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Meeting Notes –  October 2015
Quite a few of Paul’s family were present to hear him talk about the life of Edith Cavell, whose death is the 100th anniversary this year. His talk was entitled ‘Les Enfants Perdus’ or, the lost children and the others.  She was born in Swardeston, near Norwich, on 4 December 1865, where her father was a vicar. Paul informed us that she had a strong Christian devotion, and one of her treasured books, which formed an important part in her life, was Thomas A Kempis’ ‘The Imitation of Christ’, a copy of which Paul had in his collection – in the Edith Cavell edition. 

By the time she was 25 she had become a governess in Brussels, and she remained there until 1895, when she returned and trained as a nurse at the London Hospital. In May 1907 she was recruited by Dr Antoine Depage, the royal surgeon in Brussels, to become matron of a newly established nursing school, the L’École Belge d’Infirmières Diplômées, as he liked the British method of training.
When the Great War broke out Cavell was visiting her widowed mother in Norfolk, but she chose to return to her clinic and nursing school in Brussels, which were then taken over by the Red Cross. In November 1914 the Belgian capital was occupied by the Germans, though the USA and Spain retained some diplomatic presence. There then grew up an organisation which helped wounded British and French soldiers firstly recover and then were funnelled through to the neutral Netherlands. One of the first of these was Colonel Dudley Boger, CO of the 1st Cheshires, who had been seriously wounded at Mons. He ended up in Brussels, met the wife of Depage, and was then introduced to Cavell – and so it started. 
Between 1 November 1914 and July 1915 she and her organisation helped any who came, and these were sheltered, usually in the Forêt de Mormal, and then were moved on, with false papers provided by Prince Reginald de Croy from his chateau at Bellignies. The people being helped expanded to French and Belgian civilians, of military age – a condition which did not help Cavell and her team at their eventual trial. The team consisted of Louis Séverin, Philippe Baucq and others, who provided houses for the escapees to stay at, money to get them to the border, and guides to show them the way. This placed them in violation of German military law, and this, coupled with her outspokenness, led them to being watched. The work carried on, however.
In the early hours of 31 July and 1 August various houses were raided and incriminating evidence, such as banned newspapers, were found. Several members of the team were arrested, with Cavell herself arrested on 3 August 1915, and charged with harbouring Allied soldiers. 
She was held in Saint-Gilles prison for ten weeks, the last two in solitary confinement, and interrogated on 8, 18 and 22 August. She was questioned in French, but her statements were written down in German – a possible bone of contention as her questioner could misinterpret her answers. She made no effort to defend herself, and admitted to helping about 60 British and 15 French soldiers, and about 100 French and Belgian civilians of military age to reach the border. She also admitted to sheltering most of them in her house. The real figure is probably closer to 900!
At her court-martial she was charged with this, thus helping them to escape to a country at war with Germany. Cavell had signed a paper admitting this the day before her trial began. She was granted a defender in court, approved by the German military governor, after a previous defender had been rejected by the governor.

On 23 August news reached England of her arrest, and Brand Whitlock, the US minister in Brussels, was ordered to investigate. Paul’s opinion was that he was pretty useless in doing this, and later gave the impression of having met her, though he never did. 

The trial began on 7 October, with the German prosecutor demanding the death penalty for many of the 35 accused – this was the crucial Paragraph 58 of the German Military Code. The trial of so many people only took two days (!), and the sentences were handed out on 9 October. Baucq, Séverin, Cavell, Louise Thuliez and  Countess Jeanne de Belleville were all sentenced to death, though in the end only Cavell and Baucq were executed and everyone else was imprisoned. 
On Monday 11 October she was told the sentence, though Hugh S. Gibson, the First Secretary of the US Legation in Brussels, who had taken up the task of finding out what was going on, was told that no decision had yet been made! When he was eventually told it, he was then informed that the death sentence would not be upheld! This was communicated by the heads of the political department in Brussels (the Politische Abteilung), Baron von der Lancken, who added that in any case the death sentence could only be given for espionage and Cavell had not been engaged in this. However, General von Sauberzweig, the military governor of Brussels, ordered that the implementation of the death sentences should be immediate. This precluded any other ‘higher’ authorities getting involved. 
The day of execution was set for Tuesday 12 October, at 0700. Cavell was visited in her cell by an Anglican chaplain, Rev. Stirling Gahan, who gave her Holy Communion. She also said, ‘Patriotism is not enough. I must have no hatred or bitterness towards anyone’ – words that are inscribed on her statue near Trafalgar Square.  
At midnight on the 11th, Gibson, de Leval, the legal advisor to the US legation, and the Spanish minister, Rodrigo Saavedra y Vinent, all attempted to get a stay of execution. This failed, and at 0700 the next morning both Cavell and Baucq were shot by firing squad. Her execution, certification of death and burial were witnessed by Gottfried Benn, a German poet. She was buried next to Saint-Gilles prison, and on 17 March 1919 was exhumed, transferred to the Gare du Nord, and thence by boat from Ostend to Dover, and on 14 May a memorial service was held at Westminster Abbey, before her final resting place at Norwich Cathedral.
Paul finished by saying that Nurse Edith Cavell has been portrayed in the British media as a heroine and a martyr. Certainly this view is reflected in the films made about her, with such titles as ‘The Martyrdom of Nurse Cavell’  (1916) and ‘The Woman the Germans shot’ (1918). The two famous films were ‘Dawn’ (1928), a silent film with Sybil Thorndike; and this was remade by the same director as ‘Nurse Edith Cavell’ (1939), with Anna Neagle in the leading role.
He then balanced this by revealing the latest findings as conducted by Dame Stella Rimington (ex-head of MI5), and the fact that messages were being smuggled out by the people helped by Cavell’s organisation. Whether the Germans knew this is debatable, but it does add a new twist to her story.
Paul said that she had a strong faith, which helped her, and that her death certainly helped the allied cause, as recruitment went up considerably, although in 1916 conscription was then introduced. He thought  she was a casualty of war. 
As a postscript Paul revealed that her dog, Jack, had been a loyal friend to her, and that when she was executed he pined. He was then taken to the nearby chateau, where he lived for another 7½ years, and was then stuffed and is now at the IWM.

