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THE MAKING OF A SECRET AGENT
JANUARY 16, 1978

GEORGE FORD

The extraordinary degree of interest in
the work of World War II secret agents has resulted
in the production of a whole bookshelf of writings
on this subject during the past ten years. One of
the most notable of such books has been the story
of a Canadian from Winnipeg, Sir William Stephenson,
who played a prominent role in Allied. intelligence
operations. Stephenson's story is told in a book
called A Man Called Intrepid, a best seller published
in 1976.
My paper is about another Canadian from
Winnipeg, of a later generation than Stephenson's,
who also played a role in that war. Several pages
in A Man Called Intrepid are in fact devoted to
celebrating his wartime ,exploits as a secret
agent. His name was Frank Pickersgill . Before
the war, he attended universities in Canada, and,
in 1938, went to France as a student and freelance journalist. He was captured by the Germans
and imprisoned in 1940. Two years later he made
a dramatic escape and made his way to England
where he joined the Canadian army and underwent
training to become a secret agent.
In 1943, he
was parachuted back into France, was again captured and later executed at Buchenwald. On this
level, this is .an adventure story, adventure
which ended in sacrifice (for want of a less
hackneyed phrase) .
What is special about the Pickersgill
story is indicated by my title: this is a story
about a making. And the making involved a lifetime, ·albeit a relatively short lifetime (he was
-I:.wGnt;~'-ninQ yp?lrs old when he died).
The real
drama resides in changes and developments in his
attitudes towards the war itself. The ingredients
are here, that is, for a novel of development,
a Bildungsroman, in which adventures of a mind
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and sp'iri t are cOmplemented later by adventures
on the plane of physical action.
The' character of the man who' was to stand
up under Nazi torture in 1943 had, of course, been
developed for many years before he became a secret
agent. Character, as George Eliot reminds us, is
"a shaping and an unfolding." For Frank Pickersgill,
the making was to involve a variety of shaping
forces, the first being his family and friends
in a mid-western Canadiah capital at Winnipeg,
where he was born, si}{ty-two years ago, on May
28, 1915.
His father was a farmer whose family
had emigrated to Canada from Yorkshire. His
mother was a nurse whose family came from upper
New York state and settled in ontario at the
time of the American Revcilution. Frank could
thus claim descent from what are called in Canada
the United Empire Loyalists, or what we ?all
here the Tories, or, perhaps, Damned Tor1es.
Shortly before the First World w~r,
the pickersgill family migrated from o~tar10
to central Manitoba, where they estab11shed
the farm on which Frank was to grow up. N~t
long after Frank's birth,' his father vo1unta~i1Y
, , d the Canadian infantry and served over
J01ne,
the trenches during 1916 - 1918, where
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1931-36, marked t~e depth of the great Depression
and
"
Th' also the terr1ble
, crop failures of the pra1r1es.
,1S was also a per10d (or one of the periods one
:19~t say) ~hen the prospect of a second world
ar s break1ng out seemed ominously threat '
Yet I th' n k '
en1ng.
,
- 7 1t wou~d b~ fair to say that Frank
P7ckersg1ll, at t h 1s t1me, was affected onl ind1re~t1y b~ the various crises which were t;
culm1na~e 1n 1939. Events in Manchuria, Ethiopia
and Spa1n were t hen only distant rumblings not
lc:>ud enough to distract him from h'is own O~bit.
L1ke many yo~n~ men of the 1930's, he had soaked
up the war-d1s111usioned books by Sassoon and
others and had concluded that the recurrence of
1914-18 must be prevented -- in some way. But
by and large he was going his own road. He had
five years in which to pick up the ingredients
of a liberal education, to make friends, to sharpen
his wits and to develop his own strongly-marked
individual dualism. In their way, these five
years were fair seed time enough.
In later years, his predominant interests
would be religion and politics, but as an undergraduate, he majored in classical and modern
languages, taking , classes in German, French,
Latin and Greek. , It sh0uld be mentioned that
one of his fellow-students in his Greek classes
at Manitoba was later to become notorious as
the author of The Guttenberg Gala~y: Marshall
McCluhan.
As an undergraduate, he was a colorful and well-known figure. He was a big youth,
over six feet tall, and powerfully built. He
had also at this time the big youth's jerky and
rather awkward movements and students would
grin amiab1y ~~ they w.atched him lurching with
great strides across the campus, h1s a.nus f1o.i1ing the air as he talked. His capacity to talk
with zest and good humor about all manner of
subjects gained him a host of friends. His
laughter was contagious, for he had an eye for
the absurdities of pretentious professors or
literary twaddle. As a friend wrote of him
in 1977, "If there ' are angels in ' heaven, Ilm
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sure Frank keeps some of them in stitches."
Naturally, among some of those who did
not know him, his awareness of absurdities was
n~t always appreciated.
In the eyes of some of
h1s fellow students he failed to be serious abo u t
what to them seemed most important.
I n short,
as a~ undergraduate, Frank Pickersgill was the
genu1ne student of the non-conformist stamp which
gives a university its color and its raison d'etre .
In the summer of 1934, he made his firs t
trip to Europe. Having worked his way across the
Atlantic on a cattle-boat, he and a friend went
on a bicycle tour of England, France and Germany.
He was nineteen at that time, and in view of his
later passionate attachment to Fran ce, it is interesting to learn from his letters that in 1934
he abominated Paris and the French in general and
much preferred things German, even including Adolf
Hitler.
In a youth hostel in En gland, he enjoyed
an evening of Nazi songs, and reported in a letter:
liThe nearer I get to Germany the more I come round
to admire Hitle r and Company." And from Germany
itself he writes:
"The people all seem very hopeful and approve highly of the regime.
I really
think Hitler's system is a good thing."
It would be four years before Frank
Pickersgill was to see Europe again. Meanwhile,
he complete d his undergraduate studies at Manitoba
and, in 1936, moved to the University of Toronto
to pursue graduate studies in classical history
and philosophy. For his two years at Toronto he
was supported by fellowships and also supported
by his eldest b rother, Jack Pickersgill, who
contrived to combine the role of brother and
father in Frank's life. Jack Pickersgill d eserves
a word here, for he was and is a r e markably
brilliant fig ure in the Canadian sce ne.
In
the early 1930's, he had been a Histury in structor at Manitoba, but later moved to Ottawa
to join the federal civil service, where he
quickly rose to eminence, serving as chief advisor to three Prime Ministers (Mc Kenzie King,
Lester Pearson and Louis St. Laurent). For
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some twenty y ars after the war Jack
was r7garde ~ ~ n ma n y quarters as the Pickersgill
most powerful f~gure ~n Canadian politics .
At Toronto, his young brother d isplayed

hi~ ~wn b:ank of , brilliance in the M.A. program,

wr~t~ng h~s thes~s on St . Augustine.
These two
years at Toronto feature d a prodigious amount of
reading, much of it -- to the surprise of his
friends -- concerned wi th religious issues. Frank
Pickersgill had been brought up in the Methodist
Church, but until he was twenty-one had been
generally indifferent to matters of faith . During
h is two years at Toronto, he went through a period
of Sturm und Drang trying to find a faith that
would satisfy his necdc . For a year he was a
practicing High Church Episcopalian, and, later,
under the influence of one of his Toronto professors, Jacques Maritain, he considered becoming a Roman Catholic. But this pull to
Catholicism became complicated by his interest
in the neo-Calvinist writings of Karl Barth
and also by his close study of Dostoevsky.
At the end of two years he reached a kind of
impasse, re t aining some overall Christian convictions but no longer seeking a church.
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Most of his friends at Toron t o were wh a t
h e amiably called " pagans." They witnessed his
religious wre stling matches without sharing them.
I n d ee d his b e st friend and room-mate wa s a hard nosed gradu ate student in Economics with whom
he used to play poker for small stakes, attend
cheap movies and drink beer in t he basement of
the Park P ~ aza Hotel.
This Toronto room-mate and others all
describe Frank Pi c kersgill to this d ay as the
best conversationalist they had ever known in
their lifetimes.
It may be said that the city
of Toronto sharpene d Pickersgill's talking prowess,
~~~ ~~ h ~ used to say to himself,
there was
nothing else to do in To r onto but talk. It
is hard for us to realize today how much Toronto
has changed since the 1930's, for in that decade

H
S'

o

o'

P'
hI
p,
i ,
s ]

hI
p,
gl
r :
0 '

A

ho
pi

283
it was indeed a dour community . Pickersgill and
his friends from Winnipeg contrived to make their
own brand of fun it its midst, but for the Queen
City itself , he had no love at all.
One might say he was saving up that love
of his for the next city where he would locate.
This was to be Paris where he settled in the early
summer of 1938. He was never to see North America
again.
The original object of his going to France
was to have one further year of graduate study,
after which, in September, 1939, he would take
up a university post in Classics in Canada or the
States. At first everything went according to
plan. He attended his classes and began his
thesis. But as the summer of 1938 wore on, the
wor l d of present day events began to impinge on
his studies of the ancient worlds of Rome and
Greece. For in September he had gone to Munich
for a month to brush up his Germand and was living
with a family there at the time of the II Hunich
crises , 1I when war seemed about to break out any
hour. He heard Hitler speak at a rally on the
subject of Czechoslovakia, and this time, unlike
1934, Pickersgill was under no illusions about
Hitler's role. As he wrote in a letter of late
September: ' " That bastard is going to make another
1I
of his inflammatory speeches tonight.
That month in Germany had been an eyeopening experience for the twenty-three year old
Pickersgill. Whenever he had thought about war,
heretofore , he had believed that he would ha~e no
part of it. He was a firmly convinced Can~d1an
isolationist. But what he had seen o~ Naz~ Germany
shook his convictions profoundly. Be~ng there,
he reported, " is the besL anti - Ge rman warIlP~oa anda I've ever seen." And he added:
I ve
Pof to start working out my morals in this matter
g , ht wa II At this stage all he had worked
~~f wa: hr~ realization of what N~zism ~tood ~or.
After seeing an exhibition o. ~ Naz~. art . ~n ~u~~i~k
he conunented:
"Honestly, th1s nat10n ~S,
,
'I II
d
possessed by the eV1 .
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Back in France in October, Pickersgill's

Naz~ n~ghtmare could subside for a while.
The year
between the Munich crisi~ and the outbreak of war

despite its anxieties, was probably the happiest'
Pickersgill's ~ife. For in Fra~ce
he had fallen in love, not w1th a woman but w1th
a country and its peop l e . Living in a student residence of the University of Paris, he quickly struck
up close fr~endships with a group of lively French
intellectuals. The attraction was mutual. One of
them said of Pi cke rsgill, after the war (and I
quote) ,

year in Frank

"I have never known an AngloSaxon who understood France and
its people so well. He spoke
French marvelously and even
French slang. He had read
enormously and he had a thorough understanding of the
whole of mqdern French literature. We considered him one
of us. "
One re sult of Pickersgill's association
with these French friends was his gradual relinquishment of academic work and his directing all
his energies, instead, into trying to master the
scene of contemporary European politics. He began
writing articles for newspapers in Montreal and
Vancouver and grad ually established himself as a
free-lance journalist.
By the spring of 1939 he was sure that
war was coming and commented ruefully in a letter:
"We can thank people like Chamberlain for this state
of affairs I suppose, but more important has been
the inertia of all ordinary people in the civilized
wor.lQ -- p...rner:1.Cttll::;, Co.na.dla.no, I'ronohmQn - - carino
the past six years, myself included. "
In the summer of 1939, like the good
journalist he was becoming, pickersgill took a
trip to Poland to write articles on developments
there on the brink of what might be war and,
this time, was war.
I n August he was living
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with a Polish family on an estate 25 miles from
the German border, and was appa l led to realize
that his host, "a kindly peaceable man " would
be shot as soon as the Nazi armies crossed the
frontier .
.
He,himself got out of Poland just in
t1me and arr1ved back in Paris the day war was
declared , and the Nazi armies began " cutting through
the Polish defenses like a hot knife through
butter.
Like most of his contemporaries, he was
stunned by what was happening. The predominant
emotion, at first, was a panicky fear when the airraid sirens sounded night after night in Paris.
But his chief concern was to wrestle once more
with the issue of what his role ought to be . For
a short period, he was affected with what he cal l ed
enlist-itis and considered joining the French army
or ~eturning to Canada to join the army there.
But the more he thought about events, the less
did it seem to him that he had any cause to be
a participant . Participation required a cause,
and to his mind there was no cause left by September,
1939 .

For the next ten months, therefore, he
remained in Paris as an observer and also working
on translating Sartre's novel, Nausea, for which
he had a contract. He also tried taking the examinations for the Canadian equivalent of our State
Department, and out of 360 candidates, he stood
first. But despite these personal successes,
Pickersgill's mood during these ten months of
the so-called "phoney war " was predominantly
bitter almost cynical. Like so many people,
he ima~ine d that the Maginot Line was impregnable .
III

d.

~eLLer to hi~

family of Haroh ,

~940.

wrote,
"I'm beginning to have doubts
about the future horriblene ss
of this war. Neither side is
going to attack the ~ther's
lines, I think. Bes1des, the

hg

286
morale of the Allied countries
is so low (about o n a par with
mine!).
People a r e still too
tired from the las t war to stand
anoth er b loody war . All anybody wa nt s is peace."
It is e asy to see in these letters why
France would co l lapse so quickly a few months later .
What is harder to see is how the man who wrote in
this cynical s p irit in 1940 would be two years
later trainin g to become a secret agent.
Wha t produced the change? He himself
never specified t he exact turning point; one can
only say it wa s an accumulation of events as the
war closed in on his very person, as was to happen
three months later.
On J une 11, 1940 , as the German P a nzer
divisions en t ere d Paris , Frank Pickersgill started
heading southwest on a bicycle among the hordes
of other refugees fleeing the capital. Early in
August he was finally tracked down by the Germans
in a village in Brittany, arrested and sent to
prison.
His first two mo nths as a civilian prisoner
were sheer hell, with hard labor on work gangs ten
hours a day, e x ecrab~e food (he ~ost fifty pounds
in two months) and brutal treatment .
In the cell
adjacent to his , two Nazi guards one night dragged
in a French soldier and clubbed him to death.
In November, 1940, he had the good
fortune to be transferred to another prison , located on the outskirts of Paris , where conditions were altogether different. There was
no hrllr",,1; r _y, food was adequate and there were
Red Cross parcels to supplement regular rations;
work was minimal and there was abundant time
for recreation: baseball, hockey, bridge and
read ing.
Best o f all , prisoners were allowed
to see French visitors . Pickersgill could have
waited out the war in this prison, without
great discomfort, and have been released, little
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the worse for wear, when the Allies l i berated Paris
in 1944 .
Instead , he was passionately determined
to escape .
In November, 1941, he made one attempt
which failed, and , fortunately, went undetected.
The second , in March, 1942, succeeded . This escape
was most elaborately contrived, and sounds like
something out of a movie . Pickersgill and a fellow
prisoner managed to get the job of cleaning an
office on Saturday afternoons , the office building
being part of the outer wall of the prison and
fa c ing the street. Sentries were supposed to
watch over them while they scrubbed the floors,
but after repeated Saturdays, the sentries became
lazy and left them alone. The iron bars on the
windows facing the street were 1 1/2 inches thick
which required a hack saw with several fresh blades.
Pickersgill's Paris friends smuggled the saw into
him concealed inside a large loaf of bread, and
at midnight, on Saturday, March 6, 1942, the two
prisoners began putting these tools to work . It
took them four hours to saw through the bar, and
they were terrified of being overheard by sentries
on patrol in the street . By early morning, the
bar was sawn through, and the two men climbed
out of the window and walked into Paris almost
delirious with joy.
I n Paris, Pickersgill's
French friends were waiting for him and arranged
a celebration dinner that night.
(I should
mention that the German officer in charge of
the prison was to have less cause to celebrate;
for letting the prisoners escape he was punished
by being sent to the front lines in Russia.)
T~e
following morning, provided with papers and tra1n
tickets by these French friends, pickersgill and
his companion set out southwards and the ne~t _
day succeeded in walking across the border 1nto
Unoccupied France. When they were fifty feet
across the border, pickersgill was so moved
with joy that he literally passed out for two
minutes.
During the next six months, he lived
in the city of LyonS, .where
in Unoccupied France the staff of the Amer~can
he was befriended by

288
legation who assisted h'
,
~m ~n the diff'
1
0 f getting a permit
~cu t arrangeIn late August, 1942, his to leave the country
and he crossed the border ~apers a~ last came through,
,
~nto Spa~n and from there
~nto neutral Portugal.

me nt S

When he arrived in Lisbon, he was immed iately confronted with a painful dilemma . A batch
of cables was waiting for him sent by his family
in Ottowa to congratulate him on his safe escape.
They, of course, assumed that he would fly home
at once to see his mother and brothers whom he had
not seen for four long years . But keenly as he
himself longed for a family reunion, he was resolved not to return , for , as he explained to the
British Ambassador, he had urgent work to do . And,
as he wrote to his brother: "I was in the war up
to the neck and I think I'd have died of spiritual
starvation had I been wrenched away from it."
A plane flight was accordingly arranged
from Lisbon to London where he reported to the
War Office and was immediately accepted for secret
service work and commissioned as a lieutenant in
the Canadian Army. His family was reluctantly
persuaded to accept his urgent sense of priorities
and gave him their blessings.
The secret service organization in which
Pickersgill was to be trained was known as SOE
(Special Operations Executive ). This organization
was not concerned with spying or gathering military
intelligence . Its special assignment was to build
up resistance forces among the shattered populations of Europe, forces that would be equipped by
the British for sabotage of important installations
and for harassment of the Nazi armies of occupation.
SOE's operations involveu pnrachuting
trained agents into countries of occupied Europe
which were bristling with hostile police forces
and armies: "dropping them into the arsenals
of Hell" as someone said. The agent's role, after
landing, was to establish contact with resistance
gr?ups, who would be trained by him how to rece~ve weapons dropped by parachute, and then
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when and how to put these weapons to work again s t
the enemy.
Like all military organizations, SOE
made its quota of mistakes, but its overall success
is incontestable. The German commander in France,
General von Rundstedt, credited SOE 's forces with
having shortened the war by six months.
Prospective agents for SOE had a number
of special requirements to meet. Obviously, they
had to know the country in which they were to work
and its language, but the most important criterion
was motivation. In a book written after the war
by Pickersgill's commanding office r, this matter
of motivation is stressed:
(I quote)
It is a commonly held ide a that
the type of subversive warfare
in which we were engaged demanded
the employment of thugs to carry
it out [the James Bond syndrome ].
We quickly found out the e rror
of such a theory. We found instead that the intellectual,
the professional man, the business man, did much better work
in a good cause. He put his
heart and soul into outwitting
the German forces.
Pickersgill, according to all reports, was
candidate on this score. Knowing occupied
at first hand, he was aware of the hazards
mission, but his vehement determination to
cipate is everywhere evid ent.

an ide al
Europe
of hi s
parti -

The making of a secret agent took some
six mon t h s of inte nsive training ~onducted at a
series of camps. Be for e starting t he cours 7 ,
pickersgill was given three wee~s of leav~ :n.
London. It must be said that h1S sud~en ~n~t7a
t ion into a military career had its l~ght:r s~de ~ .
All h is life he had hated any form of reg~~entat~on,
and parade square antics rather appalled h~m.
His early days in the army showed some of the
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results of his individualism
'
on the streets of London in
Wh~~,he f~rst appeared
he made quite a sensation
~s 0
~cer's uniform,
to purchase his entire outff~r ~e had not managed
quently was attired in h' kh a, once, and conse civilian's blue shirt
~s
a~~ ser~e but with a
Police, of Course soo~n .akb~~ght t~e. The Mi litary
to Headquarters f~r quesi7C 7 him up and took him
be expected for the f '
t~on~ng. And , as was to
~rs
week or s h d'
'
,
t h ~ng possible to avoid sal U t
es.o e ~ d every-

h'

his'
"He w~s, nevertheless, resolved to ada t
,~ng ~nd~v~dual~sm to army life , and as h'~s t ra1n.p
'fProgram progressed, he was soon at home in his
u~~ ~rm and even able to return a salute without
wIncIng. Before he left for France, he was promoted to the rank of Captain.
In December, 1942 , he began his course
of training at a camp in the rugged wilderness
of the Scottish highlands . Learning the agent's
trade was a strenuous and exhausting experience.
Out of the original group of fourteen trainees ,
only three completed the whole six months of
courses. These courses included twenty-five mile
cross-country exercises, training in unarmed combat, parachute jumping at low a l titudes and exer cises in how to behave under torture if captured.
Because secret agents generally operated
in pairs, each trainee in Scotland was encouraged
to s eek a teammate with whom he would feel especially
congenial. Pickersgill's teammate, who was to
serve as his radio operator in France, was John
Maca lister, a young Canadian lawyer, who was to
be his constant companion until their deaths.
The two men had much in common and became close
£r ie na~_
Like Pickersgill , Macal ister had behind
him an outstanding academic record. In 19~7,
he graduated from Toronto and enro lled at New
College, Oxford, as a Rhodes Scholar. Two years
later he graduated first in his class of 142
law students at Oxford. He also studied law
in Paris, and in 1940 passed his final bar
examination in England with the Certificate
of Honour .

291
Of course, the making of a secret agent
did not consist exclusively of strenuous training
sessions. Time was allowed for leaves , and agents
were encouraged to locate themselves in congenial
and secure quarters in London . During his eight
months in England, Pickersgill had the good fortune
to be a welcome guest in one such establishment.
It was a house that had been rented by three
Canadian women, all of whom were in secret service
work at SOE headquarters. One of the women, Kay
Moore, was an old fr~end of h~B from Man~toba
days . Another, Alison Grant, was an art student
from Toronto with whom he fell in love and she
with him . Because of his impending mission, they
never talked of marriage or of the future; instead
they concentrated on the here and now of shared
interests and the happiness of mutual attraction.
Kay Moore's account of his visits to
their house is worth c~t~ng:

Frank brought a breath of new
l~f~ ~nto our home .
Everything
to him was of intense interest
and delight -- even a bus ride
down Piccadily fascinated him .
He said he had two years of
movies to make up, and he often
disappeared i n t o t h e suburbs to
see some old film . We had ~n
the house the back numbers of
the New Yorker which he devoured
from cover to cover. On the
whole, though, he said he didn't
feel like reading much now . He
seemed to have undergone a metamorphosis from a thinker into
a man of action.
In the spring, the week before
he was parachuted, he was with
us . A few nights before he
left , Alison Grant and. I , took
him to dinner at Prun~er s
where we had a slap-up meal
and the two girls paid, much
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to,the shocked surprise of the
walter. Frank sat unconcerned,
brawny, tough and hUge, and in
wonderful spirits. He asked us
when the waiter went off with
the bill:
"Do you suppose he
thinks I'm a kept man?" It was
the sort of situation Frank
loved.
Kay Moore also comments on what it was like after
he left:
After Frank left us, I don't
think any departure left three
girls' hearts so miserable for
themselves, but curiously so
happy for him as he was doing
what he wanted to do with all
his being. He had left in
tremendous high spirits, relaxed and not nervous, not
apprehensive, deeply content
and sure of his mission and
himself.
On the night of June 15, 1943, almost
a year before Allied troups landed on the Normandy
beaches, Captain Frank Pickersgill and Lieutenant
John Macalister parachuted successfully back into
occupied Burope. Their landing fiel d was in central
France nea r Blois where they were met by two other
agents who were to d rive them to Paris six d ays
later.
In Paris, Pickersgill was scheduled to
meet the chie f SOE agent in France and to settle
with him details about the new resistance section
P ickc rs g ill ~as to organize.
Unfortunately, Pickersgill's meeting
with this chief agent was never to take place,
for at the very time of his landing in France,
the Ge rmans had begun a campaign to smash the
whole SOE network, which they carried out with
devastating effectiveness.
In the Blois region
the SS established a special set of check points
on all roads, so that pickersgill and Macalister
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found themselves in a regular lion's den. Nevertheless, after six days of hiding out in the woods,
the four agents decided to set out by car for Paris
and passed through several checkpoints without
trouble. Eventually, however, they were stopped
at a checkpoint where their clothing was searched,
and Macalister's money belt being d iscovered, they
were all put under arrest. The other two agents
(one of them a woman) made a desperate attempt to
escape in their car but were gunned down by the
ss, severely wounded and taken to the hospital.
The woman agent, by the way, was to recover from
her wounds but to die in the gas chambers at Belsen
in 1945.
The two Canadian agents were at once
sent to Gestapo headquarters at Blois to be interrogated. Aside from the physical horrors they
were to undergo that night of June 21st, it is
not hard to imagine what must have been their
sense of frustration in realizing that their mission
itself, for which they had trained so hard, had been
obliterated only six days after their arrival.
Capture meant that no pickersgill Re sistance network would ever be established . But secret agents
have an alternative mission, for which their training also prepared them, which is, if captured, to
betray no information under interrogation, and,
also -- but this would come later -- to sustain,
as far as possible, the morale of one's fellow
captives. Exploits behind bars do not have the
glamorous cloak-and-dagger qualities of exploits
in leading a section in blowing up troop trains,
but exploits behind bars can have their honor,
too . After the war, the French government was
to recognize Pickersgill's exploits behind bars
by bestowing on him posthumously the award of
Chevalier of the Legion of Honor.
His first test, shared witn Maca11ster,
was to occur on June 21st when he was interrogated
by the awesome chief of the Blois Gestapo, and
treated to a most savage series of torturings.
In a book about another captured SOE agent, Wing
Commander Yeo-Thomas, there is a detailed account
of the kind of treatment Pickersgill suffered.
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Forty-f~ve pages of that book recount the sickening
succeSS10n of brutal beatings, whip-lashings and
near drownings administered by the Gestapo , day
after day, until the victim's shoulder was dislocated and his face and b o dy were a mass of welts ,
swellings and cuts . Nevertheless, Yeo-Thomas betrayed no information , and, in an interview after
the war he praised Pickersgill and Macalister for
a simil~r feat : "These two Canadians were in
possession of names , addresses and codes that the
Germans badly wanted, but neither of them squealed . "
Even the Germans, after the war , confirmed what
happened at Blois, testifying that the two Canadian
officers had displayed " outstanding fortitude and
courage" and had never revealed a scrap of information of any use to them.

After many days in the torture chambers ,
Pickersgi11 was sent off to a concentra tion camp
in Poland at Ravitsch where he remained six months .
About this period of his life we know virtually
nothing.
I, myself, visited Ravitsch this past
summer and could gain no information whatever.
One can only make ~ guess about the appalling living
conditions in the camp by the reports of Pickersgill's
emaciated state when he was unexpectedly summoned
back from Ravitsch to Puris in the spring of 1944.
The reasons

for

h~s

be~ng

b r ought back

to Paris make a long story which there wi l l be no
time for here.
In brief, the Germans had for many
months b een using Pickersgill's radio-set to send
false

me~~age~

to London

headquarter~.

I n

March ,

London became suspicious of this radio game and
proposed to send a plane, equipped with a special
phone, to talk directly with Pickersgill on the
ground. The Germans then r ealized that their little
radio game would be ruined unless they could persuade Pickersgill to cooperate by talking on the
phone, so he was flown back to Paris and installed
in a Gestapo prison in the heart of the city . This
time the Gestapo ch i efs turned on a very different
reception for him fr o m the brutal treatment he had
received in 1943 .
Instead of beatings, he was now
cajoled with the soft treatment . If he would
cooperate, the Nazis offered to guarantee him
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comfortable detention for the rest of the war, with
food and other privileges. And as if to
~llustrate these privileges, good food and drink
were on hand during these interviews in a third
floor office of the prison. Pickersgill's response
to these blandishments was not at all what his
hosts expected, for he suddenly grabbed a bottle
from the table and broke if off at the neck. So
armed he rushed out into the hall to make his
escape. When two S8 guards tried to stop him,
he slashed and killed bne of them with the bottle
and the other he knocked unconscious. As a witness
reported later : "Pickersgill's courage was extraordinary. He came within an inch of freeing the
whole prison." From the third floor he rushed
down a flight of stairs to the second floor where
other S8 guards were stationed. pickersgill dashed
into them , knocking them out of his way, and,
after leaping out of a second story window,
started heading for the street.
~dequate

Another agent who was with him in this
Gestapo prison , Bernard Guillot, tells about the
finale of this episode :
"pickersgill was exhausted after
such a long period of imprisonment in poland; he was unable to
run very quickly. The ~S open~d
fire from the windows w~th the~r
sub-machine guns: he was hit ~our
times fell, tried to run aga~n,
but s~opped from exhaustion and
lost consciousness. Later he was
taken to the hospital, recovered
and returned to prison with us."
Guillot wondered afterwards why the
Germans hadn't "lll<:l.:;~o.crcd " pirkersgill 1;'-hen and
there instead of taking him to the hosp~ta~ht~
treat his bullet wounds and to set an arm
~
had been fractured when he hit the gr~~n~. t~~l
can only speculate that the Ges tapo.c ~e s s ~'d r
on his recovery, that he m~ght recons~ e
hop~d, up
h 1
'th their phone problem. But
the~r offer to
e P w~
.
.'
. when he returned from the hosp~tal, l~mp~ng pa~n

296
fully and with his broken arm in a sling, he still
would not -cooperate by ta~king to t~e British plane,
and S0 the Germans lost their co~tact with London.
.

I

The Germans retaliated that summer of
1944 by having all prisoners wear handcuffs in bed ,
but they were unable to subdue the spirit of hope
that began to permeate the prison as the Allied
armies started to close in on Paris, and the possibility of liperation raised the hopes of the imprisoned agents to a high point .
These hopes were frustrated on August 8th,
twelve days before Paris was liberated, when the
whole group of thirty-seven captured agents was
ordered to be sent by train to Buchenwald. The
train journey, lasting eight days, was a nightmareexperience for th~ thirty-seven agents jammed into
two small air less compartments. One of them recalled, later, how Pickersgill restored morale
the first day in characteristic fashion.
He began
telling jokes. They weren't very good jokes, and
at first they were greeted with resentment until
gradually it was realised that he was only trying
to keep them all from going mad -- and so they all
joined in.
After this terrible eight-day journey,
they finally arrived at the extermination camp at
Buchenwald where they were told at first not to
bother washing up inasmuch as they were to be taken
at once to the gas chambers. An hour later this
order was countermanded, and a fresh spark of hope
was ignited at the prospect that perhaps they might
still be destined for survival.
I n stead of wearing prison clothing, they were allowed to wear
civilian clothes, and they had a hut to themselves .
The Gestapo commander even dropped hints that they
were to be exchanged for some thirty-seven German
O~~icers wno W~L~ hii~cd pr ~oo ~Qrc~
Tb~ ~A~~aoo.
n eedless to say, were masters of ~he cat and mouse
game.
For about a month this false impression
persisted among most of the thirty-seven offic,e rs
that they were somehow going to survive. Pickers-
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gill talked to fellow prisoners about what he would
do when he got back to Canada , and he offered to
bet an Australian officer a thousand dollars that
they would all be home by Christmas . His mood of
exhilaration and confidence -- his zest for life
correspond to what he said in a letter after his
first escape from prison in 1942 . Here I quote:
"You know I've been in a permanent
state of exhilaration since my escape, on the crest of a wave which
kept getting higher and higher as
each frontier was crossed. I d on't
know where it's going to land me,
but it's damned good while it lasts."
The wave finally broke at Buchenwald. On
the morning of September 9, 1944, sixteen names
(including Pickersgi11's and Maca1ister's) were
posted on the notice-board with instructions to
report to the camp tower. This summons was assumed
to be for a routine inspection . No anxieties were
expressed. So the sixteen doomed men marched off
in good spirits with Pickersgill cheerfully leading the singing of "Madelon l : and "Alouette " and
"Tipperary." When the singing columns of marchers
arrived at the gate of the Dark Tower, however,
their good spirits soon evaporated as the 55 suddenly
disclosed their hand. Hitler had himself issued
special orders that all SOE agents were to be
disposed of. Each man was shackled and handcuffed; death sentences were read to them in
pairs, and they were then escorted off to bunker
for a final thirty hours of treatment.
For what happened then I cite the official report:
li The six teen prisoners were brought
into a basement of the crematorium
on the night of September 11, 1944.
There they were beaten atrociously
by a half dozen SSe They were then
hanged on butcher hooks that had .
been cemented into the w~11s, ~nt11
death came to them . The1r bo d 1es
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were in~ediately cremated in the
furnaces."
A month later, fifteen more of the group
of agents were also summoned for execution; this
time, instead of being hanged, they were shot, in
pairs, on the SS pistol range.
Of the six out of the thirty-seven agents
who contrived miraculously to survive, the one who
has contributed the most vivid account of how pickersgill carried on during the last month of his life
at Buchenwald was Yeo-Thomas and his account will
serve as a brief epilogue to my paper.
What impressed Yeo-Thomas about Pickersgill's role at Buchenwald was what he called his
" superhuman spirit." Among the several examples
Yeo-Thomas cites, I select three as illustrative.
The first is that it was decided in order
to sustain morale in the group in their Stygian
environment, they were to march like soldiers rather
than to creep around like prisoners whenever a group
of them went out to draw rations or other assignments. Pickersgill, who as a student had regarded
military rituals as silly, now recognized their
importance in the Buchenwald context. When a
ragged section of their group would be sent to
draw rations, Pickersgill would march limping
at their head, "chin up, shoulders back and
singing. " At first, his followers would feel
too miserable to fall into step, but soon "the
poignant loneliness of Pickersgill's bearing
and voice would shame them and they too would
start marching and singing."
The second item concerns what would
on ~uch occasions if Pickersgill was lead~ng a sect~on and saw a German officer in the
distance. Camp rules had it that every prisoner
no matter what,his rank might be, had to salute'
all German off~cers. On such occasions Pickersgill
would hal~ his section and order everyo~e to disperse beh~nd huts until the Nazi officer had
passed by; he would then reform the section and
~app e n
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march on. As Yeo-Thomas comments:
"In avoiding
the according of military honors to human rattlesnakes, pickersgill helped our men to hang on to
the last shreds of human pride."
The third and last is how pickergill
sustained morale day after day inside the hut at
Buchenwald where the thirty-seven prisoners wer e
confined. As Yeo-Thomas described it:
"When a brooding silence fell upon
the hut, pickersgill would utter a
challenging statement to us, then
fan the tiny grudging sparks of response until he had a wide-spread
discussion crackling. Any subject
under the sun , from movie cartoons
to Picasso , from ragtime to Mozart
and from western movies to Shakespeare, was sufficient to bring fort h
from his brain the sprout of an
idea that stimulated t he r es t of
us to t h ought and s e lf-expre ssion . "
As Yeo-Thomas summed up his e stimate of his f e llowinmate at Buchenwald, he said:
"Frank pickersgill was a man who
kne w how to live and how to die.
You don't come across many of them
who d o both quite so well . "

