Her femininity is shown as a weakness—the spy thwarts her by balefully begging for a 

cigarette, and her delicate sensibilities cannot deny him. And because women are meant to serve, 

when the cigarette she tosses at him does not make it far enough, she unconsciously goes to pick 

it up for him, leaving herself defenseless.96 Her feminine weakness is her downfall and is what 

allows the German to escape. And for even attempting to stand up to the spy’s bold masculinity, 

he cold cocks her across the face. She was too assertive, too defiant, too capable—and while the 

Ministry wanted women to help and do their duty, they wanted to draw a clear line that getting 

overly involved was at the women’s own peril.  

 

 

Figure 17- A still from the film "Miss Grant Goes to the Door" 

                                                 
96 See Figure 17. 



46 

Yet, the Ministry of Information weakened this message by even allowing Kay the 

agency and free will to pick up the gun in the first place. Many would not notice the micro 

details of the movie—they would focus on the actions they saw occurring. And this film, at its 

most basic state, seems to advocate action. “The sight of this untrained hand wielding the 

weapon, however ineffectively… was incidental propaganda for a ‘people’s war.’”97 

These films contradict themselves, demanding women make every effort to help end the 

war—but of course, only enough of an effort that their existence as British citizens would not put 

the nation, and its gender paradigms, into jeopardy: “…[these films] were unable to provide a 

consistent mode of address to its female audience, and instead produced mixed allusion for the 

male and national community… [it] could not combine old and new images of femininity in a 

meaningful way.”98  

Conclusion 

During the Interwar Years and WWII, women’s roles and the domain of the domestic sphere 

were constantly in flux, in a process of modernization. The government clearly wanted to cling 

to their ideas, to have the help of women during WWII and for them to quickly return into the 

fold of the domestic sphere once the war ended and victory on a grand scale was assured, their 

emergence into the world of war and men ‘for the duration only’. When they did allow them to 

help, it was only in incredibly limited capacities. 

… Women are simultaneously presented with messages on two wavelengths.  

‘Yes, get out there and show the world you are someone in your own right’, but  

also ‘Remember you must achieve as a wife and mother, too.’ The psycho-social  

tension generated by these dualistic messages is largely ignored… Yet these  

conflicting messages are overlaid with a seductive wrapping: every woman can  

choose the ‘kind’ of woman she wishes to be. They imply her choice is  
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constrained only by her preferences from amongst the range of images offered to  

her.99 

 

Yet the propaganda of the Ministry of Information often allowed women to grasp onto 

the messages they wanted to see from the campaigns rather than what the Ministry’s text 

provided. Women were able to hold onto the uplifting and inspiring calls to actions and disregard 

the more offensive parts. In One Family’s War, a British magazine, was published the following 

note by Lady Mayhew, the President of the Norwich Division of the Red Cross, in 1940: 

I must confess I find ‘the present situation’ quietly but deeply exhilarating, but it’s  

probably a female (and British female at that) sort of feeling which no male could  

begin to understand. When other people have always done your fighting for you  

it’s an incredible relief to feel you’ve come to a time when that blessed Ministry  

of Information poster has some meaning for you at last…. Here and now I  

wouldn’t trade places with anyone in history.100 

 

The campaigns were successful in convincing women to join in the effort, even if it did not result 

in the creation of the modern woman they had been seeking. They created instead a modern 

woman who strong, powerful, eager to help—and knew that she could. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

DESERT QUEEN AND THE WHITE MOUSE:  

HOW THE SUCCESSES OF EVERYDAY BRITISH WOMEN & FEMALE 

SPIES IN WWI PAVED THE WAY FOR THE FEMALE AGENCY IN 

WWII 

 
Introduction 

 

It is no secret that the British government used spies both during WWI and WWII. 

However, the female spies of the British government have largely remained unknown, but for a 

few notable exceptions such as Gertrude Bell and Nancy Wake. How did the spying of women 

during WWI develop into the spying of WWII? This chapter examines the topic of the evolution 

of female agency from WWI to WWII by exploring how women were used as spies before the 

war versus after and what elements, if any, of their espionage changed. To answer these 

questions, we will look at two female spies used by the British, Gertrude Bell in WWI and 

Nancy Wake during WWII. By focusing on the experiences of leading female spies, extreme 

cases of the mobility of female agency, parallels can be drawn to the change in agency that every 

day women in Britain experienced over the same period. 

By focusing on two such strong figures, Gertrude Bell and Nancy Wake, to anchor the 

two different time periods, there is a plethora of secondary sources to distinguish how typical or 

atypical these individuals were in their respective periods. From analyzing the memoirs of each 

woman, The Autobiography of the Woman the Gestapo Called the White Mouse by Nancy Wake 

and A Woman in Arabia: The Writings of the Queen of the Desert by Gertrude Bell, it became 

evident how much agency each woman had and how they differed—and to what extent they 
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recognized it. By delving into secondary sources, a historian’s perspective in hindsight can be 

used to analyze the lives and actions of these women and what they truly achieved.101  

As more information has come to light about the lives of each spy, the narratives of their 

lives have also altered over the years. Biographies written about Bell before the discovery of her 

secret affair with Major Dough-Wylie paint a different picture of the woman she was, such as 

Gertrude Bell by Ronald Bodley, a distant relative of hers.  

Examining the experiences of other spies helps to reinforce the similarities or differences 

between their experiences and those of the spies featured in this paper to highlight parallels or 

inconsistencies. These books focus on the history or basis for the experience of spies in each war 

individually without making connections to the experiences of spies collectively in both wars.102 

These women had very different backgrounds and vastly different experiences as spies. 

Gertrude Bell came from a wealthy British family and was highly educated, the first woman to 

earn a First in History from Oxford; on the other hand, Nancy Wake came from a poor and 

broken family in New Zealand and trained herself to be a journalist after she ran away from 

home to Europe. Bell remained single and unwed her whole life while Wake was married to a 

rich industrialist before the war began—he was subsequently caught and tortured for information 

on her whereabouts. Bell’s role was focused on intelligence gathering from her desk in Arabia, 

while Wake focused on sabotage, ransacking Gestapo Headquarters in France. Finally, Bell had 

no codename as there was no need to obscure her identity, though she was known as the Desert 

                                                 
101 These include Gertrude Bell, 1889-1914 by Elizabeth Burgoyne, Desert Queen: The Extraordinary Life 
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Queen, and was described as "one of the few representatives of His Majesty's Government 

remembered by the Arabs with anything resembling affection,"103 whereas Wake was the White 

Mouse by the Gestapo and became their most wanted person in 1943, with a 5 million-

franc price on her head.  

This chapter will argue that based on the differences in their experiences and what range 

of activities each woman was allowed to engage in, it seems clear that British Intelligence 

Agencies, after successfully utilizing women as spies in WWI, were willing to allow women 

more agency as spies during WWII. This is a further parallel to the experience of everyday 

British women—when allowed to help the war effort, they ended up being incredibly useful. 

Even though the government did not want their help, when they needed it in WWII, they allowed 

women more freedoms and entrance to more fields to contribute. Evidence from the women’s 

lives from within the agencies, broader social trends, and the unique situation of wartime 

emergencies will all be addresses in explaining this trend towards increased responsibilities and 

autonomy for female spies and female citizens in Britain. 

Choosing Gertrude Bell & Nancy Wake 

 

In the years leading up to the world wars, particularly before WWI, Britain was being 

overwhelmed by “spy mania.” Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands and Saki’s When 

William Came became bestselling books. This only augmented the now British fear of German 

invasion via sleeper spies in the 1910s. This fear of spies was exploited by the Daily Mail when 

they serialized the novel The Invasion of 1910 by William Le Queux and tweaked the invasion 

route taken by the Germans in the novel to include the towns of England where the circulation of 
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the paper was highest.104 The alarm of the people was blown out of proportion by the popular 

press.  

For others, these sensationalist stories romanticized spying and helped attract them to the 

cause. Daphne Park, who joined MI6 in the 1940s and became a spy for Britain, said, “I suppose 

it did start with reading [Rudyard Kipling's] Kim, reading John Buchan and reading Sapper and 

Bulldog Drummond and I think from a quite early age I did want to go into intelligence. I didn't 

know what kind or how it would be. But I always wanted it."105 Though concerned she would not 

be able to find a niche in which to do so due to her gender, Park was able to realize her dreams. 

The official history of British spy agencies shows the establishment of the first 

institutions, in 1909—MI5 and MI6-- a response to German tactics. Different intelligence 

organizations came and went during the tumultuous years of WWI, the interwar years, and 

WWII. The British used many spies during the war years, and most notably, began to use women 

as spies among this number. However, female spies were never officially sanctioned or 

recognized by the government, except Gertrude Bell and Vera Atkins, until after war’s end. And 

Bell and Atkins were never out in the field when they worked as spies under the government’s 

official sponsoring of them. 

In WWI, notable female spies used by the British introduced Gabrielle Petit and Edith 

Cavell in addition to Gertrude Bell while WWII allowed Violette Szabo, Noor Inayat Khan, and 

Hannah Szenes in addition to Nancy Wake. Each was an outstanding spy who made great 

sacrifices. Yet what distinguishes Gertrude Bell and Nancy Wake from the pack was their 

leadership qualities. Each woman wanted to be helpful in the war effort and had the skills to be 
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so but at first were given no opportunities to do so because of their gender—  until wartime 

emergencies forced the government to reconsider. Despite the initial setbacks, they stayed 

determined and joined other war efforts until they proved their worth and were recruited to work 

in intelligence. 

Gertrude Bell 

 

From her school days beginning in the mid-1880s, Bell had made important decisions 

about where she wanted to be in her life and she held herself to them. From attending Queen’s 

College, a school for girls, to Oxford, where she became the first woman to take a First in 

History, she was strong, principled, and stuck to her choices. When nursing a broken heart after 

her father refused to let her marry and then her suitor passed away, she traveled and decided to 

cross deserts and climb mountains in her attempt to keep herself busy. Despite her father’s 

meddling, they were very close, and she never resented him for the choices he foisted upon her. 

She explored territories that not only had no European woman seen, but that no other European 

man had seen either. In 1899, in one of her very first expeditions in the Middle East, Bell set her 

heart on exploring the Druze territory. The Druze and the Turks had long been at war but 

recently the Turks had suffered a bruising defeat at their hands. This made the Turkish officials 

who controlled travel in and out of those borders suspicious and hostile of anyone who wanted to 

visit the Druze territory and they actively prevented those who attempted to. She tried to 

negotiate her entrance into Druze territory with the Arab Governor of Basra. He refused her, 

saying there was nothing out there, that it was too dangerous, and that it would not be allowed. 

Bell reportedly retorted, “English women are never afraid.”106 When the governor would not 

budge, she had her servants promise that she would go nowhere without informing him and then 
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she and her men snuck out of town in the dead of night. “I’ve slipped through their fingers,” Bell 

wrote, celebrating after no one caught up to them.  

 She did this continually, slipping away in the dark or down dangerous paths no one else 

would dare take to follow her, to get where she wanted. Sir Mark Sykes, a fellow explorer she 

met with in the Middle East in 1905, ended up denouncing her after he divulged the route he 

planned to take to circumvent Turkish authorities and visit the Mountain Druze—because she 

stole his route and beat him to the punch. When Sykes tried to travel to the Druze, he found his 

way blocked by the Turkish who were already unhappy that Bell had slipped away from them. 

He referred to her as a “bitch,” a “terror of the desert,” and a “silly chattering windbag of 

conceited, gushing, flat-chested, man-woman, globe-trotting, rump-wagging, blethering ass!”107 

The outpouring of anger he felt was most likely related to Bell’s gender, and he was infuriated 

that he had been bested by a woman, most likely because he had never considered her a threat to 

his plans before. 

 

Figure 18- Gertrude Bell in Iraq in 1909 
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 In 1908, Bell was eager to traverse the Nejd, the desert controlled by Ibn Rashid. 

However, the British government deemed it too dangerous and refused to allow her to travel 

there. The only authority she ever listened to, and only half the time, was the British government, 

though she always felt that she knew better. In 1914, the British, particularly concerned about its 

invaluable trading routes to India after the Turkish made an alliance with the Germans, felt that 

they were vulnerable. However, Bell was already in the Middle East when Britain entered the 

war. “Gertrude, once the bane of British officials, became a source for vital information about 

the East.”108 The director of Military Operations in Cairo asked for a report from her on what she 

knew about the Middle East. Officials at the War Office, the Foreign Office in London, and 

Military Intelligence in Cairo all studied her report—she wanted to be in the thick of the action 

in the East. But for more than a year after the war began, she was refused as “…the area was 

considered too dangerous for a female. Being a woman was a major obstacle.”109 

 When the British government would not use her despite recognizing what she could 

contribute, Bell decided to be part of the cause in any way she could. She volunteered for the 

Red Cross in France and had taken over the office she was working in by Christmas of 1914. 

Women were not allowed in the hospital there for fear of offending their “delicate sensibilities” 

but Bell forced her way inside in order to see the horrors for herself.110 It was not until late 

March of 1915 that the War Office felt that the situation had gotten serious enough to call her 

back to London in order to supply the War Office with her unpublished maps of Syria. Yet it was 

not until November of 1915 that she could join intelligence operations in the Middle East. And it 

was only then because Reginald Hall, the Director of Naval Intelligence, had been convinced to 
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draft Bell as a spy for the newly formed office of Military Intelligence, a small espionage 

bureau.111 The others who staffed it were professionals: political officers, journalists, 

archaeologists, and more. They were chosen because, like Bell, they had given details of their 

work in the field in the Middle East to the War Office. The pressure had grown too great from 

the war and the expertise that Bell had to offer, despite being a woman, was too much 

temptation. The government needed her help too much to quibble any longer over her gender. 

She had waited patiently for this moment; after more than a year of marking time,  

filling her hours with bureaucratic busy work, she could at last return to the part  

of the world that welcomed her as a Person. What’s more, she would not go as an  

observer but as a knowledgeable practitioner, indispensable now to the same  

British officials who had tried so hard two years before to prevent her journey to  

Arabia.112 

 

She worked, constantly treated with suspicion and dislike by her coworkers because of her 

gender. David Hogarth, her friend and head of the newly named Arab Bureau, wrote to his wife, 

“The military people here are much put out about how she is to be treated and to how much she 

is to be admitted.”113 Though she had been given the opportunity to assist the war effort, this 

opportunity was given very grudgingly and many of those that Bell worked with were skeptical 

of the help offered by a woman. Bell was not paid and was not truly a member of the team until 

the summer of 1916 after she and Sir Percy Cox, who she worked under, complained bitterly of 

the position it put her in and she became the only female Political Officer in the British forces.  

Lloyd George commended her work and validated her role, even as a female, saying, “I 

suggested that Gertrude Bell, who appears to be determined to stay out here, should be the 

correspondent with Blaker, the nominal correspondent providing the necessary male and military 
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attributes.”114 With Lloyd George’s endorsement of her determination, she became the official 

correspondent of the Arab Bureau and the only woman who was formally part of the 

Expeditionary Force in Mesopotamia.115  

 In particular, Bell looked into Turkish atrocities against the Armenians. In one 

intelligence report, she wrote: 

The battalion left Aleppo on 3 February and reached Ras al-Ain in twelve  

hours.... some 12,000 Armenians were concentrated under the guardianship of  

some hundred Kurds...These Kurds were called gendarmes, but in reality mere 

butchers; bands of them were publicly ordered to take parties of Armenians, of 

both sexes, to various destinations, but had secret instructions to destroy the 

males, children and old women...One of these gendarmes confessed to killing 100 

Armenian men himself...the empty desert cisterns and caves were also filled with 

corpses...No man can ever think of a woman's body except as a matter of horror, 

instead of attraction, after Ras al-Ain.116 

 

By March 1917, she had been promoted to Oriental Secretary, a key Intelligence Post. 

While the kind of intelligence work she did was not as covert or in the same vein as what is 

typically thought of for a spy, she still dedicated herself to this work, made good discoveries 

such as in her report after Ras al-Ain, and did so as a woman in a position of power that she rose 

to of her own merit. It was only then that, as her cousin and biographer wrote, “Gertrude had 

officially taken her place among the builders of Britain’s Empire.”117  

 Bell carried out many of the same duties as her other counterparts, like Gabrielle 

Petit. She acted as a courier, gave reports on what she had witnesses, and rallied people to serve 

her own cause. However, what made her unique among British female spies of her time was the 

amount of governmental authority she was imbued with. Her wealth and status, both her social 
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status imbued in her by her birth and self-made status fought for with hard work, helped her to 

serve as a spy and leader out in the open while recognized by the government in an official 

capacity, while others, like Edith Cavell, were caught, tried, and executed, making the ultimate 

sacrifice. Women often fell to these extremes in part because the British government gave them 

no personal protections—more often, women acted of their own accord when the government 

would not support them. Bell was one of the most successful because, after venturing out on her 

own when the government would not support her, she was able to twist their arm into 

sanctioning her actions.  

 

Figure 19- Gertrude Bell (1st on the left in the 2nd row) at the 1921 Cairo Conference 

 

By the end of WWI, many women were interested in doing more, in taking on more 

active roles, aware and proud of their contributions—as well as how their roles in society had 

shifted: 

Women have become soldiers… we may have to have women fighters too…  

For… the war has literally metamorphosed everything an everybody. To-day, 

every man is a soldier and every woman is a man. Well, no-- not quite; but 

roughly speaking, war has turned the world upside down; and the upshot of the 

topsy turveydom is that the world has discovered women, and women have 

discovered themselves…. Rather than let the Old Country go under, the women of 
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the Empire would be willing, aye more than willing, to take a place in the firing 

line… Give them the chance of the trenches… and they would step right in 

royally and loyally again… women have done more for their country than handle 

a rifle, and thousands of us are ready to do that too.118 

 

Nancy Wake 

 

As the youngest of six children, Wake’s upbringing in New Zealand and Australia was 

marked by adversity, especially after her father abandoned the family. Though considered a 

brilliant pupil at school, she was forever feeling out of place and unhappy with being bogged 

down by household chores such as cooking and cleaning. She ran away from home at the age of 

16 and became a nurse at an asylum. When she got a bequest from an aunt who passed away, she 

made her way to Europe where she worked as a journalist and European Correspondent, such as 

for Hearst News. Shortly after she moved to France, she met Henri Fiocca, an extremely wealthy 

industrialist and they became engaged—like that, her life was transformed. She went from a 

shoestring budget to a nigh unlimited one and led a life of champagne and caviar. War was 

clearly on the horizon and so she made a trip to England in 1939, simply to see it once more 

before she married. Once there, she discovered how dire the wartime situation was. When she 

realized that Henri would be called to service, and soon, she too wanted to contribute to the 

Allied war effort. She offered her assistance to the British but the only job they were willing to 

offer her was in a troop welfare unit.  

 When she returned to France, she married Henri and began to live an indolent lifestyle. 

Despite the luxuries her everyday life now offered, she and her husband worried about the war. 

Wake desperately wanted to find a way to help her country, despite previously being denied, as 

her position of wealth afforded her the ability to. Yet even her husband was at a loss to 

understand her motives and wish to contribute even as a woman. 
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“It will be my turn soon,” Henri said.  

“Worry about that when it comes. And when it does, I want to go too.” 

“My dear Nanny, what as?” 

“An ambulance driver.” 

“But you can’t drive.” 

“You must have me taught.” 

“But you have no ambulance. And France has no ambulances either.” 

“I know. You must give me one of the Firm’s trucks. Convert it for me. Then I’ll 

drive it to the Front.” 

“But Nanny, why?” 

“Because I want to help.” 

“You can help here.” 

“Don’t be stupid, Henri. Here we help no one.” 

“But why do you want to help? War isn’t for women…. How often have I told 

you how I won the last war for France?... Now I will win it again. Have you no 

confidence in me? 

“Certainly… That’s why I want to go to the war myself. I’m sick of hearing how 

you won the last one! This one I shall win!”119 

 

 Despite not understanding Wake’s desire to involve herself in the war, he provided her 

with an ambulance and driving lessons. Wake was as good as her word and worked tirelessly 

through the first half of 1940. At first, she delivered clothes to refugee centers but when the Blitz 

began, Wake did whatever she could to contribute. “Nancy picked up refugees, wounded 

soldiers, machine gunned civilians, anyone at all, and drove the out of immediate danger. Then 

she drove back—always ignoring the police who forbade her to approach the Front any closer—

and loaded her ambulance up again.”120 The police believed that the work Wake was devoted to 

was far too dangerous for a mere woman to perform. They didn’t believe she was capable of this 

kind of work and would not succeed. They did not feel the need to stop a silly, interfering 

woman who wanted to put herself at risk for a mission she could surely never accomplish. If 

Wake had been a man attempting the same things, she most likely would have been stopped or 
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reasoned with or not allowed to interfere. When her ambulance broke down and France fell to 

Germany, Wake was devastated and felt at a loss—there was no more that she could do. 

 However, once home with Henri again, she met with a British officer being interned at 

the Fortress in Marseilles by the French Military authorities. She began providing assistance at 

great personal risk to those interned there. Despite his fears for her, Henri provided Wake with 

any money she asked for to support the plans to help those British officers escape and their home 

became the unofficial headquarters for British prisoners of war escape plans. Wake was asked to 

carry messages for some of the escaped spies. When warned that it might be risky, she replied, 

“What isn’t?”121 When she successfully carried these messages, she was asked by Commander 

Busch to deliver packages for him as well and thus became a courier and member of a second 

French Resistance group. Wake was forced into leading a dual life. No one could know what she 

was doing as she traversed France, delivering letters and packages and so she had to maintain her 

opulent lifestyle as well, partying late into the night with friends in public settings, in order to 

mask her other activities.  

 The intelligence activities became so much a part of her life that Wake was forced to rent 

another apartment away from her home so as not to bring suspicion on her husband, his family, 

and their business. As a cover for renting another property, she had to pretend that it was 

intended to be used by her and a lover and thus kept secret—he husband was greatly amused.122  

  By November 1942, the Nazis marched into unoccupied France and the Gestapo first 

began talking about the White Mouse—the moniker they had given to Wake in lieu of her 

identity. She continually eluded capture, only adding to the Gestapo’s frustration and impatience 

to discover her identity. First, she served simply as a courier for the French Resistance, Later, 
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Wake joined the escape network of Captain Ian Garrow where she caused major damage. By 

1943, she had become the Gestapo’s most wanted with a five-million-franc price on her head. 

The year her circuit was betrayed, she had to escape incarceration and was forced to flee to 

England on foot via the Pyrenees Mountains.123 Once in Britain, she again volunteered herself 

for service and suggested that the Free French organization use her as a saboteur. However, there 

was a deep antipathy between French and British intelligence agencies at this time and she ended 

up being recruited by the British Special Operations Executive (SOE), a new and unique British 

intelligence agency. Once she began her training, Vera Atkins, one of the leaders recalled that 

Wake "put the men to shame by her cheerful spirit and strength of character".124 

 

 

Figure 20- Nancy Wake in 1945 
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 Once back in France, she became the British Liaison for a local French Maquis resistance 

group, where her duties included distributing weapons and equipment as well as managing the 

organization’s finances. Wake also helped to lead attacks on German hotspots, such as the local 

Gestapo headquarters in Montlucon—in that mission alone, 38 Germans were killed. She herself 

killed a sentry with her bare hands to stop him from raising the alarm during a raid. Speaking of 

this abrupt execution, Wake recalled, “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."125 After the death of a section leader, Wake took over a 

Maquis French Resistance group and led more than 7,500 men. At war’s end, she had earned 

more decorations than any other British service woman before her.126 

The Duties & Requirements of a Spy 

 

Though intelligence work has often been glamorized or romanticized, those who became 

agents put their lives at risk and in peril during their service. The rigors of intelligence work as it 

was practiced during the world wars were not suitable work for just any person. Spies often 

needed especial qualities or backgrounds, though of course not every spy fit the same mold. By 

WWII,  

It was not new to have women who were clever and who worked for their living.  

Among the poor, girls had often worked outside the home, at least until marriage  

and sometimes afterwards, to supplement family incomes in such tasks as maids,  

cooks, washer-women, and seamstresses. It was girls from better off families who  

had been most limited by Victorian conventions and education to the sheltered,  

rule-bound, narrow upbringing in the home, from which only the strongest had  

been able to break away and make a career for themselves in such fields as typing,  

nursing, teaching, and occasionally in business. But in the First World War of the  

twentieth century, the shortages of men called to the fighting front had forced  

women to take over many apparently male jobs, from delivering coal or running  
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trams to joining one of the armed services.127  

 

Gertrude Bell and Nancy Wake made extensive contributions to Britain during their 

service as spies even as they were exceedingly different.  Each had a core of strength, something 

necessary of most successful spies. Both women were also assertive—Bell had to stand her 

ground in order to reach most of the successes she achieved. She had to stand up for herself and 

what she wanted in order to go to Oxford, to get her degree, to travel to the many regions she 

visited, and even to be involved in the war effort. Wake did as well. She took care of herself 

from a young age, moving from continent to continent in pursuit of the life that she wanted to 

lead. She took many stands, especially to assist in the war effort, volunteering time after time, 

acquiring her own ambulance and driving it around to assist those in need, helping French 

Resistance leaders and becoming one. Neither woman took no for an answer and their tenacity to 

achieve their goals became their greatest strengths. 

Both were skilled at languages, though Bell had the advantage of speaking more exotic 

languages like Persian, Arabic, and German in addition to her French, which was Wake’s only 

language besides English. Knowing languages was a key component to being a spy. In WWII, it 

was required of the spies to speak French, and sometimes their only consideration besides being 

able-bodied.  

Both ladies were also very skilled at bluffing. Bell bluffed her way out of many situations 

to get what she needed, as did Wake who could trick people into doing as she needed. When she 

discovered that her plot to break Captain Ian Garrow out of prison succeeded, she was able to 

keep the lie that she was his cousin going with her quick thinking and tongue: “Instantly she had 

realized that the only innocent thing to do was to look delighted and then to ring up her husband 
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to tell him the wonderful news. This was the kind of subtle mental reflex—an unfailing ability to 

convince herself of her own innocence in any situation—that was to save her life many 

times…”128 As Wake hung up the phone from her husband, she muttered to herself, “So if any of 

you Gestapo apes are tapping my wires… just put that conversation in your pipes and smoke 

it!”129 

Another skill that both women had that made them efficient spies was their ability to deal 

with people; each woman was a consummate flirt, in their own way. Bell was friendly and 

amiable to all and was able to make friends and connections anywhere she was set up. She was 

not allowed out in the field, and so she had to make the most of her connections from the town in 

which she happened to be situated. She had to be kept incredibly well informed of what was 

going on even outside of her purview to do her job correctly. She was able to become close with 

the natives and other military personnel and use the information she mined from them to her 

advantage. She earned the respect of those around her, almost all men, with her wit and charm, 

seen more like a man than a woman and allowed to participate and enter men’s only activities 

and locations. She became a beloved contact to some of the native people of Arabia, most 

notable in Basra, Baghdad, and Cairo, and the person that they preferred to deal with out of all 

the British intelligence officers. However, she was afraid of intimacy and never let her flirtations 

become more than verbal. She was never married, and though she had a lover, it was only 

through love letters, and she could never bring herself to physically consummate the relationship. 

Wake, on the other hand, was flirtatious and often used sex appeal to get her way, making dates 

with Germans that she never showed up to get information. “I'd see a German officer on the train 

or somewhere… So, instead of raising suspicions I'd flirt with them, ask for a light and say my 
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lighter was out of fuel… A little powder and a little drink on the way, and I'd pass their posts and 

wink and say, 'Do you want to search me?' God, what a flirtatious little bastard I was."130 

Handling people, learning to gauge responses, and more were all skills necessary to be a 

successful spy.  

Bell had no need to use her sexuality as Wake did to glean information because her role 

as a spy was no secret. She continually received accolades for her work but as a woman was not 

allowed to carry out the same intelligence duties as a man. She had the weight and authority of 

the government behind her when she spoke with people or made offers to them. Using her wiles 

any further than she did would go against the moral codes of the time and in turn bring dishonor 

back on her country and the government for which she served. Her actions took place in the 

public sphere and would be judged accordingly. While T.E. Lawrence was out in the field with 

the Sharif’s Army in Arabia, Bell was stuck at her desk.  Because the government did not allow 

her to go out into the field where the real danger laid, she never had to use that tactic. This was 

not true for all the female spies used by Britain during WWI. However, this was common 

practice for female spies during WWII. They would flirt and flounce, making dates with German 

officers only to stand them up. Wake’s whole mission was to keep her ties to Britain and the 

government hidden. She could not use the force of its authority to bolster her actions. She had to 

rely on her own charms and her own authority that she could muster and utilize every tool at her 

disposal to stay alive and not be discovered. She used her sexuality when it was necessary to 

keep her and her partners alive. Those kinds of actions would stay secret, not something that 
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anyone had to know about after the war ended and not documented to the government unless she 

chose for it to be shared. 

And though each woman had a very different upbringing, by the time they became spies, 

both women were extremely wealthy. Their wealth was part of what made them such skilled 

spies. They had the funds and support to do as they wished until the government took notice of 

them and allowed them help in an official capacity, though they had been doing work 

autonomously up until that point. They were able to contribute to the war effort without worrying 

about funding their daily lives as they did not expressly need to work. They could afford to work 

as spies for no or little pay and give back to their country. This was not something that most 

women could afford to do. However, many of the female spies both in WWI and WWII were 

higher class women that could take the risk of being a spy without the loss of income affecting 

their families and had been trained with skills, like languages, that would become necessary for 

them. Squadron Leader Beryl Escott described how social classes shaped the roles of spy for 

women: 

Though the post war years had seen most women return to their former roles,  

attitudes had imperceptibly shifted so that girls were already with such bodies as  

munitions factories, the Forces and the Air Transport Auxiliary, early in the  

Second World War. The 1942 National Service conscription carried this  

movement forward. Though it was only an extension of the notion that women  

were useful and capable, to many families it came as an unwelcome shock.  

Strangely, it was often those higher up the social scale, used to boarding schools  

and homes abroad, who took to it most readily…..Women appeared ‘in the field’  

in the teeth of much considered opposition….In answer to urgent requests from 

the SOE, the Cabinet swallowed its objections and sanctioned the sending of 

women as agents into the field.131  

 

Not all female spies were upper class British citizens, but many them were. The social polish that 

these women were able to acquire as a part of their class also made their jobs easier, as it made it 
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easier to network, connect with key partners and witnesses to get things accomplished, and act in 

different roles in a variety of social settings. 

 The physical skills that the female spies had to learn or use as well in order to accomplish 

their goals were very different between the two wars. This had a lot to do with the kind of 

intelligence work that was most common during each. In WWI, intelligence work was mostly 

focused on intelligence gathering—learning and sharing incriminating or damaging pieces of 

information. Of course, this was an important aspect of WWII, but intelligence work had also 

evolved in other facets and organizations, like the SOE, were committed to sabotage over any 

other kind of intelligence work. Besides languages, the skills utilized by Bell and Wake were 

very different. Bell was skilled at map making, geography, navigation, analysis, and strategy. 

Meanwhile, Wake was trained in parachuting, code, using a radio set, arms use, and how to kill 

with her bare hands. There was a big discrepancy in their skill set, which is due to the kind of 

work they did. Bell was desk bound and so her skills were more administrative in nature while 

Wake was out in the field, and thus her skills were more physical and hands on in nature. The 

female spies of WWII were in entirely different positions, as they were the first to be allowed, 

and only then grudgingly so, to take on combat positions. Part of the reason the SOE was so 

delayed in using female spies during WWII was the fact that the main legal instruments offering 

protection to prisoners of war had no provisions for women as women had never before been 

considered legitimate combatants in the eyes of any European government or society.132 

 Many of the skills that female spies needed in WWI were applicable in WWII—however, 

the tactics with which they practiced these skills changed to address the issues of anonymity that 

those spies in WWII had to face that those in WWI did not. How they flirted changed. Even the 
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languages they needed to be able to speak. But the determination, assertiveness, strength, and 

charm necessary to get the job done remained the same.  

The Agencies Behind the Female Spies 

 

While of course the British government did utilize spies throughout its history, there was 

no official organization within the government before that had headed up intelligence work and 

intelligence work alone. It had mostly been lone gentlemen or soldiers who had carried it out. 

Sometimes British military attaches stationed in other countries would report on military 

developments in their host nations. However, if they did so it was always in what was a 

“gentlemanly and honorable fashion”. "Secret service" was something they were highly 

discouraged from involving themselves in. One military attaché remarked,  

I would never do any secret service work. My view is that the Military Attaché is  

the guest of the country to which he is accredited, and must only see and learn  

that which is permissible for a guest to investigate. Certainly, he must keep his  

eyes and ears open and miss nothing, but secret service is not his business, and he  

should always refuse a hand in it.133 

 

Yet the fears stirred up by German escapades inspired the creation of the Secret Service 

Bureau in 1909. It was split into two sections, Home and Foreign. Once WWI began, the Foreign 

section of the Bureau began to work with Military Intelligence and adopted the cover of MI1(c), 

part of the War Office, in 1916.134 In order to control the conflict arising in the Middle East, both 

a Basra and Cairo Intelligence Department were established and at the onset of WWI, and the 

Arab Bureau was created as section of the Cairo branch. Its goal was to “harmonise British 

political activity in the Near East...[and] keep the Foreign Office, the India Office, the 

Committee of Defence, the War Office, the Admiralty, and Government of India simultaneously 
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informed of the general tendency of Germano-Turkish Policy.”135 Bell was recruited to work for 

the Arab Bureau and was the only woman employed in an official capacity that did intelligence 

work. Many women were hired to do administrative work for the intelligence agency back home 

in Britain, but none in a high-ranking position outside of Bell or who actually conducted the 

intelligence work themselves.  

The Secret Service Bureau evolved into the Secret Intelligence Service and the Foreign 

Section of the Secret Service Bureau became MI6, well known in today’s culture. The 

performance of the Secret Service Bureau and subsequent divisions was mixed because of its 

failure to establish a network directly within Germany—most of the intelligence gathered during 

this time came from networks developed in neutral countries, occupied territories, and the like.136   

In the years leading up to WWII, different intelligence branches had already been created 

but it was not until June 1940 that, at the suggestion of the newly appointed Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill, the SOE officially formed the next month.137 Its role was to cultivate 

resistance in those living in occupied lands.138 

Women did not begin to be used in the field until April of 1942, and even then, these 

women were initially only to be used as couriers in the field or as administrative staff in British 

headquarters. However, “…race, class or sex, very definite obstacles in previous days, made 

little difference to the final selection if the person was right for the job,” said Escott. 139 The 

agency even had the power to sidestep the British National Only rule that only allowed British 
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citizens to serve as intelligence officers due to concerns about their loyalties. If their talent was 

enough, the organization would find a way to use them. The agency made many exceptions for 

women, like Andree Borrel, who had been born and raised in France, not England, because of 

their French language skills and the ability to better blend into French society, if they could 

prove that, while passionate about saving France, they were committed to the British first and 

foremost. The SOE had active female field agents trained in weapons and unarmed combat just 

as any male agent would be. The missions they were assigned were no less dangerous than those 

of men.140 And of the 55 female SOE agents, 13 were killed while out in the field roughly equal 

to the percentage of male spies that were also killed in action.141  

 

 

Figure 21- Spy Andree Borrel, 1942, executed at Natzweiler Camp 

 

This was due partly to the new strategies that the British government felt could be 

utilized in WWII that had not in WWI. Sabotage is what the SOE became solely responsible 

for.142 The SOE’s true intentions were hidden under the guise of defense considerations and it 
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was allowed to plan offensive sabotage operations as a review of “Britain’s own susceptibility to 

a similar form of external attack.”143 And because the organization was newly created from 

scratch, there were no pre-existing notions hindering them. This made it much easier for women 

to be utilized as there were no limitations already in place to be fought against.  

Conclusion 

Though Bell had to strong-arm her way into the world of intelligence work and had to 

battle for the right to go through with almost every action, her competency and successes paved 

the way for spies like Wake to have more agency and be able to take on more masculine aspects 

of spying in the subsequent wars. Though spying became no easy occupation for women to take 

on, the British government relaxed its stance on how women could be involved in intelligence 

work. Women were able to take on active roles and have more autonomy, leaving offices behind 

and being able to infiltrate the field.  

This is a direct reflection of how the efforts of women during WWI led to the expanded 

areas that women could help in during WWII in Britain. Women in WWI had the first tastes of 

freedom and autonomy, taking on positions such as bus conductors and factory workers. Though 

these opportunities were denied to them during the Interwar Years, when the chance arose in 

WWII to take on more active roles, women did more than take them. They pushed the 

boundaries farther than they had ever been pushed and took on more roles, actively helping in 

the military and government. And when WWII ended, women could not be pushed back into 

separate spheres and made to stay at home. They were in the public eye, and sphere, to stay. 

Female spies employed during WWI including but not limited to Gertrude Bell helped to 

give women more agency and responsibility not only in the field of intelligence but in Britain 

itself and at large.  
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CHAPTER 4 

SETTING EUROPE ABLAZE: IMPEDIMENTS TO THE AGENCY OF 

FEMALE BRITISH SPIES OF WWII 

 
Introduction 

 

Despite vast existing research into the spies of WWII, the female spies of the British 

government have largely remained unknown. Their exploits went unrecognized, but for a few 

notable exceptions such as Nancy Wake of the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) and 

Josephine Butler of Churchill’s Secret Circle, whose autobiographies were published after 

WWII. Direct accounts of women’s involvement in the same efforts are meager in comparison to 

those of men engaged in the same ventures. To some degree, the lives of the everyday working 

British women of WWII have been chronicled.144 However, British female spies have largely 

remained unknown despite being used as tools of resistance by the British government against 

enemy threats -- dangerous, life threatening work. WWII was not the first time that female spies 

had been used, as some women, such as Gabrielle Petit, were used as spies by the British during 

WWI. More women were involved in combat from WWI to WWII despite the government’s 

reluctance to utilize them. And the SOE had a record 55 female agents, far surpassing the use of 

women in official active intelligence roles than at any other time in British history.145  

This chapter explores the impediments to the agency of both everyday British women and 

female spies during WWII, from the government, their counterparts and cohorts, their enemies, 

as well as the society they lived in.  It seems that once the difficult decision was made to allow 
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women to act as spies during this war, the transition to their actual use has not been explored by 

historians. In the same way, the difficulties of women at home participating in the war effort has 

been minimized and the successes of their entrance into war work glorified. However, there were 

many hurdles both spies and women had to face to overcome the unnecessary obstacles put in 

their way due to gender.  As many transitions are, this one was difficult and wrought with 

challenges both for female spies, women, and the men who had to learn to work with them. 

Analyzing the memoirs of those involved at the Home Front yields firsthand the struggles 

women in Britain faced when trying to help, and the memoirs of those in intelligence work yields 

the spies, both male and female’s, own explanations that complicate the notion that the transition 

to using female spies was smooth and effortless. These perspectives add nuance to and contest 

our understanding of what a woman’s role was and the challenges they had to overcome, going 

far beyond the call of duty. This chapter focuses more on the experiences of female spies of 

WWII then WWI simply because there is a larger sample size to explore, with more firsthand 

accounts of these spies’ experiences. 

Even after being given the option to become spies, women faced many hardships in the 

field simply because they were women. This introduces the questions of what exactly the 

hardships were that they faced and what obstacles stood in the way of their success. 

The Formation of WWII Intelligence Agencies and its Use of Women 

 

Once WWII had begun, the government understood that it would have to utilize women, 

and to some extent, it did. Women were placed in menial positions that took little thought—

women were not trusted to do more skilled work. However, the women who could have been 

most utilized in the war were the skilled women that were overlooked. In June of 1940, the day 

before France fell to the Germans, Nesca Robb, a literary scholar, historian, and active feminist 
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before and during the war, published “Wastage of Women”, an article written for the British 

paper The Spectator in which she lamented that Britain was wasting its women, and that that 

waste “[has] come near to [being] our undoing.”146 And not only was the government wasting 

women but the nation’s most professional and skilled women. She believed that the government 

had “shamefully neglected” what women could contribute to the war effort. “Intelligence and 

special knowledge which should be at the country’s disposal have been allowed to lie idle.”147 

 

 

Figure 22- WAAF members performing maintenance on RAAF airplane, 1943 

 

In the same article, Robb rebuked the government for turning away women who offered 

their services. She concluded by saying that, “Hundreds of trained women are ready and willing 

to undertake whatever work may be required of them…” echoing the ads in women’s magazines, 

the same sentiment that the government wanted women to share without actually acting on it.148 

Cecile Pearl Witherington, who later became a spy for the SOE, felt unsatisfied with the 

contributions she was able to make to the war effort. “… Pearl went to London and in 1941 was 
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given a post as the personal assistant to the Director of Allied Air Co-operation and Foreign 

Liaison at Air Ministry, where she still felt her talents stifled and longed for more active 

work.”149 

A prime example of British intelligence agency turning down the help of skilled and 

connected women was Nancy Wake. She initially tried to get involved in the war effort on a trip 

made to England shortly before France fell. Upon realizing how serious the situation with the 

war had become, she offered her assistance to the British who would only offer her a position in 

a troop welfare unit. “’Not at all my cup of tea, thank you’ she replied and abandoned her notions 

of military service.”150  

Another example is of Bryher, a pen name for English writer Annie Winifred Ellerman, 

who wrote in her memoirs chronicling the years 1940-1946- 

The next step was to find a job. I was a trained observer of European politics, I 

had various tuyaux abroad that could have been most useful I was told when it 

was too late, I spoke French and German fluently and had brought a 

recommendation from the consul at Montreux. I should like to think that my 

warnings had so irritated the Establishment that they would have nothing to do 

with me but I suspect my work had never been noticed and that it was merely my 

long residence in Europe that was against me. Once, and only once, in the middle 

of the war, I was offered a job in Australia! By that time, life was extremely 

difficult and I saw no reason why I should leave my friends, they were all I had, 

to spend an indefinite period in an unknown land and I refused it.151 

 

Bryher had the skills to help out the war effort—in fact, her skills were more advanced than 

many male spies who were recruited, particularly in languages. She had an interest in helping but 

was denied. By the time the government was interested in marshalling her abilities, she was no 

longer interested because she had found other war work to do that felt meaningful to her and 
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from which she would not be rejected. The stakes were too high for a “secret” job for an empire 

that had already shunned her help when previously offered. 

 There was an increase in the involvement of women in more active positions. Women 

worked at factories, for the government, and even in active positions like for the First Aid 

Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), the Royal Air Force (RAF), The Women's Auxiliary Air Force 

(WAAF), and even the Women's Land Army (WLA). Many educated women were keen to take 

on roles of power and responsibility that had been denied to them during the Interwar years—but 

they were still being denied. Training centers were created to help give women the skills they 

needed but it was not their knowledge that was stopping them from contributing. The men 

simply did not want the women even on location and gave them only “women’s work” to do. 

Rosemary Moonen, a hair dresser, was trained at one such center and received this response 

upon being sent to her first job: 

I was sent with a group of die-hards (men) to report to a certain foreman. He surveyed us 

all grimly, gave each one a job to do, with the exception of yours truly. No doubt I looked 

nervous and scared. He ignored me and as he turned to walk away, I said, “What shall I 

do?” He turned towards me, sneered, “Oh yes! We’ve forgotten Sunshine here! What 

shall you do—Here!” indicating a broom. “And sod around!”—With that he threw the 

broom at me and walked off. I was stung to humiliation.152 

 

Women were not pleased with these bouts of old fashioned “chivalry” that tried to maintain 

women’s sensibilities. “Sensible Englishwomen are naturally mad as snakes about this. 

Especially privileged femininity, they argue, has no place in total war, as the women of 

Stalingrad would certainly testify.”153  
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Figure 23- British Army ATS women at Shoeburyness in WWII 

 

Slowly, women began to be allowed to join the service, but their official roles were to 

“assist” men, not to do much work of their own. They were all very basic tasks but at least there 

was a broader selection of what they could do while employed in the Services as opposed to 

industrial work. There was some progress towards integrated work but the distinction between 

men and women was always upheld. For example, women in service could make all the 

calculations and do any maneuver to move guns but were not actually allowed to fire them or 

they could transport equipment but never transport passengers.154 Women who found their way 

into the crossfire and held themselves in good stead were recognized—but they were given 

civilians honor, not military, because the British Command did not recognize women as being 

capable of performing in a military capacity.155 
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Figure 24- Women's Auxiliary Air Force, 1940 

 

While Robb in her article may not have been explicitly suggesting that women work as 

spies, it seems that when it came to intelligence roles, her opinion was shared by high ranking 

politicians, such as Winston Churchill himself, and these roles ended up being where women 

were able to make a breakthrough. Noor Inayat Khan, who would go on to become one of the 

SOE’s most well-known women spies, reportedly told Vera Atkins, one of her handlers, that she 

felt she had come to a dead end as a WAAF and specifically wanted to do something more active 

in the war, “something which would demand more sacrifice.”156  

Different intelligence branches had already been created in the year leading up to WWII 

but it was not until June 1940, when Germany began its occupation of France, that the different 

intelligence branches such as section D and MI R combined at the suggestion of the newly 

appointed Prime Minister Winston Churchill. The SOE officially formed the next month under 

the leadership of Hugh Dalton.157 Its role was to cultivate resistance in those living in occupied 

lands. Squadron Leader Beryl Escott described the SOE’s goals as such: “In simplistic terms it 

was to aid occupied countries in showing their conqueror that they did not want him, that they 
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did not like him, and thereafter to help them to get rid of him.”158 Churchill ordered the SOE to 

“set Europe ablaze” and the organization stopped at nothing, not even gender roles, to 

accomplish that mission. 159 

This was due partly to the new strategies that the British government felt could be 

utilized in WWII that had not in WWI, particularly that of guerilla warfare. Sabotage was a key 

element and that is what the SOE became solely responsible for.160 However, the concept of 

carrying out sabotage against countries that Britain was not directly at war with caused 

hesitation. As a new organization, it was much easier for women to be utilized as there were no 

limitations already in place to be fought against as there would be in an existing organization. 

However, even with unofficial permission from Churchill and his Cabinet to employ female 

spies, Colonel Colin Gubbins, who now had leadership over the SOE, still faced many obstacles 

to retain them.  Governmental lawyers and the highest Whitehall officials were opposed. 

Contemporary journalist Sarah Helm explained the dilemma in using women as spies most 

clearly: 

Although the SOE already employed scores of women—mostly as typists, drivers,  

and clerks—women in the Army, Navy, and Royal Air Force were barred from 

any armed combat. The statutes of three services simply did not envisage women 

bearing arms, and therefore there was no legal authority for servicewomen to 

carry out the kind of guerilla work SOE had in mind. Furthermore… though all 

SOE’s agents would be without uniforms and therefore liable to be shot as spies, 

women agents would have even less legal protection in the field than men. The 

1929 Geneva Convention and the 1907 Hague Convention on Land Warfare, the 

main legal instruments offering protection to prisoners of war, made no provisions 

at all for protecting women, as women were not envisaged as combatants.161 
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These were serious concerns in which Gubbins had to sidestep both the law and military 

opposition. In the end, the SOE managed to avoid these issues by commissioning the SOE’s 

women recruits through First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), which as a civilian organization, 

was not subject to the same rules government entities were and avoided violating any laws or 

statutes. Yet, because of societal restrictions, if the use of women as guerilla fighters were to 

become public, the women would be disavowed, and the government would refuse to 

acknowledge or take official responsibility for the women.162 Still, the SOE pushed forward, with 

Gubbins convinced that the job of courier would be best carried out by women. 

The SOE began to recruit their female spies through “talent spotting,” which meant that 

people did not apply but were funneled to them. Most had applied to work for other 

organizations like the Royal Air Force (RAF) or FANY but were then chosen for “special 

employment.” Most did not know why they had been chosen for secret work, though it usually 

had to do with their ability to speak French or had French lineage. The organization could seek 

out whoever had the talents and skills they deemed necessary to become a spy, regardless of 

gender.163  

It was not until April of 1942 that the SOE began to place women in the field.   And, even 

then, these women were initially only to be used as couriers in the field or as administrative staff 

in British headquarters.164 Yet women found their way into the field as the government faced 

bleaker and bleaker prospects in the war. They were forced to adapt to the wartime emergency 

and utilize everyone, even women, to turn the desperate tide of the war. “Race, class or sex, very 

definite obstacles in previous days, made little difference to the final selection if the person was 
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right for the job,” said Escott. 165 The agency even had the power to sidestep the British National 

Only rule that only allowed British citizens to serve as intelligence officers due to concerns about 

their loyalties. If their talent was enough, the organization would find a way to use them. The 

SOE had active female field agents trained in weapons and unarmed combat just as any male 

agent would be. Initially they were not supposed to have as active or dangerous roles as male 

spies—part of the benefit of using female spies, Colonel Maurice Buckmaster said, was “From 

the purely tactical point of view, women were able to move about without exciting so much 

suspicion as men and were therefore exceedingly useful to us as couriers.”166  

But by war’s end, the missions they were assigned were no less dangerous than those of 

men.167 Spy Hannah Szenes courageously went forward alone, with three male refugees she met 

along the way on her very first mission after her male counterparts refused to join, deeming it too 

dangerous.168 And of the 55 female SOE agents, 13 were killed while out in the field which 

amounts to nearly 25% of all of their female agents. 169 The percentage of female SOE agents is 

tantamount with the number of all SOE spies killed in action in France.170 The SOE’s view and 

use of women was well in advance of the contemporary stance on using women in combat. 
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Figure 25- Spy Hannah Szenes 

 

However, this consideration only came about later in the war, namely 1942 as previously 

discussed, and many of the standards that women were held to were much lower for men. SOE 

Agent, Sydney Hudson, described himself: “I played golf and tennis in the summer with 

occasional interludes for mountain climbing. In the winter I skied and played ice hockey. All of 

this obviously left me with little time for any educational studies!”171 His main qualifications for 

being a spy was being upper class and educated, athletic, and fluent in French. Meanwhile, many 

of the women recruited to be spies were highly skilled in languages, hand to hand combat, and 

more. Josephine Butler, a spy for Churchill’s Secret Circle, was college educated, trained as a 

doctor, spoke multiple languages, a judo champion, and had a photographic memory while SOE 

agent Mary Katherine Herbert spoke five languages.172 They were found while being 

underutilized, most often as from other organizations such as FANY and WAAF. 
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The first head of the organization, Hugh Dalton, dictated the kind of warfare that the SOE 

was to practice. He believed that there were clear distinctions from ‘war from without’ and ‘war 

from within’, that sabotage was ‘war from within’ and that ‘the latter was more likely to be better 

conducted by civilians than by soldiers’.173 This allowed more women the chance to be recruited, 

as even women in service were not yet truly recognized as members of the military. Agent 

Hudson could attest to the remarkable ability of women to blend in as civilians better than any 

male spy could, saying, “I felt that a girl could pass unnoticed in the town or the countryside 

much more easily than could a man and on other occasions accompany when visiting our 

contacts in Le Mans.”174 He even made it one of his basic principles of underground warfare 

saying, “Women may be better agents than men and certainly less liable to arouse suspicion. A 

man together with a woman will also attract less notice than a man alone.”175  

Yet even then, there was a clear separation in treatment of male and female spies. Though 

women were out in the field, committing acts of subterfuge just as men were, their acts of 

subterfuge were “less dangerous” in nature. “Men in civilian clothes would attack military 

convoys, [while] women would carry clandestine messages...”176 Though supposedly 

participating in equally important roles, men were given jobs that were more active while women 

were supposed to stay back; doing tasks that put them less in the way of their comrades and out 

of harm’s way. 

When France did fall, Britain was thrown into a state of emergency. The war was not 

going as planned. The government, from Churchill to his ministers to the newly appointed head 

of the SOE, Hugh Dalton had to make use of their every asset to turn the tide against tyranny, 
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even re-shaping the idea of what it meant to be a modern woman to lure women to the war effort. 

And thus, women finally had the opportunity to be utilized to their full potential as they never 

had before: as spies. However, being allowed to enter the field did not mean that their path was 

clear of obstacles. Now that women could be spies, they had to tackle the new and unique 

challenges of being a woman out in the field. 

Women’s Agency 

 

Now women had the agency to be spies, but did anything stand in the way of them doing their 

jobs? They were motivated to be spies for several different reasons. It is assumed that the women 

were just overwhelmingly patriotic, willing to give their lives for god and country, and would 

just do as told. Being out in the field did not mean that they had to take active roles. The men’s 

case was clearer cut. Being a spy was heroic but it was not as improbable an achievement for 

men as it was considered for women. Hudson spoke of his fellow trainees as well as own 

motivations when he said,  

The motivations of this curious group of French speaking Britons seemed to have 

one thing in common. Because they had mainly been brought up in France and, in 

addition to the language, their background, culture, and education had been 

essentially French, now, with the collapse of France and the emergence of the 

Vichy government, they were keen to demonstrate that they were indeed 

British.177 

  

Often for women this was also the case, and at first this was reason enough for many women. 

SOE Spy Sonia (d’Artois) Butt reportedly said, “What little I was able to do was motivated by 

my love for France and because I could not imagine not doing my utmost when my country was 

at war,”178 while fellow SOE spy Muriel Byck hid her past case of meningitis from the agency. 

Since the disease carried a small risk of recurring, it would have been against protocol to allow 
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her to serve. “So great was her courage and her desire to see and serve her beloved country once 

again that she felt that the danger to her own life was a risk worth taking.”179 This was 

particularly notable as Byck did end up passing away due to a resurgence of the disease while 

out in the field. Yvonne Cormeau, another spy for the SOE, described why she went as such: 

“The question of not going didn’t arise. I was ready to go. I’d steeled myself… There was 

constant fear, but you had to learn to live with it.”180 

 

 

Figure 26- Spy Yvonne Cormeau 

 

Escott described the motivations of the SOE intelligence officers succinctly, showing the 

depths of their patriotism when she said, “SOE agents were not professional spies, just men and 

women volunteering to organize and supply resistance in an enemy-occupied country for the 

duration of the war. Their pay was absurdly low and their abiding motive was to help in 

liberating the country that they loved.”181 
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 But despite finally being given the opportunity to be spies and being motivated to do so, 

these women still encountered a second wave of difficulties that forced them to still fight and 

resist societal restrictions that introduced impediments to their success. By exploring their 

narratives, it becomes clear that to those who had the opportunity to become spies (as it was not 

open to everyone), often overcame barriers that male spies did not face. Yet when they did 

overcome them, they proved that they did not have to lose their femininity or gain masculinity in 

order to take on the same roles as men. That just as they were, they were equal and ready for the 

challenge. 

One of the biggest challenges female spies faced was their treatment by men on all sides; 

their partners; their leaders; their contacts; and their enemies. While there was female solidarity 

in the field, every woman had a male partner or supervisor—their solidarity was formed in the 

training school before being sent out or in prison, after they had already been captured.182 They 

were constantly underestimated and derided, hindered from doing their work by male contacts, 

staff, and spies. Often this was not intentional—the men were either trying to overcompensate 

for the female weaknesses they expected, believed that the women’s strengths and successes 

were due to a more pronounced masculinity, or they were simply unable to look past her gender. 

Spy trainers for the SOE said that they often had the female trainees parachute first in the 

practice jumps out of planes at Tatton Park, a training facility, because they believed that the 

men would do better and push themselves harder if women led the way.183 SOE spy, Diana 
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Rowden’s new organizer, upon meeting her in the midst of the war asked out of curiosity, 

“Doesn’t all this frighten you?” to which she primly replied, “No.” 184 It was a strange question 

to ask someone upon whom you depended—and it does not seem likely that he would have made 

the same inquiry to a male spy.  

 

 

Figure 27- Spy Diana Rowden, 1942, executed at Natzweiler Camp 

 

In the field, SOE spy Anne Marie Walters encountered difficulties completing her tasks 

because the men did not want to work with her. She was tasked with helping to train French 

maquis resistance fighters to use the new British and American arms which they had never 

before encountered—however, the men did not want to be instructed by a “girl” and gave her a 

hard time until they realized she was truly competent.185 And Bunny Rymills, the Lysander pilot 

who shuttled SOE spy Cecile Margot Lefort to France “was not very impressed by her French. 

To him, ‘it didn’t seem all that hot.’ He also thought privately that she looked rather like a 
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vicar’s wife.”186 Even the SOE was referred to by Churchill as ‘the Ministry of Ungentlemanly 

Warfare,’ excluding women from the equation.187 Men’s resistance to the use of women was an 

ongoing complication that the SOE did not have a good way of handling. When women were 

first to be allowed into the field,  

 

Many trainers objected, but they soon discovered that women could be just as  

skillful and brave as men and this was soon proved in the field, where they also  

had to overcome the extra obstacle of the ingrained prejudice to women of the  

people in the countries where they worked, no small task in itself. Thus the most  

unlikely of agents became assets.188 

 

 

 
Figure 28- Spy Sonia Olschanezky, executed at Natzweiler Camp 

 

It is important to note that female spies did have some male allies. M.R.D. Foot said, “There are 

plenty of women with marked talents for organization and operational command, for whom a 

distinguished future on the staff could be predicted if only the staff could be broadminded 

enough to let them join it. SOE was such a broadminded staff.”189 And in comparison, to other 
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organizations, they were more open-minded. But the operation as well as its operatives was still 

fraught with problematic behaviors.  

 Hudson recalls a scenario in his SOE training where a Director of Operations, Major 

Gerard Morel, explained the Firm’s stance on female agents: “In our experience, women are 

more brave, more loyal and more resourceful than men.”190 However, Hudson describes acts of 

sexual misconduct against Byck in a casual manner, blatantly unaware that his behavior was 

harmful. When they initially parachute into France, after landing, Hudson disentangled himself 

from his parachute, walked to Byck and waited for her to disentangle, ignoring the third person, 

another man who had also parachuted with them, and without a word, dipped her into a kiss.  

Hudson did not ask her permission before kissing her—he had only just met her as well, a few 

hours before and had not even really conversed with her.  He notices that she gave him a look 

afterward but discounts it.191 He was a married man with a child and it was also not the first time 

he had parachuted into France. Hudson’s treatment of Byck was biased from the start. He said it 

himself in his memoirs, explaining, “Once more we went through the procedure that George and 

I had experienced eighteen months before. We felt ourselves to be old hands now and of course 

there was this attractive young woman to impress!”192 

 

Figure 29- Spy Madeleine Damerment, executed at Dachau Camp 
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Hudson described in great detail traveling with other escaped convicts over the Pyrenees 

Mountains prior to his partnership with Byck. He describes the strength these men had, despite 

facing injuries and illnesses such as frostbite. He does not mention their physical appearances. 

Yet with Byck, he was constantly dissecting her appearance. He believes that she got car sick on 

a drive and says that, “Muriel, who had seemed in excellent form… seemed all at once to 

become very seedy…”193 

After Byck’s death, Hudson was partnered with Butt and he handled her with kid gloves as well. 

He describes a morning a few days after they had been partnered: “… [Sonia] was sleeping 

upstairs and I was installed on a sofa on the ground floor. We were awakened by the sound of 

bombs falling nearby…. Thinking that [Sonia] might be frightened I dashed upstairs to her room. 

I need not have bothered; she was completely unperturbed.”194 Hudson makes his actions sound 

charming and caring. Yet he was undermining Butt’s role as his equal partner as well as her 

capabilities. There was no reason for him to check on her and he certainly would not have done 

so with a male partner. While Butt rose to the occasion, it is an example of her proving herself, 

as a woman, just as capable as any man in the same job. Later on, in their partnership, Butt 

reveals to Hudson that she was sexually assaulted by two German Officers. She began by saying, 

“Something rather disagreeable happened to me last night.” She tells him what happened, 

finishing nonchalantly, “Luckily they didn’t discover the American passes.”195 Hudson was 

“speechless” at her cavalier attitude—but it was an attitude that Butt felt required to take in order 

to keep her standing in his eyes. Her “susceptibility” to sexual assault as a woman would have 

made her a liability as a spy. To show her strength and prove that she could handle being a spy 
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like any man could, she waited until the next day to even report her assault and then brushed 

over it as lightly as she could. To do otherwise would be weakness on her part. She would have 

been seen as a hysterical and unreliable partner. 

  

 

Figure 30- Spy Eliane Plewmann, executed at Dachau Camp 

 

Hudson confirms that the women were seen and treated differently, and thus had to work 

harder to “prove” their capabilities, with this anecdote about being interviewed for a TV 

documentary in the 1990s. The producer was looking at photos of agents hanging on the walls of 

the Special Forces Club in London and asked Hudson, “I see that some of the women were rather 

handsome. Wasn’t it difficult not to fall in love with them?” to which Hudson responded, “I can 

confirm the truth of both these pronouncements.”196 This was obviously meant to be a 

compliment to the female spies that he worked with, yet these small details he slips into his 

narrative are problematic. They show clear and blatant examples of women having to go above 

and beyond even the men’s call of duty and how one of the most common risks they faced out in 

the field were their partners attitudes towards them as women. 
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 Women wanted to retain their femininity, to be recognized as both capable of their jobs 

and as women, while still carrying out their jobs as spies. They wanted to show that they were 

capable of their jobs because they were women, not in spite of it. Winifred Smith, who was 

training at Ringway Airfield, recalled, “….seeing girls preparing to parachute, complete with 

lipstick and make-up—otherwise it was hard to tell that they were really girls, what with their 

parachute suits, crash helmets, and so on.”197 

 

 

Figure 31- Spy Yolande Beekman, executed at Dachau Camp 

 

 Josephine Butler faced this issue as well as the only female member of Churchill’s Secret 

Circle, his own private intelligence organization that he was directly in control of. In every 

compliment she received, there was a backhanded insult denigrating her femininity. Towards the 

beginning of her career, Churchill asked her handler if she was truly ready for her assignment to 

which he replied, “Quite sure, sir. She has passed every test without flinching. I think she has 

enormous courage. She has the coolest approach of any woman I know—and of most men.”198  
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Later on she met a new contact, a man named Jules. At the end of their first encounter, he asked 

his companion, “You are sure she’s a woman? She thinks like a man.”199 The men she was to 

partner with and depend on were constantly putting her down, denying her female identity. The 

only way they could believe in her success was to argue that it was because she had more 

masculine attributes. 

 Even Churchill himself made problematic statements about Josephine and her female 

identity despite being the one to recruit her and benefit from her actions. When discussing a 

tricky mission, it was decided that 

…no man could get away with it. Someone then suggested a woman might  

succeed, but this idea was also scorned. It would take more than sex to bring it  

off. Churchill had nodded, and then said, ‘But supposing we had a woman who  

was ninety-five percent brain and five percent sex?’ 

‘A robot!’ said someone else. “Why, have you got one up your sleeve?’ 

‘And that was supposed to be a description of me?’ [Jospehine] inquired.  

‘It was meant as a compliment, Jay Bee!’200 

 

Later on, Josephine confronted Churchill about his comments directly. 

   ‘I suppose, sir,’ I said modestly, ‘that being a freak helped.’ 

   ‘Freak?’ he echoed, mystified and looked at the Major…. 

   ‘Your remark about ninety-five percent brain…’ 

  I saw by Churchill’s expression, half caught out, half amused, that recollection  

had dawned. 

‘Let me tell you, sir,’ I said ‘that you are quite wrong about the other five 

percent. I have as much sex as any woman- given the time and place.’ 

  He burst out laughing, then with a lift of the eyebrows enquired, ‘You wouldn’t  

care to tell me what time and what place?’ 

I had no reply ready. He usually managed to have the last word.201 

  

When directly confronted with the fact that their statements and actions towards female spies 

were made in poor taste, the men did not back down. No apology was made, despite realizing 
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that they were in the wrong though the conversation between Butler and Churchill was begun 

and instigated by her in the final showdown between them. 

 

Figure 32- Spy Noor Inayat Khan, executed at Dachau Camp 

 

Even the way these female spies were written about, years later, is problematic. Hudson, 

the SOE agent, published a memoir in 2003, nearly 60 years after the war had ended. In it, he 

attempts to be very egalitarian in how he addresses the spies in ways that other agents who later 

chronicled their experiences were not. He always says “man or woman” or refers to abstract 

spies as “he or she.” Hudson was attempting to show that he saw men and women spies as equals 

in all situations. This is in direct contrast to Squadron Leader Beryl Escott, who in her book 

written as “a salute to the RAF women of SOE in wartime France,” when describing the acts of a 

spy, only uses male pronouns.202 Escott also made clear distinctions between men and women 

spies, referring to women as “maids of all work” rather than simply “jacks of all trades.”203 

However, in the sections of his memoirs where he has female partners, Hudson also offhandedly 

includes details that show how he was belittling his partner and treating her differently simply 

because she was a woman. Within a span of fifty pages, the sections describing the period he was 
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in France partnered first with Muriel Byck and then Sonia Butt, he refers to both women as 

pretty or attractive more than a dozen times.204 These details had no bearing on whether these 

women were or were not completing their duties. Hudson also spent time in Thailand as an agent 

of the SOE. During his service there, some of his partners tried to gift him with a courtesan as a 

“token of appreciation.” He describes how he felt “a considerable degree of inner conflict over 

what I was to do next,” whether to turn down this woman and her sexual favors who had been 

gifted to him. In the end, he turns the “gift” away, saying, “Courtesans were the exploitation of 

woman by man with which my principles just wouldn’t agree!”205 This seems an inconsistent 

statement. Not long after, he clarifies his decision and it had nothing to do with respecting or not 

respecting women.  The woman was barely a factor in his decision. He rejected her favors and 

gained more of the men’s respect “…Not because of any moral scruple but because I had shown 

an insouciance to physical pleasure.”206 He often ran into this courtesan on other occasions, after 

she had been “gifted” to another officer. He laughed about the altercation with her. The whole 

exchange from military employees trading women as though they were objects, Hudson’s 

grapples with his conscience over it, and the way women were used as symbols in struggles for 

power, is beyond the pale. In times of war, social conventions are stretched. But the way that 

these situations were viewed, as normal, changes the way male agents’ interactions with any 

women, especially female agents, is perceived and forces it to be scrutinized. The fact that it was 

commonplace to trade women between intelligence workers casts the agencies that they work for 

in poor light and denigrates the other steps forward they had made at that time by allowing 
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female spies into the field. How could male spies and officers treat female spies with respect 

when they already treated women, during war time and in the field, with such disregard? 

 

Figure 33- Spy Violette Szabo, executed at Ravensbruck Camp 

 

 Escott also interjected opinion about the women spies’ thoughts and actions into the 

biographies of these women, thus denigrating their work. She talks about spy Mary Katherine 

Herbert and her assignment to work for the organizer of the Scientist circuit, Claude de Baissac, 

saying, “[Claude] was an attractive, forceful man, the son of one of the richest and noblest 

families in Mauritius. Mary must have been delighted to find that she was to be his courier.”207 

Or when Escott created an inner monologue for Spy Cecile Margot Lefort, saying,  

Poor Cecile! How often she must have recalled her comfortable past. Did she ever  

regret her decision to take on such dangerous work? Was her love for her  

husband—still out of her reach—a sufficient motive? It was a hard and  

unforgiving life and at 43 years old she was not as young and resilient as most of  

the others who undertook it.208 

 

Escott felt that she could speak for these women and “feminized” them for her readers, perhaps 

unconsciously, to make them distinctively women. They were spies, but first and foremost to 

Escott, they were women. Who is she to label Cecile Lefort as less resilient? She provides no 
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citations for the many judgmental remarks that she makes. And Escott herself is a woman in the 

military who still finds it “appropriate” to so blatantly gender her subjects without their consent 

or without their own words to support it.  

 

 

Figure 34- Spy Denise Bloch, executed at Ravensbruck Camp 

 

 There were accusations from many that women should never have been allowed to be 

spies for the SOE. Spymaster Buckmaster wholeheartedly refuted these insinuations, saying,  

Those of us who know the work done by women like Violette Szabo, Noor Inayat  

Khan, Denise Bloch, among those who died, and by Lisse de Baissac, the sisters 

Jacqueline and Eileen Nearne, and Nancy Wake among those who survived, can 

only feel anger and contempt for those who try to denigrate Baker Street by 

questioning the ability of women to fight alongside men and who impugn the 

efficiency  of headquarters by doubting the readiness of brave women to face 

perils and, if necessary, to die for their countries. These women did an invaluable 

job and one for which, whatever people may say, they were admirably suited.209 

  

Women spies, like Josephine Butler, constantly had to reassert their female identity as 

representatives of women and show that they were capable of the rigors intelligence work 

demanded. They had to defy what British society expected of them and reinforce that they were 
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capable of more. They had to overcome the many obstacles placed in their way, beyond the 

scope of what a male spy faced. 

Conclusion 

 

While many female spies were incredibly patriotic, willing to give up their lives for the country 

and the cause they believed in, often they also simply wanted to prove themselves as women. 

They were starved for the chance to be used to their full capabilities. They did not want to spy 

because they were women but despite it. They wanted to prove their mettle and refused to let 

gender be a barrier. Despite the extra obstacles they were forced to endure in order to accomplish 

their missions, sexism and sexual misconduct and assault to name a few, simply because they 

were female, they persevered. They did not allow their gender to pose the problem that the men 

and agencies they worked with had suspected would arise.  

 When WWII began, women had to prove that they were capable of taking on men’s roles 

once more: there was no other alternative but to rely once again on women to keep the country 

afloat and the war effort possible. The government tried to keep women’s involvement as 

controlled and organized but failed in this regard once the Germans occupied France. It was an 

event Britain had never expected, could never have fathomed until it finally did. But France’s 

fall was a crucial step forward in helping women’s shifting gender roles and capabilities is 

recognized upfront. It fomented the creation of the SOE, a new organization starting from scratch 

that could and needed to do whatever was necessary to succeed. Because it was a secret 

organization, it could break all of society’s conventions and preconceived notions of what a 

person, or more specifically, what a woman could or could not do. The difficulties the women 

faced as spies made their triumphs even more satisfactory. Years after WWII ended, Maurice 
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Buckmaster, who was the F Section Head of the SOE in France, defended his agency’s use of 

women as spies, and defended the use of women throughout the war effort: 

… the greatest bravery, which typified the gallant women of the SOE, women  

who, like Violette Szabo, dared everything in defence of a cause in which they  

believed.  Some people have suggested that we should never have sent women on 

these missions at all. I cannot agree. Women are as brave and responsible as men; 

often more so.  They are entitled to a share in the defence of their beliefs no less 

than are men. The war was not restricted to men… I should have been failing in 

my duty to the war effort if I had refused to employ them, and I should have been 

unfair to their abilities if I had considered them unequal to the duties which were 

imposed upon them. For our part, we tried by our briefing- which became more 

and more precise and helpful—and by all the other means within our power to 

protect and help them, but in the final analysis an agent had to rely on himself, or 

herself, upon skill, upon coolness, upon courage and, most capricious of all, 

fortune.210 

 

Even though this public acknowledgement of women’s abilities came late, the actual use and 

implementation of female spies shows that at the time, the government was aware and 

acknowledged the fact that women could do more than be mothers and wives; that to be feminine 

did not make you weak; and that to be successful you did not have to be masculine. Women 

spies were often able to overcome more obstacles than even the male spies faced as they fought 

to prove themselves and their capabilities. 

After her first mission into France, Josephine Butler had a dream that described well why 

she felt that she must take the risks and become a spy, as she knew she was capable of it: 

I seemed to be above the Earth, and I was looking down on the British Isles. The 

seas around were very turbulent. I could not see any other country. Then I looked 

up and saw crowds of people—men, women, children, and many people in 

uniform. I heard my own voice saying, ‘Are you all dead? When did you die?’ A 

young airman stepped forward, very fair, his eyes a vivid blue. He held a red rose 

in his hand which he slowly dropped. It seemed to grow larger until it covered the 

whole of Britain. I heard his voice saying, ‘It does not matter when we died, what 

matters is how we died. All wars are futile. You must declare peace in the 

world.’211 
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She knew that she had the skills to make a difference and would not allow anyone or anything to 

stop her from contributing what she could. The risks, the danger—all would be worth the change 

she could make, especially as a woman. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
The experiences of the everyday British woman are inextricably linked with those of 

female spies of the time. These female spies began as everyday British women, and they faced 

many of the same struggles out in the field as their counterparts at home did. Resistance, 

ignorance, blatant sexism were issues that hindered all women of that society. Though the level 

of their agency fluctuated between the wars, by the end of WWII women in British society had 

made such strides that it was no longer possible for the government, or men, to revert to the way 

things had been in the past.  

Women and female spies of the time faced many of the same issues. Though many of the 

female spies made the major sacrifices while serving their country, such as sexual assault, 

internment, and execution, the sacrifices women at home were also significant. Britain’s success 

in each war would not have been accomplished without the contributions of women out in the 

field or on the Homefront.  

To further understand the connections between the shift in the everyday British woman’s 

role in society and the role that a female spy encompassed during the wars, more research should 

be done, particularly on several topics. These include violence against women and the 

experiences of women prisoners of wars, civilian and spy alike, in the first half of the twentieth 

century.  

By grounding the experience of female spies within the larger collective experience of 

British women, this paper aims to add depth to their actions and narrative, providing more details 

to their accounts than simple biography. The dangerous work that these women did should be 

taken seriously and not just sensationalized. 
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The wars were a huge catalyst for change, much of which were for the worse—but some 

for the better as well. By 1945, British women had pushed their way into the public sphere once 

and for all. Though British women would continue to struggle for equality, and still do today, the 

war’s end was a turning point. Women had found their voices-- whether as housewives, workers, 

or spies—and would not be silenced. 
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