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PROLOGUE

Freddie McEvoy was many things: the first Australian to win a medal at any Winter Olympics, world bobsledding champion several times over and amateur racing car driver who mixed it with the best in the world. He was also a bounder, cad, scoundrel, rascally rapscallion, rake, lover, brawler, black-marketeer, smuggler, suspected Nazi spy and suspected Allied double agent. He was a playboy who cavorted with the rich and famous of the 1930s and 40s, a dashing charmer who always seemed to have money although he never worked for a living, and the best mate of Hollywood star swashbuckler and fellow Aussie larrikin Errol Flynn. Armed only with his charm, wit and his skills in the bedroom, Freddie set out to win the hearts – and money – of wealthy women to support his extravagant and scandalous life. And they couldn’t pay up fast enough.

As his best friend Errol Flynn said of Freddie: ‘Freddie was one of the great livers of life. He lived it the way he saw it. He didn’t give a hoot.’1 Adventure writer Robert Ruark said Freddie was one of the ‘true swashbucklers, just as wild as Errol Flynn, just as handsome, just as reckless and just as careless of public opinion … both tall, handsome gentlemen [were] striking figures at any place where the sun shone warm, there was booze to be drunk and women to chase’.2

This is the incredible true story of Freddie McEvoy, Australian international Casanova, daredevil, speed freak and card shark, whose last gamble proved deadly.


CHAPTER 1

FREDDIE EYEBALLS ADOLF HITLER

1936 Winter Olympics
6 February 1936, Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany

Frederick Joseph McEvoy tightened his grip on the flagstaff and leaned forward into the driving snow. The big Australian – 6 feet 2 inches (1.87 metres) of solid muscle, broad shoulders bulging against the white Olympic uniform – shook the flag to rid it of the gathering crust of snow. The red, white and blue British Union Jack fell free. It fluttered slightly in the falling snow that was getting heavier by the minute. The Melbourne-born athlete’s thick moustache – the must-have facial accessory of every dashingly handsome man in the 1930s – collected snow that drifted into his face.

Freddie turned around to the 37 men and women lined up behind him. They looked at him expectantly. Freddie winked at them, put his head back and laughed. Here he was, an Aussie, about to lead the British Winter Olympic team into the opening ceremony of the 1936 Games, where they would march past a rabid dictator. The madness of the moment didn’t escape him. Six days short of his 29th birthday, Freddie already had a Europe-wide reputation as a dashing high-society playboy with an eye for the ladies. The ladies certainly had eyes for the ruggedly handsome Australian. Freddie’s reckless pursuit of speed on mountain slopes and in fast cars had earned him the nickname ‘Suicide Freddie’, and a place leading the British Olympic bobsled team into Nazi Germany’s Winter Olympic Games.

British Olympic selectors recognised that Freddie had a steely determination to win, and that he was utterly fearless. His daring tactics on bobsleds had won him races in the past few years in Switzerland. He’d invented a couple of innovations on the bobsled that were considered bold, but extremely dangerous, even deadly. Bill Fiske of the American bobsled team later wrote: ‘Freddie McEvoy has invented one of the most lethal toboggans ever seen on the run. He had a toboggan constructed of hollow ground runners … [they were] tremendously fast on a straight course, but impossible to manoeuvre around corners.’1 In the months leading up to the February Olympics in Garmisch-Partenkirchen Freddie had driven the British four-man and two-man bobsled teams hard, training on this new type of bobsled, and he’d whipped them into real contenders against the Alpine winter sport superpowers.

Instead of picking the usual upper-crust society amateur English competitor to lead the Olympic squad, the British team managers decided to appoint Australian Freddie to the honoured position of standard bearer of the British Winter Olympic team. Eighteen years after the devastating Great War and the horrors of the trenches, the British were determined to beat the Germans in their Bavarian backyard. They wanted to show that jumped-up corporal who was now German Chancellor, ranting and raving to cheering crowds, that Britain was strong and not to be threatened. The 1936 Olympics were far more about power and politics than sport, and Freddie was leading the British team right into the thick of it.

Freddie watched the 32-strong French team march ahead into the driving snow. Now it was the turn of Grossbritannien, the German name for Great Britain carried on a placard in front of the team by a pretty German woman. She smiled coquettishly at Freddie as she motioned him to follow her, showing the way into the parade ground. That’s a prospect for later, thought Freddie, who regarded life as one long, determined pursuit of women, preferably those with money. Freddie hoisted the British flag higher and stepped forward. The snow had only started falling last night, but it was already 6 inches deep and crunched under his feet as he began the march that would take the British team past the roaring crowds, towards the waiting German Führer, Adolf Hitler.

The British team, the fifth largest in the Games, followed in his footsteps, some talking excitedly. They were fast approaching the stands holding the German public. Freddie heard a burst of laughter behind him. Someone had made a smart comment. Freddie turned around and glared.

‘Silence!’ he shouted. Freddie didn’t want the team to think this was all a jolly holiday. He knew that every German would be watching the British team with mixed emotions. Many men in the crowd would have been in the trenches just 18 years ago, shooting at the British, Australians, Canadians, Americans and French. Many more would have lost family members in that long war. This was deadly serious. No laughing, particularly in front of the Nazi fanatics surrounding the podium.

As Freddie reached the entry to the makeshift parade ground, a German military band struck up a new marching tune for the British. Freddie didn’t recognise it, but the Germans in the stands seemed to see a joke in the choice, and burst out in collective laughter. Freddie looked up at the stand to his right. Twenty thousand people in heavy coats, snow settling on their fur hats, waited in the stands to see the opening ceremony. Would they jeer or boo the British? Freddie had earlier told the British team that no matter what happened, they were to stare straight ahead and march behind him in unison as best they could in the driving snow.

The team and managers had discussed and argued for a long time over what sort of salute to give as they passed the podium where Hitler would be standing. They figured the Austrians and Italians would give Hitler the Nazi salute, and there was considerable pressure from Olympic officials to honour the German hosts with an outstretched arm salute. The Olympic officials argued it wasn’t so much a Nazi salute, but an Olympic salute that had been introduced at the Paris Games in 1924. It involved holding the right arm forward and horizontal from the body, with palm down, then bringing it across the chest. The difference to the Nazi elevated right arm salute was only slight, but it allowed British officials to argue they weren’t giving Hitler the Nazi salute.

Through the driving snow Freddie saw the ranks of the French team in front of him reach the balcony of the hotel Olympia Haus, where Hitler and his cronies stood to take the salute. The French flag dipped and the crowd roared out its delight as the French team extended their right arms parallel to the ground in front of them. Technically it might be the correct Olympic salute, but to the Germans watching it sure looked like the French team had just given their Führer the Nazi salute. They were ecstatic.2

Freddie was under strict orders from British team officials to dip the British flag and give the Olympic salute as he passed under Hitler’s gaze. Freddie wasn’t politically minded, and didn’t care much whether he saluted Hitler or not. He’d lived most of his adult life in the Swiss Alps at the rich playground of St Moritz, and spoke both German and French fluently. He’d mixed socially with the wealthy of Germany, as well as the rest of high society, on the Alpine slopes. He’d heard many rich German holidaymakers and aristocrats speak admiringly of Hitler, saying he had dragged Germany out of economic destruction, that he was restoring German pride and that he had crushed the communists.

As Freddie came abreast of Hitler and his inner circle, he dipped the British flag and briefly held out his arm parallel to the ground in the Olympic salute. Freddie looked up at the balcony and for a moment his eyes locked with the cold black eyes of Adolf Hitler, standing bare headed in the falling snow in a thick black leather coat.

Hitler briefly nodded to accept the salute, but there was no warmth in the gesture. Hitler didn’t smile at the giant Australian dipping the British flag. Hitler’s face was haughty, stiff and unemotional. Hitler broke his brief eye contact with Freddie, and turned to make a comment to the weasely-looking man standing behind him, who quickly nodded his agreement. That was Joseph Goebbels, Minister for Propaganda, who had planned this spectacle. Freddie turned his head to the front, and continued the march into the parade ground. As the British team behind Freddie gave the Olympic salute, the crowd roared its approval. They took the salute to demonstrate that their former wartime enemy was honouring their Führer.

The official German propaganda film made of the opening ceremony showed much of what happened as Freddie and the other flag bearers marched past Hitler, but they cut out what came next.

The 55 Americans, who were second last in the parade just before the German hosts, did not dip their flag or give any salute as they passed Hitler. The proud Americans to this day are adamant their flag will never dip in salute to any mortal. Besides, the American Olympic team had come close to boycotting the 1936 Olympics because of the Nazi treatment of Jews. According to non-German media reports of the time, the only other Olympic competitor nations to join the small anti-Nazi protest of not dipping their flag to Hitler were Bulgaria and Iceland. Australia, which was second onto the parade ground with its one athlete, speed skater George ‘Ken’ Kennedy representing the land Down Under, did dip the flag.3

The last country to enter the parade ground was the host, Germany, marching under the red, white and black swastika of the Nazi flag. The 77-strong team’s synchronised Nazi salute and loud shout of ‘Heil Hitler!’ as its members passed the Führer was greeted with a massive roar from the crowd. As one, the entire audience saluted back with a sea of arms extending the Nazi salute.

From the very start of Hitler’s push to power, southern Bavaria had been a stronghold of the Nazi Party, and the traditional holiday region of Garmisch-Partenkirchen was particularly hard-core Nazi.

The national teams continued their march into the open field at the bottom of the ski jump, where they stood in their allotted spots for the swearing-in ceremony. Hitler didn’t display any of his notorious bombast as he declared the 1936 Winter Olympics open. The band played a martial tune and cannons fired in salute. Church bells rang. A massive Olympic flag was unfurled on a hill overlooking the town. The Olympic flame burst into life on a high tower. The flag bearers were ushered to stand in a semi-circle around the elevated platform where German champion skier Willy Bogner took the Olympic oath, holding the Nazi flag in one hand and giving the Nazi salute with the other.

That night Goebbels wrote in his diary:


Thursday. Garmisch covered in snow. Wonderful entry to the town. Big opening ceremony following an old-fashioned ritual. But perhaps it has to be so. The Führer conducted the official opening. Endless cheering from the public. Nearly all nations gave the Hitler salute as they marched past the Führer.4



With the official ceremony over, Freddie and the other flag bearers led the athletes out of the parade ground to a stirring victory tune from the military band. By now the snow was almost a foot deep, and the 756 Winter Olympic competitors were keen to get somewhere warm rather than suffer from hypothermia before they even started.

Hitler knew the eyes of the world were on him and his new German Reich during this Winter Olympics. The Propaganda Ministry had gone all out to portray Nazi Germany as an open and welcoming country. There had been a strong possibility that some nations, particularly the United States, would boycott the games. Olympic bosses had awarded Germany the 1936 Olympics – both winter and summer games – in April 1931. At that time Germany was ruled from the historic town of Weimar by a democratic government that was seen as cultured and enlightened, if somewhat chaotic. Nazi brownshirts were still regarded as thugs on the fringe. However, two years later the Nazis emerged from successive elections as the largest party in the Reichstag. Even though the Nazi Party did not have a majority to form government, President von Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler as Chancellor on 30 January 1933. Two months later Hitler seized dictatorial powers with the passing of the Enabling Act. So by late 1935, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) faced a very different Germany from the one to which it had awarded the 1936 Olympic Games.

The IOC had to face down Nazi racist ideologues demanding that only Aryans – meaning white men and women – be eligible to compete in the 1936 Games, arguing that they were the only ones who embodied the Olympic ideal. Shortly after the Los Angeles 1932 Olympics, at which several black athletes blitzed track-and-field events, the Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter editorialised:


Blacks have no place in the Olympics … unfortunately these days one often sees the free white man having to compete with blacks, with Neger [negroes] for the victory palm. This is a disgrace and a degradation of the Olympic idea without parallel. The ancient Greeks would turn over in their graves if they knew what modern men were doing with their sacred national Games. The next [summer] Olympics will be held in Berlin. Hopefully the men in control will do their duty. Blacks must be excluded. We demand it.5



The Olympic committee feared widespread boycotts of the 1936 Olympics if the new Nazi government tried to instigate a ‘black-free’ or ‘Jew-free’ German Games. Hitler had earlier accused the Olympics of being a secret plot by Jews and Freemasons to spread notions of multiculturalism and athletic equality. Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels said in 1933 that sport in Germany had just one task: ‘to strengthen the character of the German people, imbuing it with the fighting spirit and steadfast camaraderie necessary in the struggle for its existence’.6

However, Goebbels immediately saw the propaganda possibilities of turning the German Olympics into a Nazi spectacular. Through lavish pageantry and overblown martial parades, the world would see the might and power of the new Nazi Germany. So when Olympic officials came to seek the new Nazi regime’s attitude to hosting the 1936 Olympics, they were pleasantly surprised to find them receptive to holding back the usual anti-Jewish rhetoric; they even promised to stem the bashings while the Games were underway. After the Enabling Act, German sporting organisations and clubs expelled all Jews, so there was little chance of Hitler being embarrassed by a German Jew winning medals. Hitler told Olympic officials there would be no demand for blacks to be banned from the German Games. The Nazi leaders pledged to be the perfect host for the 1936 Olympics, and to outdo all previous Olympic host nations in welcoming the world to the Games. Olympic officials, particularly IOC president, Henri de Baillet-Latour, were relieved. De Baillet-Latour wrote to his predecessor Baron de Coubertin that at a time when Europe was falling apart with the threat of communism, at least the Nazis had ‘an effective plan and method’ to hold the Games.7

[image: image]

The official poster for the 1936 Winter Olympics suggests the athlete is giving the Nazi salute.

While there was little chance of any black athletes appearing at the Winter Olympics in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, the southern Bavarian town had a long history of hatred of Jews. Hermann Göring lived there after the failed 1923 Nazi coup, and the town made him an honorary citizen. Hitler had wanted to buy a mountain retreat mansion in the area, but when the owner wouldn’t sell he built in nearby Berchtesgaden. As soon as Hitler’s anti-Semitic Nuremberg Laws were passed in 1935, many Jews were rounded up and expelled from the holiday resort, their shops and businesses seized by local Nazis. For years before the Winter Olympics arrived in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, signs declaring ‘Jews not wanted’ were posted in the local region. It was forbidden to do business in Yiddish and Jews could not buy or rent property in the town. At night brownshirt Sturmabteilung (SA) thugs did their dirty work in lanes and alleys, bashing anyone they thought might be Jewish.

British and American journalists who ventured to Garmisch-Partenkirchen in late 1935 found anti-Semitic signs all over the town. On the highway leading into the town from Munich, signs were posted on the side of the road telling Jews to turn around because they were not welcome. Speed-limit road signs warning of dangerous curves said this didn’t apply to Jews; the Nazi joke was that it encouraged Jews to kill themselves. Copies of the Nazi newspaper Der Stürmer stood on stands on every street corner and shop counter. Several hotels declared they would not rent rooms to Jews. One British journalist took a photo inside the Partenkirchen ski club that declared, ‘No Jews Allowed Here’, and the image went around the world.8 In November 1935 the French Winter Olympic managers announced champion bobsledders Philippe de Rothschild and Jean Rheims, both Jewish, would not compete at Garmisch-Partenkirchen. They chose to boycott. Protest marches were held across France against joining the German Olympics. The French government dismissed the demonstrations as the work of communists. In the United States, Jewish groups called for a boycott of the German Olympics because of the anti-Semitic actions brought in under the Nuremberg Laws. The US Olympic committee argued that this was a domestic political issue, and the Olympics were above politics.

The head of the German Olympic organising committee, Karl Ritter von Halt, was so concerned that these protests could end in failure for the Games that he warned Berlin, ‘if the slightest disturbance occurs in Garmisch-Partenkirchen … it will not be possible to hold the [Summer] Olympic Games in Berlin because all other nations will then withdraw from the event’.9 Halt stressed that his only motive was to have a successful Olympics, and that he was ‘not expressing these concerns in order to help the Jews’.

His message got through. In December 1935 the order went out from Berlin to remove all anti-Semitic signs from the town, and for the SA not to wear their brownshirt uniform with swastika armbands in the streets. Instead locals were to wear traditional Tyrolean clothing of dark green and hats with feathers. The town council was told to delay plans to expel all Jews from the region until the winter Games were over. Frescoes of Christian scenes painted on the side of buildings were touched up. The Nazi regime knew it had to suppress the ugly side of Germany for the duration of the Winter Olympics. It was to be the curtain raiser for the much more important Summer Olympics in Berlin six months later. Leni Riefenstahl, the filmmaker who made the ground-breaking 1935 propaganda film Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the Will), which helped elevate Hitler to godlike status, wanted to use the Olympics to take Nazi propaganda to the world. The winter Games were to be a dress rehearsal for her documentary team, experimenting with new cameras and filming the athletes from angles she could later use in the larger summer Games in Berlin. The pressure was on the small Bavarian town to be on its best behaviour for the few weeks of the Winter Olympics.

By mid-January 1936, when the American team arrived, the town had been stripped of all anti-Semitic signs. Locals were dressed in traditional clothing, looking as Bavarian as possible. Copies of Der Stürmer were placed under shop counters. International journalists were housed together where the Gestapo could keep an eye on them. All film footage of the Games would be taken by Germans from the Propaganda Ministry. It wasn’t an easy transformation for the locals. Bavarian police ordered houses, hotels and restaurants run by Jews not to display the German colours of red, white and black. Two dark-skinned members of the Spanish delegation were cursed and assaulted in the street by Nazi SS men. The SS thugs got off with a reprimand from their superiors after they said they were provoked and thought their victims were Jews rather than ‘ordinary foreigners’.10

Experienced foreign correspondents weren’t fooled for a second by the façade presented in Garmisch-Partenkirchen. Famed American reporter William L Shirer wrote a week before the Olympics began that removing the anti-Semitic signs he’d seen earlier in the town was an attempt to cover-up ‘the kind of treatment meted out to Jews in this country’.11 Shirer said he was then summoned to the local propaganda officer and berated for printing lies. German radio denounced him as ‘a dirty Jew trying to torpedo the Winter Olympics at Garmisch with false stories about the Jews and Nazi officials there’.12 Shirer was not a Jew. After World War II he wrote the international bestseller The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich.

A day before the opening ceremony the Propaganda Ministry threw a party for the international press who had come to cover the Winter Olympics. The head of the ministry, Walter Funk, welcomed the men – there were no women reporters at the time – and tried a bit of humour, saying the world only listened to propaganda ‘when it convinces them and creates enthusiasm’.13 Funk told the foreign reporters that the Winter Olympics would give them the opportunity to report on the real Germany, the Germany that loved sport and hosting international athletes, and urged them not to criticise politics ‘as they usually do’. A correspondent for the Wisconsin Jewish Chronicle wrote that the German Winter Olympics was a ‘classic example of irony, anomaly and duplicity’. The anti-Jewish signs that were all over Garmisch-Partenkirchen just a week earlier were ‘conspicuous by their absence’. The correspondent noted that when the American Olympians did not give the straight-arm salute as they marched past Hitler the crowd suddenly fell silent. Later in the day when the American ice hockey team defeated Germany, they were booed. ‘The Olympic Games should never have been held in the foul Nazi atmosphere,’ the American Jewish newspaper stated.14

•

As Freddie McEvoy and all the other Winter Olympic athletes arrived in Garmisch-Partenkirchen and settled into their billeted accommodation around the town, it appeared the Games were going to be a disaster, not because of Nazi ideology, but due to the weather. Just one day away from the opening ceremony the mountains and ground around Garmisch-Partenkirchen were completely bare. There was no snow; not a skerrick of the cold white stuff necessary for skiing, skating or sliding. It meant Freddie and his bobsled crew had not been able to practise on the Garmisch-Partenkirchen run. Of course, the German teams had had all winter to practise.

Hitler was due to come into the town by train from Munich the morning of the opening ceremony, 6 February. Panicked organisers were trucking in snow from mountaintops to pack on the ski runs and bobsled course. But then, as darkness fell, a blizzard descended. Locals and Olympians woke to a solid snow cover right across the town and the surrounding mountains. It continued to fall throughout the day. Organisers announced it was ‘Hitler weather’, a twist on the term that usually described warm sunny days.

For the 28 nations that had turned up for the largest winter Games so far, Garmisch-Partenkirchen looked like a winter fairytale. The façade painting over the evil of the Nazi regime was complete.
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