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SEPTEMBER 1943, and in
the back of a British plane
flying dangerously low over
Nazi-occupied France, a
young woman was about to
risk everything for the coun-
try she loved.

Clutching a small suitcase,
Pearl Witherington gritted her
teeth and stepped out into the
black night air for a terrifyingly
short parachute jump of just
300ft.

Luck and skill were with her and
she landed safely and undetected.
She spent the night asleep on a
haystack which, once daylight
came, turned out to be a disguised
ammunition pile. Her suitcase was
lost, having fallen into a lake.

Undeterred, the 29-year-old set
out to do her duty, working with
the Resistance – for whom her
French fiance Henri Cornioley was
already fighting – to liberate from
Hitler’s stranglehold the country
where she had been born.

It was a job which she had
pestered Churchill’s legendary Spe-
cial Operations Executive to give
her, and one in which her courage
and determination never failed her.

Trained in subterfuge, explosives
and firearms, she became so deft at
blowing up bridges to disrupt Ger-
man communications that Hitler
put a one million franc bounty on
her head, equal to £500,000 today.

At one stage the young woman
found herself in command of 1,500
resistance fighters, and after D-
Day she even oversaw the surren-
der of 18,000 German troops.

It was a curious mix of British
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heroine of the Sebastian Faulks
novel Charlotte Gray, who was para-
chuted behind enemy lines, Pearl
insisted: ‘I am just an ordinary per-
son who did her job during the war.’

She added: ‘Do you know what
they did during our training? We
girls did three parachute training
jumps and the fourth jump was
operational.

‘But the chaps did four training
jumps and the fifth was opera-
tional – and you only got your
wings after a total of five jumps.

‘So I was not entitled – and for 63
years I have been moaning to any-
body who would listen because I

thought it was an injustice!’ A big-
ger injustice, indeed, than not get-
ting the Military Cross, which she
was denied because, under the rules
of the time, women were ineligible.

Pearl was the eldest of four
daughters born to English expatri-
ate parents in Paris in June 1914. 

She was not sent to school until
she was 13 and then started work
at an early age to support the fam-
ily after her father turned to drink.

She was responsible for helping
her mother and sisters escape from
Occupied France to England in
1941. She began work for the Air
Ministry, but grew bored ‘fiddling

about with papers while things
were going on in France’ and bad-
gered the SOE for a job.

Her fluent French meant she
could pose successfully in her dis-
guise as a rep for a cosmetics com-
pany and after three weeks of
training was dropped into France
on her first trip on a plane.

She was one of just 39 women to
be parachuted in to help the Resis-
tance. ‘I was terrified,’ she said. ‘I
jumped at the third attempt
because it was too dangerous on
the previous two – I could have
been captured or killed.’

After linking up with her beloved

Henri she worked mainly as a
courier, for eight months delivering
coded messages to radio operators.

Once, after cycling 50 miles to
deliver a message, she found a cru-
cial bridge was heavily guarded – so
simply put her bike on her back
and waded through the freezing
cold waist-high River Cher, making
the return journey on the same day.

On another mission, she was on a
night train in her role as a beauty
consultant when she was interro-
gated by a German officer. She
bluffed her way to safety – the kind
of encounter many of her comrades
did not survive in Vichy France.

Her abilities were put to their
strongest test when Squadron
Leader Maurice Southgate, in com-
mand of the 1,500 resistance fight-
ers, was taken by the Gestapo and
she found herself in charge.

With Henri’s help, she reorgan-
ised the ‘Wrestler network’ to help
stall the German advance in the
run-up to D-Day on June 6, 1944.
Her group blew up 800 stretches of
railway lines and supply routes.
‘Over 18,000 Germans gave them-

She parachuted into Occupied France, blew
up rail bridges and with her Resistance lover
became a thorn in Hitler’s side. But one thing
has always rankled with Pearl Witherington. . .

Left: Pearl and Henri during the
war and, above, after being
given her wings yesterday

‘I was just doing
my job’

‘The Gestapo
fired at us’

63 years late,
Pearl finally
gets her wings

pluck and Gallic sangfroid that saw
her through such perilous times –
the same qualities which today
make her stoutly brush off sugges-
tions that she was ever a heroine.

She even stubbornly refused to
accept the MBE shortly after the
war because it was a medal for
‘someone who sits behind a desk’.

There was one thing, however,
which angered her – and in the 63
years since that daring parachute
jump, it has continued to rankle.

She was never given her wings,
the insignia awarded after the
completion of five parachute
jumps. Men would win their wings
after four training jumps and one
‘operational’ jump, but in those
days women completed only three
training jumps before going into
action with the fourth.

So Pearl, whose night-time
plunge into Occupied France was
her fourth jump, was denied her
due – and she has complained
about the injustice ever since.

Yesterday that injustice was put
right. At the age of 91, she was
finally awarded her wings in a cere-
mony at the retirement home
where she lives in Chateauvieux
near Tours in south-west France.

They were presented by
Squadron Leader Rhys Cowsill,
soon to become Officer Command-
ing of the Parachute Training
Team, who had met her when inter-
viewed her for an RAF magazine
about her astonishing exploits.

While some compare her to the

selves up on our territory,’ she said.
A week later, Pearl and her fiance
had their closest shave yet. Holed
up in an attic, they awoke to the
sound of German troops. ‘As we
climbed down the ladder, the
Gestapo fired at us,’ she said.
‘Henri fired back and killed a man.

‘They were so angry they set fire
to the building. We split up and I
ran into a wheatfield. They sur-
rounded the house from 8am to
11pm. I was very frightened.’

Both escaped and in September
1944 they came to London, marry-
ing in Kensington the next month
before returning to live in France.

They went on to have a daughter,
Claire, now 58. Henri died in 1999.

In 2004, Pearl was awarded a CBE
– but still did not have her wings.
Now that has changed thanks to
Squadron Leader Cowsill.

Last night, Pearl said: ‘I was
exhilarated and overwhelmed to
have finally received this award.

‘I have had a fantastic day and
everybody has been lovely to me.
But after all, I have been pestering
them for it for more than 50 years.’
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