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Introduction

Nancy Grace Augusta Wake was born on August 30, 1912, in Wellington, New Zealand, as the latest addition to a large family. The sixth child of Ella and Charles Wake, Nancy always had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t altogether wanted. Her mother, most especially, always left her feeling that her arrival into the world was more of a burden than a blessing. Nancy later remarked that it was her sinking suspicion that her tired and weary mother had hoped to be done with raising children and that her arrival as a new mouth to feed was not exactly welcome news. She would long remark about how cold her mother was to her and how she critiqued her every action. Her dear old mom seemed to criticize her very being as if it were incumbent upon her to pray an apology to God just for daring to exist.

By her own later recollection, Nancy was raised a God-fearing woman. But the way she feared God in her youth was not what most might consider healthy. Traditionally, the notion that one should “fear God” does not mean that one should be afraid of the Almighty, lest he blot you out of existence. God-fearing is meant to describe someone who has deep awe for God and doesn’t want to let down or disappoint God by breaking his commandments. Someone who robs, kills, and destroys with no conscience can be said to be someone who has no fear of God. Someone who is walking down the street minding their own business, afraid that God might strike them with lightning simply because he feels like it, is taking the notion of “God-fearing” too far. It was Nancy’s high-strung mother who encouraged such a neurotic view.

This was the suffocating and austere environment that Nancy Wake grew up in. Some might take it as a testament to the Almighty’s true love and compassion that she survived it at all.


Chapter One

Troubled Childhood

“My mother . . . was never physically cruel to me or beat me or anything like that, but she gave me no affection, no affection at all. I am convinced she hated to even look at me, and I also suspect that I am an unwanted child by her—that my father came home late one night and had his way, but that she never wanted more children.”

—Nancy Wake

Nancy Wake was just two years old when her family made the journey from New Zealand across the Tasman Sea to Australia—to the city of Sydney, to be exact. The move would be full of sadness, however, when her mother and father decided to part company. Charles went his separate way back to New Zealand, leaving Nancy’s disgruntled mother to raise the children on her own.

By all accounts, Nancy was a troubled child. According to her own recollection, her only real friends as a little girl were the family cat and dog. She was lonely and often seeking attention—so much so that, on one occasion, she pretended to be pregnant because she thought it would cause people to be nice to her. It sounds ridiculous, and it really was pretty absurd considering that the young Nancy didn’t even know what pregnancy was back then. So, how did Nancy Wake get such a strange idea to feign pregnancy for attention?

The whole thing started when Nancy happened to see a neighbor, a certain Mrs. King, who was pregnant. Nancy noticed that big-bellied Mrs. King was treated rather nicely by everyone in the neighborhood. They were sure to ask her how she was doing, if she needed anything, and if they could help her in any way. Affection-deprived Nancy desperately craved this same sort of attention and concern. So, one morning when her mother tried to wake her up for school, little Nancy claimed she was terribly sick. A local physician—a man referred to as Dr. Studdie—was called to see if he could figure out what was the matter with the child.

In private with the doctor, little Nancy promptly informed him that she was pregnant and had him promise not to tell her mother. Although he initially played along, Dr. Studdie wasn’t the slightest bit convinced. The doctor was a wise old man and seemed to realize almost immediately that he was dealing with a needy child who was seeking nothing more than attention. He quietly went about his basic examination before calmly informing Nancy that she wasn’t pregnant after all. He then had a heart-to-heart discussion with her and inquired with her as to why she thought she was pregnant.

It was then that the truth came out, and Nancy fessed up to the ruse. She informed the good doctor that she just wanted to be treated kindly and taken care of like Mrs. King. The doctor understood Nancy’s feelings but explained to the child how she shouldn’t use trickery to get attention. Nancy seemed to understand and asked the doctor not to tell her mother of the trickery that she was engaged in. The kind old man agreed, and as far as Nancy could tell, he kept his word since she never heard anyone else make mention of the episode.

At any rate, Nancy’s problems only seemed to become magnified by the time she was a teenager. She began to stay out late and even ran away from home on more than one occasion. Nancy herself must have realized at a young age that she needed an intervention. She needed something to set her back on a suitable path and away from the disastrous dead end that she was heading for. Therefore, at the age of just 16, Nancy decided to embark upon a career in nursing. She managed to get hired on as a trainee nurse at a healthcare facility in an old mining town not too far from where she lived.

This was a make-or-break moment for Nancy, which had her making her first attempts at adulthood. It worked out well enough for her, and she stayed on for two whole years. During this time, she learned all the basics of nursing, such as setting broken bones, bandaging wounds, and soothing burns. She also learned a whole lot about life. She had drank, smoked, and hammed it up with a lot of rough-and-tumble men who worked at the mine.

In 1932, after this two-year stint came to a close, she made her way back to Sydney, where she took on a new gig—this time for a shipping company. She was 18 years old at the time and still trying to find her footing. It was in the midst of this transitionary period that she received a fateful letter from Hinamoa, an aunt on her mother’s side of the family.

Nancy had heard of this long-lost aunt before in passing, although she had never actually met her. Family members occasionally spoke in hushed whispers about how she had run off long ago, chasing after a whaling captain. The letter was one full of words of rare encouragement and blessing. The aunt had apparently heard of how Nancy had been working hard to turn her life around and heartily approved. The letter was also stuffed with a generous amount of cash to aid Nancy in her efforts to strike it out on her own.

It’s not clear if her aunt would have approved of what Nancy did with the money, but as soon as she received this unexpected boon, she quit her job at the shipping company and got a ticket to Vancouver, Canada. This was before widespread air travel, mind you, so this wasn’t a plane ticket—Nancy was going to travel by boat. Yes, it’s true; she quit her gig at the shipping company, ready to jump ship for Canada. But there was one small problem before she got there—her passport was expired. Since she was still under 21, she needed to have a parent or guardian sign for it.

Nancy had since cut off all ties with her mother, and even if she could work up the courage to speak to her again, she doubted she would ever have approved of her planned sightseeing tour enough to sign for her to get a new passport. It took a moment of consideration, but Nancy soon had an idea. She realized that family doctors were considered acceptable signatures for new passports. It was then that she turned to old Dr. Studdie. Yes, it was the same doctor who had chided her for pretending to be pregnant as a kid. The kindly old man apparently didn’t think twice about her request and signed away. Nancy Wake set sail soon thereafter.
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