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PROLOGUE

Barney Greatrex could bear the tension no longer. Wincing through the cigarette haze, he once again took in the handful of faces that surrounded him in the small wooden hut buried deep in the French forest: hard, swarthy, Gallic faces, outwardly calm, but long inured to explosions of sudden, brutal violence. Even then, Barney had noted, their expressions hardly changed.

Pale sunshine pushed its way feebly through the small, grubby window, cutting shards of watery light through the permanent fug of smoke and stale sweat. Barney swallowed. His knee fidgeted. A raw sense of dread washed over him.

The stranger sat among them too, all but indistinguishable from the others. Like them, he talked quickly, gesturing forcibly with his hands, smiling, even offering up an occasional brittle joke. But he was not one of them, and everyone knew it.

It was his eyes that gave him away, thought Barney: darting from face to face, from moment to moment; preparing – for what? A sudden bolt from this bare little room that threatened to suddenly close in on him? Where, though, could he run? Outside was nothing but trees. These endless woods besieged them like a gloomy army, and the hard men of the Maquis knew their every meandering path, and every dank hiding hole. In any case, reflected Barney, he’d probably never even make it to the front door.

Careful not to catch his eye, Barney studied the stranger’s face. Like the others, it was aged far beyond his thirty-five or so years, but – he was almost sure – it was still unsuspecting. He risked another glance. How, he thought, could he tolerate this atmosphere? This grinning pall of false cordiality that dangled like a noose in front of him?

Barney sent his eyes to the ceiling, then the floor. For how many weeks had these flimsy walls served as his home as well as his prison? How many weeks had these faces been his closest companions as well as his jailers? And when was it that he had first counted himself among their number?

He strained to pick up the conversation humming around him. His French, though a little better now, could barely glean the gist of it. The only thing of which he was certain was that no one was saying what they thought. With an almost involuntary spasm, Barney shoved back on the thin wooden chair, scraping it noisily over the bare floorboards. Unused to the young, blond Australian airman doing anything very much besides sitting quietly and observing, the others glanced up for a moment, then lost interest. Barney excused himself and went to the door. Outside, the air, though fresh, brought little relief.

Walking a short distance from the hut, he picked up an axe and began to chop wood. The rounds of pine, still too green to burn, exploded satisfyingly under his blade, blocking out – momentarily – the sound of the voices inside the hut.

The irony of the scene was not lost on him. Like the man with the sallow skin and the darting eyes, Barney too was a stranger, thrust into an alien world of danger and uncertainty, over which he had no control whatsoever.

A month earlier, he had watched the south coast of England passing below him through the perspex astrodome of the great black Lancaster bomber, the familiar outline of Beachy Head dissolving into a wintry evening haze. Less than three hours later came the frenzied few seconds that he had long dreaded but long expected: the punctuated conversation over the aircraft’s intercom as the night fighter stalked closer: ‘Nine hundred yards, skipper … eight hundred …’ The voice of Reg, his now dead wireless operator, still rang in his ears. Then the sickening tear of cannon shells splitting metal, the sudden fire, and those surreal moments as the doomed aircraft gripped him in its centrifugal death spin; the miracle of his escape, the shock of a freezing black wind, the parachute blooming white above his head in the night sky; the snow, then the almost unbearable realisation that, out of his crew of seven, he alone was now alive.

A few days later, cold, hungry and exhausted, he had emerged from another forest – much like this one – to take the biggest gamble of his life: opening the back door of a small house in a tiny mountain village and stepping inside. The middle-aged Frenchman who met him stood frozen to the spot, as if encountering a ghost.

•

Still they talked inside the hut. Even away from it, Barney found the tension no less palpable. What could they be talking about? What was there to discuss? The stranger sounded cheerful, even familiar. Was it possible he did not realise his identity as a German spy had been unmasked? Or perhaps, Barney thought, clinging to a sudden, desperate hope, it was all a mistake. What if these men had been wrong? What if the man’s unlikely story had, after all, checked out and even now they were joking about how a tragic misunderstanding had been narrowly avoided? But no. Even with his miserable French, Barney could sense some macabre charade approaching its denouement, whereupon it would be kicked over like a flimsy theatre set and the stranger’s fate would be sealed.

Barney went on chopping, his sweat alternately cooling and warming him against the early spring breeze.

Then, to an exhale of relief, the sounds of more chairs scraping and feet shuffling towards the door. More voices. The party was breaking up. Nothing would happen, he decided, not today. Barney swung his axe once more, then suddenly a pistol shot rang out, followed quickly by another. Two spiteful jabs punctuating the cold, clear air, then the sound of something soft but heavy falling hard.

Without thinking, Barney bolted to the door of the cabin as it swung open before him. A man’s dead body rolled out, an oozing smear of blood staining the wooden floor behind him. Barney almost stumbled into him. He looked into the man’s dead eyes, wide open at his feet, a moment of hideous confusion frozen forever on his lifeless face. Barney felt a tight wave of nausea – even anger – course through him. Now blood started to gush from the back of the man’s head, expanding quickly in a black-red balloon. Revolted, Barney turned away.

A nearby woodsman, a friend, had heard the shots and had warily approached the cabin. He now stood at the open door, shaking with fear and glancing anxiously back towards the woods like a guilty child about to be caught. In his grim, dark voice, Bébert growled that he would kill him if he breathed a word of what he saw. Everyone knew it was no idle threat.

Well into the night that followed, Barney, wielding a pathetically inadequate implement, would be hacking into the partially frozen ground to dig a moonlit grave and quietly developing a lifelong amazement at the weight – the dead weight – of a lifeless human body. Eventually, this too would become simply another surreal moment in an ordeal of terror, luck and survival about which he would keep all but silent for the next seventy years. As his small shovel wedged out another clod of frozen earth in the darkness, he glanced up at a dark, skidding sky, and once more pondered what part of his utterly unremarkable upbringing in the Australian suburbs could possibly have led him to this.


PART ONE


1

AN AUSTRALIAN FAMILY

As noble as the name may seem, the Greatrexes in fact came from England’s rising industrial class, originally as leather tanners. Sometime in the late eighteenth century, they ventured down from Cumbria in England’s far north-west to bring their entrepreneurial skills to Birmingham, one of the epicentres of the industrial revolution then sweeping the country. By the 1850s, in the village of Walsall, they had built one of the most prosperous leather-making companies in the country, producing everything from saddles to the finest in ladies’ gloves, which were exported all over Britain and to the wider world.

The Greatrexes established themselves in Ashfurlong Hall, an ancient and impressive stone manor that is today listed as a national asset by the British Government. In the 1870s, the family built another large home, Moss Close, which survived until the 1960s, when it was demolished. A photograph adorning the wall of the home of Barney’s brother, Antony, shows a large and obviously well-to-do Victorian family posed in front of its imposing stone edifice, surrounded by myriad servants and carriages.

It was Barney’s mother, Elsie, who was responsible for luring the Greatrexes to Australia. Descended from the French Clapin family, who had been honoured for service in Napoleon’s Grand Armée, but who had migrated to Sydney in the 1840s, the young Elsie grew up in the remote western New South Wales town of Cobar, where her father managed a copper mine. One day in 1906, a representative of the Greatrex Ltd Company of Walsall called by in the form of a handsome young Englishman named Basil Valant Ryder Greatrex. Basil led an enviable life before World War I, travelling across the Empire (first class, of course), looking after the family’s extensive business interests in India, Africa, New Zealand and Australia. But it was the open and adventurous plains of Africa that worked their spell on the young Basil, a place – according to his family – for which he quietly pined for the rest of his life. A superb horseman, Basil would undoubtedly have cut a dashing figure to young Elsie, who at the very least seems to have determined not to spend the rest of her days in Cobar. Training as a nurse, she boarded a ship in 1911 and set off as a single woman – almost unheard of at that time – to America, where she worked in hospitals across the country until arriving in England on the eve of World War I.

It was here, by means that still remain a mystery to her descendants, that she contrived to reacquaint herself with Basil Greatrex, now a serving army officer. In London, in 1915, they were married, but Elsie had no intention of remaining in England for a moment longer than necessary.

Basil had happened to be in his beloved South Africa when the Great War broke out, and with his skills in horsemanship and a background in saddlery he had spent some time organising an irregular South African mounted cavalry unit, the Natal Light Horse. Convinced, however, that this would lead to very little action indeed, he had headed to London, where he joined the British Army and would once again meet the spirited girl from Cobar, Elsie.

Basil was put in charge of organising a contingent of cavalry for the Gallipoli campaign and was sent to the Dardanelles. Once there, however, he was informed that his horses were of no use whatsoever and that he and his men would instead function as dismounted cavalry. He was subsequently sent to the relative backwater of the Macedonian front, where he spent the remainder of the war. This confusing Balkans campaign was initially designed to prop up beleaguered Serbia, but after simmering away intermittently for a few years it evolved into a more or less static front where the greatest enemy was diseases such as typhus and dysentery.

‘My father was a typical English gentleman,’ remembers Barney’s brother, Antony. ‘Very calm, very reserved. I don’t think I ever recall him raising his voice.’ Perhaps it was this sangfroid that assured he survived what was possibly his most dramatic incident of the war, on the return journey to Britain. The genies of independence unleashed throughout the Middle East were felt strongly in the imperial seat of Egypt at war’s end, and Basil, with an eye to protecting both his men and his beloved horses, on one occasion risked his all. Confronting a riot determined to loot the army’s stores of horse-feed grain, Basil, then a lieutenant, simply stepped in front of the mob with his hand raised. Probably astonished by the man’s impudence, the rioters stopped dead and listened as the young British officer explained that this feed was essential for his horses and that, after all, helping one’s self to it simply wasn’t done. His nerve won the day, the rioters dispersed and Basil was promoted immediately to captain and mentioned in dispatches. ‘He was lucky he wasn’t knifed on the spot,’ remarked Antony when retelling the family legend.

Elsie, meanwhile, had spent an eventful war working in a London hospital with the groundbreaking New Zealand paediatrician Sir Truby King, under whose direction she developed a passion for the proper care of infants that would remain with her for the rest of her life. One evening, however, a pregnant Elsie came arguably closer to being killed than her husband ever did at the front. While she was walking in a London street near the hospital, a bomb from one of the intermittent zeppelin raids landed close, blowing her over and causing her to lose the baby. Only in his later life did Basil reveal to his family that it was a girl, and a loss from which his wife never fully recovered.

The Middle East was not the only place to undergo sweeping change following the war. The decline of the horse saw the rise of the motor age, presenting an opportunity that Basil’s father, Albert – reportedly a charming man but with no great head for business – spectacularly failed to exploit. With a refusal to adapt to the mechanical age, the company lurched into decline and was sold to a man called Hilditch, who proceeded to quickly run the once great Greatrex Company into the ground.

With no job and his family business practically bankrupt, Basil had little choice but to accede to his wife’s desire to return to Australia. So, in late 1919, before posing for some splendid farewell photographs that still exist, they boarded ship and arrived, virtually penniless, at the dawn of the twenties in Sydney. If, after having lived a life of independence and adventure before and during the war, Basil found it irksome to now be forced to inhabit the spare room of his new wife’s parents’ home in a country he had expressed no great desire to live in, he never showed it. According to Antony, Basil was always the consummate English gentleman and rarely complained. Besides, he quickly proved his business skills to be superior to those of his father. He established a small engineering import company, which thrived, and survives today.

In 1920, Basil and Elsie welcomed their first child to the world, Barnaby Ryder, to be dubbed immediately and forever as Barney. Antony followed in 1923 and their sister, Pleasance, in 1926. After the loss of Basil and Elsie’s first girl seven years earlier in London, the arrival of Pleasance was greeted with particular joy. This was also the year in which the Greatrexes moved to Narelle Avenue, Pymble, on Sydney’s Upper North Shore. Although deep in suburbia today, it was in the 1920s, according to Antony, still largely agricultural. ‘We were one of only three houses in the entire street,’ he says. ‘There was just paddocks all behind us, and hardly even any trees.’

Their upbringing, recounts Antony, was ‘very middle class’. While by no means rich, the Greatrexes were comfortable, with Basil’s business managing to survive the terrible years of the Great Depression, albeit with difficulty. In an interview conducted in 2011 by fellow old boys of Sydney’s Knox Grammar – Barney’s school for the decade prior to the war – he remembers the Depression ‘being talked about the whole time. I always recall one stage my father had to ask the council to postpone his payment of the school fees, which I think were about 17 pounds a quarter.’ The family, however, managed to hold on to some luxuries, including the family car. This was fortunate, as one of the Greatrexes’ few rituals was a weekly trip to the beach, undertaken without fail every Sunday.

Antony describes the family as close, but to modern sensibilities the atmosphere sounds decidedly austere. Basil and Elsie never entertained nor – unusually for the times – attended church. There were no children’s parties permitted, and even birthdays and Christmases passed by uncelebrated. Although Basil and Elsie were undoubtedly caring parents, they showed little in the way of affection towards either the children or indeed each other. Antony cannot recall witnessing so much as a moment’s display of tenderness between his mother and father. It would be wrong, however, to assume theirs to be an unhappy family. If affection was not forthcoming, at the same time – Antony is at pains to point out – the sound of a raised voice never shattered the atmosphere of calm.

Left largely to their own devices – as children then tended to be – the young Greatrexes availed themselves of the open spaces at their back door, planning long and adventurous treks on rickety bicycles, or piling hoards of timber packing cases their father used for his import business into castles and cubby houses of doubtful construction. The boys, however, were not particularly close, and Antony has few memories of playing with his brother. It was either alone or with their respective friends that the adventures of childhood were undertaken by the two Greatrex boys. ‘We were never great mates,’ says Antony. The three-year age gap notwithstanding, Antony believes Barney probably looked down on him, ‘because I always found school a struggle’.

Now suspecting himself to have been partially dyslexic, Antony found his education a never-ending challenge, changing schools six times and failing to pass exams. Elsie, however, persisted and patiently sought out a place where her younger son could fit in, or at least cope.

Barney, by contrast, quickly found his niche at the prestigious Knox, just a couple of train stops away in the suburb of Wahroonga. Founded by a group of Presbyterian ministers and laymen in 1924, Knox was quick to establish for itself a powerful reputation under the driving force of its original headmaster, Neil Harcourt MacNeil. Born in Victoria as the fifth child of a Scottish Presbyterian minister, MacNeil travelled to Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar in 1914. He enlisted at the outbreak of World War I in the Highland Light Infantry, in which he eventually rose to the rank of captain. He saw a great deal of action on the Western Front, was badly wounded at the disastrous 1915 Battle of Loos, won the Military Cross for bravery and was twice Mentioned in Despatches. As if this was not enough war for any one man, after convalescing he went on to train as a pilot and transferred to the Royal Flying Corps, taking part in air operations over Arras with 16 Squadron.

After the war, MacNeil returned to Oxford to read Modern History before taking up the job at Knox, where he seems to have had a depressingly prescient view of the future of the boys under his care. Convinced of the inevitability of another conflict, he went about making sure they would at least be ready for it by instilling into the school a strong military focus. Not only did he appoint half his teaching staff from the ranks of veterans of the Great War but he also instigated an unusually professional school cadet corps, along with a former Sandhurst officer to run it as authentically as possible.

According to a more contemporary Knox headmaster, John Weeks, ‘Unfortunately war is a place where survival is critical and that survival comes about through self-discipline and the ability to work as a team. MacNeil knew there was more war to come and, sadly, that his boys needed to be well trained for that eventuality. Hence, early in the school’s history, he introduced cadets to a high standard so that those concepts could be instilled for their survival.’

The Kirby Shield was a local competition between various school cadet units, and Knox won it four times during the 1930s. To further cement a lasting military tradition, every holidays the boys travelled north for a week’s training with the army at their base at Singleton, even taking their weapons with them on the train.

For Barney, it would provide a crucible for the eventful years that lay ahead. In later life, he remembered the formidable MacNeil, as well as the camps and bivouacs he instigated among his cadets, designed to replicate those of a professional army. ‘MacNeil was the number one,’ he said in the 2011 interview by fellow Knox old boys. ‘Definitely more than the ordinary masters. He was a bit, I think you’d call it “dour”. You know, Scottish background, but he certainly knew how to run the place, and I think he did it extremely well.’ Five years after leaving school, sheltering in the hard conditions of a French Maquis camp in winter, surrounded by the Germans, Barney would have many reasons to quietly thank his former headmaster for the levels he went to in preparing him for that moment.

Upon enrolling in 1929, Barney’s star at Knox shone early as he devoured subjects both in the sciences and the humanities as well as thoroughly enjoying life in the cadet corps. He was even awarded the coveted job of running the armoury, where he was in charge of the school’s considerable collection of World War I–era Lewis guns and .303 rifles, which MacNeil ensured were used to a high level of proficiency. Barney distinctly remembered being handed a large and ominous set of keys by the feared master Captain D. T. Okey. ‘Look,’ he was told in no uncertain terms, ‘here are the complete keys to the armoury. If you lose them, you’ll never hear the end of it!’

‘So I didn’t lose them,’ recalled Barney.

Matriculating easily, Barney was accepted into the University of Sydney in 1940 to study engineering. He was proving once again to be an exceptional student when world events conspired to interrupt his studies.
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