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Chapter One: Sydney

I

This morning I am running late. Instead of a pleasant stroll around the bay to Manly Wharf to catch the 8.15 ferry, I arrive anxious and puffing at the rearguard of waiting commuters. Most of them are dressed in smart business black but some with hair still wet look how I feel—put together in a hurry, hoping it will do. I look up to the rat-a-tat-tat of seagulls strutting on the tautly strung canvas above me. One bird loses its footing and slides down the awning before taking off in a flurry of silvery feathers. For the first time in the day I stop frowning and smile.

The approaching ferry roars into reverse, churning the water beneath its bows into a boiling jade green brew. An attendant clangs open the barriers and the crowd walks as one towards the entrance. One of the last to board, I have to squeeze into a backward facing seat between a large man with his Financial Review and a student with an armful of textbooks.

There is no room for me to open a newspaper so I turn my mind to my work in archives at the Library of New South Wales. Last week I was passed over for a high-profile project involving the newly arrived papers of a national literary treasure. Instead, because someone discovered I learnt French years ago at school, I’m to work on some nineteenth-century prints from France, found at the bottom of a box of newspaper clippings. No one seems very interested in the prints; nor how they ended up in the Library beyond the fact that they were acquired in the 1950s, ‘donor unknown’. But the head librarian detests uncatalogued material so they have to be processed.

Yesterday I opened the folder for the first time hoping to uncover something that might improve my status in the department, only to find pedestrian images of town squares and market places and overly romantic renderings of snow-capped peaks and rustic chalets. The project is not looking promising. But I like to do the right thing so I’ll make the best of it.

Some tourists sitting opposite me are arguing loudly about how to get to the airport but as the ferry passes Dobroyd Point then Middle Head they stop squabbling to admire the wind and wave sculpted sandstone cliffs. Looking at the rocks more closely than I have for a long time, I silently agree with them about the rugged beauty of the landscape. I wonder what Aboriginal people might have called the harbour and its headlands.

The Opera House sails into view framed by a crenellated backdrop of city office towers. As the ferry turns into Sydney Cove, passengers fold newspapers, close briefcases, stand and begin to move towards the exit like cattle heading out of a barn. I too prepare to disembark.

At Circular Quay I make my way east past the haunting growl of a didgeridoo then turn left into the steep rise of Albert Street to walk along the edge of the Botanic Gardens.

At the Library I walk briskly up the sandstone steps and push open the heavy bronze doors. I nod to the man at the front desk, wave to a librarian checking request slips and fall into step with my colleague Liz who runs the document copying service. Together we pass out of the Library’s wood-panelled, visible, face into the shabby and overcrowded administration section. Plans for the new State Library next door in Macquarie Street are well underway and there is talk of excavations starting soon but in the meantime we have to work in makeshift offices in the special collections reading room, the Mitchell and Dixson Galleries, even in what used to be a cafeteria.

I pull chair to desk, open the logbook for April 1982, read my preparatory notes for the folio labelled ‘Chambéry, France’ and begin to note the physical dimensions and condition of each work, dates, names, visible distinguishing marks and a general description of the scene depicted. Half a dozen prints later I confront an etching by one Monsieur Dépoilier of a large statue on a plinth in a wide town square, the title of the work, La Sasson. It is the figure of a young woman in a plain heavy dress, work boots on her feet, a soldier’s helmet on her head. In her arms she is clutching a furled flag.

I hold the print up for a better look. There is something familiar about the statue. I’ve seen it before, not here at the Library… somewhere closer to home… at home! On a postcard from my grandfather to my grandmother, among the last he sent before going missing in action in 1918 to become one of those thousands of young men in unmarked graves in northern France. I shuffle quickly through the rest of the prints and find a second image of La Sasson, this time a lithograph. It is a more romantic rendering, and in better condition, but it is unmistakably the same sculpture.

How did they get into the Library’s collection? And how on earth had my grandfather come by that postcard?

I put the two prints back with the others and walk to Liz’s desk.

‘I need a coffee. You?’

‘In five minutes.’

‘See you outside then.’

Liz looks puzzled. ‘Are you all right Rose? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I have, I think. Actually, I don’t know what to think.’

‘Okay, I’ll come now.’ Liz gestures towards the piles of paper on her desk. ‘I could do with a break from all this.’

We walk to our regular coffee bar not far from the silver lozenges of Bert Flugelman’s Dobell Memorial in Martin Place, order cappuccinos and sit down.

‘Now,’ asks Liz, ‘what’s happened?’

‘I’m working on some nineteenth-century French prints found several weeks ago by the curators of that new Ships and Shoes project. I haven’t found anything exciting yet as far as the Library’s concerned, just something that might be of interest to my family.’ I explain about the two images and the postcard from my grandfather.

‘It certainly seems a strange coincidence. Are you sure?’

‘Pretty sure, but after work tonight I’ll go to my mother’s and check.’

‘Why do you think it’s shaken you so much?’

‘I don’t know… Seeing that statue… there’s something… or someone… it’s hard to explain.’

‘What’s the statue like?’

‘Come and have a look if you’ve time.’

Back in my office I get out the prints. ‘Here it is, La Sasson, in Chambéry France.’

‘I wonder what “Sasson” means?’

‘Haven’t a clue. But I can’t concentrate on anything else so I’ll try and find out. Whoever she is, she doesn’t look much like those nameless neo-classical women that usually adorn squares and buildings. This girl has guts.’

Looking closely at the images again under a light far brighter than officially permitted, I see the name ‘A. Falguière’ inscribed on the base of the statue. A dictionary of artists in the Library’s reference section reveals ‘John-Alexander-Joseph Falguière 1831-1900’ as a French sculptor of some renown in the second half of the nineteenth century. Several major works are listed under his name but no La Sasson.

I check the material again in the hope of more information but find none. Frustrated, I push the prints roughly into their protective folder, dropping the lot in the process. When I bend down to retrieve the sheets of paper, a small press clipping slips from the pile. I pick it up for a closer inspection. The date and the name of the newspaper are missing but the text in French is clear:


Erected in the Place du Reclus in 1892, La Sasson marked the centenary of French annexation of Savoy in September 1792, when the troops of the Convention forcefully occupied the territory.



Not much to go on but at least it’s a beginning.

After work, still wondering about the statue and how my mother will react to something that might yet just be a coincidence, I barely notice the walk down at Circular Quay. Waiting to board the ferry I lean over the wharf railing and stare into the deep green water, thinking for the first time in years about my grandfather, Bill Richards.

He was a soldier in one of the Australian AIF Second Division battalions that took part in the seizure of Mont Saint-Quentin, near Péronne, a town on the Somme River. He went missing during that campaign, leaving his wife Faith and baby daughter Vera (my mother) in Australia. When he did not come home Faith’s existence was transformed into one of struggle and sadness, which lasted for the rest of her life. The fact that she never received official confirmation of Bill’s burial place only added to her loss. There was nowhere for her thoughts to settle, no way of laying the past to rest.

Bill had been a bright young man, careless of book learning, the school of life his classroom. He was a good mimic and had an ear for accents. In another time and place he might have been an actor or a strolling minstrel. Tall and agile, Bill would have been a good athlete in today’s sports-mad world. He was not exactly handsome but had a cheeky charm.

‘Fine, fairish straight hair, a prominent nose, firm mouth and angular chin, pale eyes neither grey nor blue’—the portrait a composite of my grandmother’s description of Bill and the image of him in army uniform in the photo taken just before his departure at the age of twenty-four in 1916.

It could also be a description of me. Except I’m not all that tall and even though I wasn’t the best in sports at school I’ve always been pleased to have inherited the family’s robust good health. At least it stopped aunts and uncles calling me their ‘sweet little English Rose’ when I was a child.

At first Bill’s letters to his wife were loving and lively. He wrote about how he managed to catch the last train to X, or slip into Y, visit places far from the battlefields. He said that one of his main reasons for enlisting was to see the world, something he could never have afforded on his wages as a cabinetmaker.

Several months before that battle at the end of August 1918, the tone of Bill’s letters changed, nothing much, just a slight, distancing difference. Faith put it down to the fact that he had been wounded several times, knocked out, and left with constant headaches. The last letter she received was dated a week before his battalion moved up to Péronne. Some of his things found afterwards at a military camp were returned to her but no more letters or postcards.

Faith had written to everyone she could think of to try and find out. She had haunted the war department, the Red Cross and other organisations in the business of locating soldiers. She wrote several times to the Army Records Office in Melbourne but the best she ever got was ‘missing in action’.

‘The confusion in the aftermath you know. Did his duty for his country. You can be proud of him…’ Cold comfort for a young woman with a child to support. The uncertainty of Bill’s fate left little possibility of remarrying, especially in a man-depleted world. Faith was almost overwhelmed by the twin burdens of financial hardship in the deepening depression and society’s expectation that she, like all the new widows, remain a paragon of virtuous behaviour and not tarnish the sanctity of the Anzac name.

One day, after the end of the war, a man had knocked on Faith’s door. He was tall and for a fleeting moment Faith thought it was Bill. As soon as he had introduced himself—‘I was a mate of Bill’s. We fought together through all the big battles’—she realised that he was older than her husband would have been and the brief flicker of hope burnt out before it had taken flame.

He apologised for coming but said he had to tell her. In one skirmish early in August 1918 several of the others in their platoon were killed. Bill wasn’t wounded in that attack but he disappeared for a few hours. After he turned up again he seemed different.

‘He’d just sit, staring into space. I’d have to shake him to bring him back to where he was,’ the man said. ‘I’d never seen him like that before.’

The last time he saw Bill was when they began the assault on Mont Saint-Quentin. Afterwards he couldn’t find Bill anywhere. ‘I looked all over the place for him,’ the man said urgently, as if it had happened yesterday. ‘But I couldn’t find him, not dead, not injured, and no one could tell me anything either.’

‘He would never’ve let a pal down,’ the man continued. ‘Several times we should’ve been separated but we stuck together. Whatever we had we shared. I just wanted to let you know.’

Faith had thanked the man politely knowing what an effort it must have been for him to find her and tell of his failure. She offered tea but the man had refused, sensing her hostility towards the war and all its soldiers. He waved sadly from the front step before limping out to the street. The man never came back but Faith told me she hadn’t minded. There was no point in going over it again.

In the 1920s, like so many Australian families who each year commemorated their own sad anniversaries of the slaughter, Faith put a piece for Bill in the ‘In Memoriam’ column of the newspaper. As time passed Bill’s memory became fixed as the youthful face in the photograph. Faith’s sadness and frustration at not knowing transformed into distrust, anger and a hatred of all men and what they had done to her world.

With no headstone on which to place flowers Faith set up a kind of shrine on the top of the writing desk given to her by Bill as a wedding present. Next to a carved box with his letters inside it sat photographs—one taken at their wedding, one of Bill in uniform, another of Vera in her christening robe—and a posthumous service medal. Later, after Faith’s death, Vera set up the semi-sacred objects on the desk exactly as her mother had done, adding a photo of Faith taken on her seventieth birthday, making it doubly a shrine.

Faith had had little formal schooling but she was a skilled needlewoman and in the 1920s had opened a haberdashery shop. She was a perfectionist and often re-did work for her less adept customers, bearing the cost of the extra materials so that the sweater, shawl or table runner would meet her own standards of excellence. She kept afloat financially, just, yet her daughter Vera was not deprived of anything, especially not of education. It was not a happy household, Mum often said with a sigh. No laughter or fun, just work.

Vera had been a quiet child, a shy teenager. As a young woman she trained as a teacher and was becoming resigned to spinsterhood when World War Two lit up the sky and her life. As the men left for Europe, women stepped into their places, often assuming responsibilities that would never have come their way in peacetime. Once Vera tried to enlist but when she told the man at the recruiting office that she was deputy principal at large primary school, she was ordered to go away and get on with her job. She was needed at home.

In the liveliness and freedom of wartime Sydney, Faith’s authority waned and Vera went out. At first cautiously with a girlfriend, then more boldly. In the spring of 1942 at the age of twenty-six, Vera met Tom Chapleton. He was a country boy, a few years younger than she. They made an unlikely pair but wartime did away with difference. He was off to England he said, because that was where the action was, especially if you wanted to be an airman. Faith shut the door in his face one night when he called for Vera in his uniform.

‘You’ll have to choose’, she had said, ‘him or me. He’s not right for you. You’ll see.’

But when the sun is shining and soft savours of spring are in the air, who listens to their parents?

And so Vera went out with Tom and did not come back, at least not straight away. They married in haste as couples did during wartime, no family to witness their union, and somehow (Vera rarely, and only briefly, spoke of this) they set sail for England. One year later Tom died when his plane returned leaking fuel and crashed at the end of the airforce base runway. It was a sad young woman who wrote to tell her mother that she was coming home on the first available ship, dangerous or not. She did not tell her mother she was pregnant, with me.



 

II

So absorbed am I in family memories that I do not hear the warning bell and have to scramble on board the ferry just before the gangplank is raised. Again only the worst seats are left but this time I don’t mind.

I was born at sea, a month early, somewhere in the vastness of the ocean, and the reality of this has always bothered me. I am most certainly Australian but I have no birthplace and cannot say ‘Born in Sydney’, or point to a map and say ‘That is where I came into the world’. Even now, sitting on the ferry watching sea birds swoop and glide above the swells rolling in through the Heads, I feel the old distress rising.

Vera often talked about Tom when I was a child but the smiling man in his airforce uniform was no more real to me than any of the names read out at the annual Anzac Day services when I and my primary-school classmates would march to the cenotaph in the park. Nor on that day in November when the teacher would stand, just before 11 o’clock, put up her hand and say ‘One minute’s silence please boys and girls, for the fallen’. When I told Mum about this she would look sad. ‘It was for your father and grandfather. Lest we forget.’

Although Faith had taken in Vera and I with a grim, Anglican, sense of duty, she did mellow over the years. When her eyesight was failing she often asked me to read to her, especially H V Morton’s travels across Europe, all except France. ‘Those Frenchies,’ Faith said with a scowl.

I never really understood why Faith should be so bitter but I accepted that it was somehow Bill’s fault. Instead of diminishing as time passed, this sense of Bill’s culpability not only strengthened but also transformed, in me, into a distrust of intimacy. As I grew up, I watched the other girls sharing confidences. In high school when my classmates began flirting with boys, I took refuge in the world of books.

At university I soaked up everything on offer in the way of art’s history and graduated with ease if not distinction. I had a couple of boyfriends but nothing lasting. Perhaps I was too serious and did not flatter them enough. Several times I was the butt of practical jokes, like the time when one young man showed me some photos of a holiday in the sun and among the shots of fellow students on white beaches and in blue lagoons was one uncompromisingly pornographic. I had no idea how to react and just fixed a smile on my face and passed on to the next photo without comment. Nothing was said, no one sniggered but I became increasingly wary of friendship.

After graduating I went to Europe on a P&O liner, did the cathedrals and convivial spots (carefully avoiding Fosters-filled Australian men), visited my father’s grave and took photographs for my mother. I crossed the Channel in a battered combi van with two other Sydney girls, spent one cold wet November week in Paris and hated it. Parisian women seemed both impossibly elegant and officiously domestic, the men so sure of their charms. So there was no road to Damascus: neither high romance nor grand tragedy.

I returned to Sydney, embarked on some post-graduate studies and found good jobs, firstly in government departments then at the Library of New South Wales. In my late twenties I sometimes invented a lover in my daydreams. This would lull me to sleep but in the morning the memory of these imagined romantic adventures was as empty as my bed. As I moved into my thirties, I was no longer the heroine in my stories but a voyeuse looking on, into other people’s lives. Sometimes I longed for… perhaps too strong a word… a masculine soul mate but ‘third time unlucky’ in my family seemed too real a possibility. Lately, with my fortieth birthday looming, I have begun to feel a kind of desperation that my life is half over and I have not yet lived.

My mother is nearing retirement age and seems at peace with her memories. She lives in an apartment in a white ‘Sydney Mediterranean’ style block not far from my small semi-detached house.

‘Not that I want to pry into your life or expect you to wait on me Rose,’ she likes to say. ‘But it’ll be easy to keep in touch.’

When Vera is older it will probably mean one household but for the moment each of us values her independence. My own old age is something I prefer not to think about.

The ferry’s rumbling arrival at Manly Wharf brings me back to the present. Anzac Day is approaching. Between my mother and I there is an unspoken agreement not to go and watch the ceremonies. There doesn’t seem any point since our soldiers could never be there among the endless rows of men and women marching proudly along Sydney’s streets, heads held high, medals and ribbons on their chests.

Thinking of all those veterans, I square my shoulders and walk smartly off the ferry and along the promenade on the west side of the bay to Vera’s flat. I barely allow her time to say hello before bursting out with the day’s find.

‘It’s the same statue I’m sure, sure!’

‘Well, if you say so. Let’s look at Bill’s things again.’

Vera opens the carved box and gets out the bundles. Among the postcards is one of a bronze statue of a woman striding forward, clutching a furled flag, and on the back, in Bill’s handwriting:


Interesting people these Savoyards, strong and plain, country folk, like this statue. A friend introduced us. She’s a big sheiler all right! Love as always, Bill.



‘The Sasson, that’s her!’ I exclaim. ‘It is the same statue. It’s in Chambéry in south-eastern France. But what was he doing there and what does he mean by “a friend introduced us”?’

‘I don’t know,’ Vera sighs. ‘Mother’s gone so I suppose it doesn’t matter. But it would be nice to know.’

Perhaps Bill found the postcard or was given it by someone so that searching for information about the statue is well off the track I should be beating. But now I too want to know. It seems too much of a coincidence to give in with a resigned ‘Oh well’. The feeling I had earlier in the day, at the Library, of someone or something calling to me, comes back strongly.

‘I’m going, Mum,’ I say with a rush of purpose. ‘To France, to try and find a grave or at least a memorial with his name on it.’

‘But it’s so long ago, the records will be gone.’

‘No, records are records; they exist, somewhere. If I could lay Bill’s ghost to rest I feel I could do more with my own life. His memory has always been such a burden. Why don’t you come with me? We could go and see the Sasson statue too.’

‘No… I’ve got things to do here. You’ll be better alone.’

‘Up to you. Would you mind if I take the postcard to work tomorrow, to compare it with the etchings, just to make sure?’

At the Library, Liz is waiting for me.

‘Well, what did you find?’

‘It’s the same sculpture all right.’

I put the postcard on the desk and lay the prints of the statue next to it. In all three there is the same determined expression and forward-marching stance, the same strong arms guarding the flag, the same stone base with its encircling iron fence.

For Liz it is just an interesting puzzle but for me, increasingly much more.

‘I’ve got some holidays. I’m going to France to find out.’

‘Find out what?’ asks Liz.

‘What happened to my grandfather, Bill Richards. He’s supposed to have died during the battle for Mont Saint-Quentin, at the Somme, but there’s no record of where he was buried, if he was buried.’

‘That’s a pretty daunting task Rose.’

‘I know, but if I find nothing, at least I’ll have looked. I owe it to my mother and grandmother. I owe it to me. His disappearance has coloured all our lives and not brightly I assure you. And there’s my father too.’ I tell Liz about Tom’s death in World War Two and the circumstances of my birth.

‘Is that why you’ve never married? Because you think the women in your family have bad luck with men?’

‘Yes and no. Yes I suppose, because I didn’t want the same thing to happen to me, only today it’d probably be divorce. No, because I never really met the right man. Maybe that’s being stupidly romantic. I’ll be forty next year so it’s a bit late for all of that.’

I wave my hand towards the city outside. ‘When you were younger, didn’t you feel that there was some grand design for your life? Some great and meaningful adventure that would explain your existence?’

Liz shakes her head. ‘Nope. I write poetry in my spare time; that does it for me. All I ever wanted was an interesting job with decent pay and a good bloke if one came along. One did and I’ve had some poems published. I’ll probably never set the world on fire but what I have is fine.’

‘You’ve never told me that before,’ I say, surprised.

‘That’s because you never let me—or anyone here—get close to you. You “keep to yourself” as the saying goes.’

‘Oh.’ I frown. ‘I suppose so. It’s a kind of safety barrier between me and the world, so I won’t get hurt.’

‘Sometimes you have to take risks. Perhaps this is your moment. Heavens, look at the time. I’ve got a meeting in less than ten minutes. See you at lunch time.’

I gather up postcards and prints and make my way to the staff photocopier and make several large-format copies of each print. I also enlarge the postcard in the hope that it will reveal more.

Reluctantly I return the Sasson prints to the folder and turn to the next etching in the pile. The few prints remaining to be catalogued hold little interest beyond the fact that they exist. Liz phones to say she won’t be able to meet at lunchtime but I don’t mind. I’m happy in my own company and set out to walk across the Domain to the Art Gallery where the fourth biennale of Sydney is in full swing.

‘More like lurch and seesaw,’ I think, looking at the biennale’s poster: a large ‘4’ with an infill of scratchy black forms resembling the seagull footprints on the canvas awning at the wharf. However, I concede, the title of the exhibition, Vision in Disbelief, could be a fitting description of my current state of mind.

Inside the Gallery, a Walpiri sand painting fills the main court, its fluid lines snaking through a sea of white blobs and red-ochre sand to target-like circles at each end. The previous biennale had been so weighed down with theory that it almost drowned art’s mystery. This mystical grounded thing, neither painting nor sculpture—not art by any western definition—is more creative than anything else on display. In cheerful mood I walk back to the Library.

Later I telephone the War Memorial in Canberra and explain what I am looking for, adding as an afterthought my own qualifications.

‘You’ll need to contact the Central Army Records Office in Melbourne,’ a woman says. ‘Let me know how you get on. If you do come here, ask for Rowena.’

I write to the Records Office with my request for information about Bill then plan my trip to Europe. First stop will be Paris, then the northern battlefields, but I am also determined to visit Chambéry to see the statue.

After work I find a travel agency and select several guides to holidays in France. On the way to my mother’s place, I buy lasagne and a bottle of wine.

‘Hi Mum, how was your day?’ I ask, dumping the food on the table and opening my handbag. ‘Here are the copies of the etchings and here’s the postcard back. And I got some information about France.’

Vera picks up the photocopies of the two prints then the enlarged one of the postcard. ‘Same statue as you say. It’s interesting to see how the town changed over the intervening years. I wonder what the square looks like today? Are there any pictures of Chambéry in your travel brochures?’

I leaf through pages advertising cities old and new, flip past images of snow-covered peaks and identical but different ancient-modern villages and stop at a feature on Chambéry complete with a map of the town centre and a double spread of photographs. I am about to turn the page when my attention is caught by one view of the town in the middle of the display.

‘That’s the square where the statue is, on the postcard,’ I exclaim. ‘But look, it’s not there. The statue is not there. It’s gone!’

Vera comes from the kitchen to look.

‘My goodness, you’re right. It is the same place and there’s certainly no statue. Here have some wine. Let’s eat.’ She brings plates to the table and we sit down.

I play with my food and barely touch the wine. I was sure the statue held a clue to my grandfather’s fate and now it too has disappeared. Pleading an early start I gather up the papers, embrace my mother and set out to walk around the bay to my house in one of the up-down streets of Eastern Hill. A tabby cat at the gate slaloms between my legs in greeting. I bend down to caress her. ‘Come on Puss, sorry I’m late. Let’s get your dinner.’

The cat begins to eat, purring thanks at the same time. I stroke her long feathery tail in reply before going to the lounge-room and flopping into an armchair. I have always prided myself on the clean uncluttered lines of my furniture but tonight it all looks boring.

‘Oooff,’ I sigh as the cat jumps onto my lap.

‘What do you think Puss? At least I’ve been a bit daring with the paintings I’ve bought.’ Confronting works by women artists, works that describe the realities of their lives in ways not seen in the images men make of women as wives and mothers.



 

III

I walk quickly towards my office, determined to finish cataloguing the rest of the prints, write the report and put in a request for three weeks’ holiday in France and a Friday for the War Memorial in Canberra.

Ralph, the Personnel Manager, is curious. ‘You never take holidays Rose and here you are asking for the lot. In love are you?’

I smile what I hope is a suitably jokey smile in reply. ‘No, just needing a break and thought I’d combine it with some research.’

‘Good on you. Always like to see staff enthusiastic about their work. When would you like to leave?’

‘Second week in May, please.’

I skip lunch and return to the travel agency to book my airfare.

‘Accommodation in Paris?’

‘A night or two, somewhere small on the left bank.’

‘Hiring a car?’

‘I’ll decide when I get there.’ An exciting thought.

A response arrives a few days later from Central Army Records in Melbourne. The details given are what the family knows already:


RICHARDS, William George, born 1892 in Mayfield, Newcastle. Parents George Frederick and Henrietta May Richards; profession: cabinetmaker; 2nd Division, 5th Brigade; missing in action, presumed dead, between 31 August-2 September 1918, Mont Saint-Quentin, France.



There is no mention of a grave. Nor, apparently, is Bill listed on any of the major memorials such as the big one at Villers-Bretonneux for soldiers who fought at the Somme between 1916 and 1918.

I decide to go to Canberra anyway. Out of bed early, I am soon driving up busy Spit Road, the air buzzing with haste as Northern Beaches’ commuters make their way towards the Harbour Bridge. Once free of Sydney’s traffic, my spirits rise. It is as if I am already in France and away from my life in Australia… Where did that thought come from? My life is fine.

As the kilometres flash by, I rehearse my checklist for Canberra: details of Bill’s battalion and its movements in the lasts six months of the war; clarification about ‘missing in action’, and information about soldiers with no known graves. And a new niggling thought: what if soldiers were repatriated to England or Australia with amnesia so severe that they were never reunited with their families but languished in convalescent homes until they died?

At the entrance to the temple-like bulk of the Australian War Memorial on the eastern side of Canberra, I pause to inspect the Pool of Remembrance flanked by the raised galleries of the Roll of Honour with the Hall of Memory at its far end. An attendant moves forward, breaking the solemnity of the moment. I ask for the library.

‘Through the World War One displays’, he informs me, ‘and down the stairs to the area under the Aeroplane Hall.’

Along the way I pass a Gallipoli landing boat, clusters of heavy equipment, a chilling array of gas masks and the twisted metal of a shell-damaged Lewis gun. There is also a diorama, created in the 1920s by sculptor Charles Web Gilbert, of the battle on Mont Saint-Quentin.

A low unremarkable hill occupies the centre middle ground, across its summit a row of broken trees. On one flank are the remains of what was probably a village. The flat plain stretches out on either side and in the sky are dense white clouds of smoke. Artillery fire is visible as a red glow in the distance but the principal drama is being played out in the foreground, right there in front of me, in a deep trench of chalky-grey earth. Its walls are rough and uneven and at varying heights and intervals along its length are crude dugouts in which men shelter from the bombardment. Soldiers with machine guns are positioned higher up near the parapet. One is stepping on a mate’s back to reach the top; several bodies sprawl half in half out of the earthworks. On the floor of the trench men lie still, some dead, others with heads propped on makeshift pillows waiting for the stretcher-bearers who are working their way along the cramped untidy space.

To the left of the trench on a broken ridge, the bodies of German and Allied soldiers lie tangled in barbed wire. In the heat of battle, it is a scene of action and waiting, precision and disorder. The wording on the explanatory plaque is dramatic in its simplicity.


At 5am on 31 August 1918, the understrength and exhausted 5th Brigade attacked the hill. The Australians took the summit in the morning. A German counter-attack pushed the troops off the crest but they held on below it. The next day (1 September), the 6th Brigade renewed the attack and regained Mont Saint-Quentin while the 14th Brigade took Péronne. On 2 September Australian forces swept beyond the mound and seized the rest of Péronne. It cost 3,000 Australian casualties but dealt the Germans a severe blow and helped force their retreat to the Hindenburg Line.



I am not the only visitor to pause in silent respect.

At the library’s entrance I step around a disorder of packing cases overflowing with books. ‘Can I help you?’ asks a man carrying an armful of folders. ‘Although there’s probably not much I can do as we’re about to close for renovations.’

‘Oh,’ I reply, narrowly avoiding a cascade of paper that tumbles from his grasp as he attempts to place the folders on an overloaded desk.

‘Sorry,’ the man says as he scoops up the mess. ‘It’s all going to change though. There’s a new act of parliament and Malcolm Fraser has allocated money for renovations and extensions. This place is moving forward again, you’ll see.’

Small comfort. I run my hand across my forehead and blink in frustration. ‘Blast. I’m here from Sydney, just for the day. I spoke to Rowena on the phone and she said she might be able to help me.’

As if on cue, a woman comes out of an office and introduces herself.

‘Hello, I’m Rowena,’ she says. ‘We’ll sign you up as a reader if you like, so you can look at our classified archives of war diaries, embarkation rolls and the World War One Nominal Roll, that sort of thing. Follow me.’

In the Reading Room we search the shelves for the boxes containing the details of the 1918 campaigns.

‘There are no proper guides to these yet,’ Rowena explains. ‘They’re in the pipeline but at the moment searching is quite a laborious process.’

Villers-Bretonneux, Hazebrouck, Hamel, Bray and Barleux… finally we reach mid August and Péronne. There are so many attacks and counter-attacks, and movements of battalions backwards and forwards through the marshy low-lying Somme territory, that it is difficult to follow the fluctuating fortunes of the Australians. Mont Saint-Quentin standing out from the flat plain seems to hold the key as much now as it did then, at the end of August and in those first days of September 1918.

‘Thank you,’ I say, my head reeling from trying to absorb so much unfamiliar military terminology. ‘You’ve been very helpful. I’m going to France soon to look for myself.’

‘Good luck then,’ Rowena replies, gathering up the boxes.

I spend the hour until closing time with the volumes of historian Charles Bean, the memoirs of General Monash and several well-thumbed, dignified accounts of the campaigns of individual battalions written by their commanding officers. I photocopy maps of the battle sites and war cemeteries plus details of the August 1918 offensives.

On the wall of the corridor leading back to the entrance is a photograph of the original memorial (destroyed when the Germans returned victorious in 1940) to the Second Division's seizure of Mont Saint-Quentin. It shows a dramatic rendering of an Australian soldier thrusting his bayonet into a German eagle at his feet. On the monument’s base are two bas-reliefs by May Butler George. Looking at photographs of these panels, Second Division Infantry Attack and Bringing up the Guns, I imagine Bill’s face among the soldiers. Nonsense of course, the sculptor designed the works in Australia after the war so that there is not the slightest possibility Bill could be there. And yet…

A little further along is the painting A Mother of France by Hilda Rix Nicholas. It shows a middle-aged Frenchwoman dressed in black, a neat white cap on her head, posed against a whitewashed wall whose only adornment is a row of cornflower blue plates. The expression of suffering on the woman’s face is too much and I hurry outside, my enthusiasm drained away. On the front steps, I look across the lake to Parliament House gleaming white in the late afternoon sunshine, reassured by its squat solidity and its air of unassailable isolation from the centres of world power.

Later that night in a room in one of Canberra’s unremarkable hotels that cater for those passing through rather than spending time, I re-read my notes. When I have finished I have a reasonable idea of the Second Division’s movements leading up to that fateful engagement on Mont Saint-Quentin. Everything corroborates except for the fact that there is no trace of Bill Richards.

Rather than lie with my thoughts I go for an early-morning walk. In Canberra, paddock and bush are never far away and trees dominate the spaces between building, street and suburb. Magpies and rosellas, cockatoos and currawongs, wattlebirds and others I cannot identify are well into their dawn chorus as I make my way through one of the city’s many parklands. One bird’s insistent call—da-dah, da-da, a simple-four note melody then a second cadenza, da-dah/dada! Da-dah—commands attention. No one could be unhappy when listening to birds, I think, looking up towards a bell-like call coming from a tall tree with a smooth white trunk.

Chuch cheee… The coral pink glow of dawn strengthens to daylight’s gold and silence falls. Time to stop my mental singing and attend to the business of leaving one city to return to another.

In Sydney, I collate all my information on the Second Division’s 1918 campaigns. I also contact the offices of the Returned Soldiers’ League. The man there suggests I get in touch with the survivors of Bill’s battalion, adding ‘Why not attend their reunion on Anzac Day?’

‘Perhaps…’ I thank the man politely but I won’t be going. To do so would mean confronting strangers, listening to their stories and being expected to tell my own.

I write again to Melbourne to verify that they have not misread Bill’s name. No, the reply. They have eighty entries for the name ‘Richards’: several William Josephs, a William Charles, a John and an Arthur—one as young as nineteen, one as old as forty-two—but no William George with a date of death after his name.

Although I am frustrated at the lack of information about Bill I am also strangely relieved, as if lack of evidence is proof of life.

As a teenager I kept a diary but the writing trickled to a stop during university years. Now it seems important to record this trip to France. I browse the newsagent’s shelves for a notebook; buy a large black leather shoulder bag for my increasingly bulky folder of photocopies and maps. I don’t really care what I take in the way of clothes.

Mum insists on driving me to the airport. ‘Aren’t you excited Rose?’ She chatters on, not needing a reply. ‘I’m quite keyed up myself. I have no idea what, if anything, you are going to find out about Bill but I hope you have a good time.’

‘I hope so too. Yes I’m looking forward to the trip. I’m not sure why, after so long, finding out about grandfather has become so important. It just seems wrong that there’s no record of where he’s buried on those French battlefields.’

A loudspeaker announces my boarding gate. I hug my mother tightly.

‘Bye,’ calls Vera as I walk towards customs. ‘Take care.’

On board the plane, I stow my coat and hand luggage in the overhead locker, stuff the black bag and a French travel guide under my feet and fasten my seat belt. Take-off is uneventful and the hostesses are soon doing the rounds with the drinks trolley. A gin and tonic has never tasted better. I open my diary and begin to write.


Chapter Two: Paris

9 May 1982. I’m on my way to France even though I don’t like the country much, or its people, especially the Parisians who speak too fast, walk too fast and have no time to pass the time of day. I’m going to look for my grandfather, Bill Richards, who disappeared, presumed dead, in August 1918.

I stop writing and close my eyes. The resonant hum of the plane’s engines lulls me to sleep and dreams of young peasant women trudging through scarred wintry fields framed by broken trees and rubbled villages. Each girl carries a flag, not upright like the Sasson, but thrust forward like a bayonet. Just as a loud explosion erupts, the hostess with the meal shakes me awake. I open my eyes reluctantly, wanting to stay with my dream and find out what happens next, imagining the girls lying dead and injured, needing reassurance that the Sasson is not among them.

Determined to put the nightmarish scene behind me, I inspect the Qantas in-flight menu as if julienne of carrots and strawberry mousse are all-important details not to be missed.

‘Chicken please, and some white wine.’ By the time I have wrestled open the cutlery packet and tucked the paper serviette under my seat-belt, I feel much calmer.

After dinner I pick up the guidebook and begin to read about the Savoy region… ‘Savoie’, I will call it, as it is in French. I look again at the photocopied images of the statue in the Place du Reclus. Statues don’t just disappear, do they? But then, soldiers disappear…

A good selection of music on the headphones and sleep in fits and starts passes the long hours of flying. A stop in Singapore, another in the Middle East and I am preparing for the descent into Paris. There is silence as the plane bumps its touchdown, a moment of tension as the powerful engines roar into reverse and an audible rustling as passengers shed blankets and pillows, search for shoes under seats and stretch cramped legs.

The voice over the loudspeaker makes an announcement in English about staying seated and seat-belted and then repeats it in stumbling French. ‘I can do better than that,’ I think and sit a little straighter. ‘I will do better. I might even be prepared to give Paris a second chance.’

Reluctant to engage immediately with public transport, I allow myself the luxury of a taxi and sit back to enjoy the early-morning city of narrow crowded streets and wide traffic-filled boulevards. The car pulls up in front of a one-star hotel in a street near the Latin Quarter. I haul my suitcase to the reception desk and give my name with a ‘S’il vous plaît’ to the immaculately groomed man there, acutely conscious of my own crumpled appearance.

‘Oui, Madame. Chambre cinquante-trois, deuxième étage.’ Noting my look of concentration, he repeats the directions and asks in a heavy accent ‘Eef Madame would like heem to speak
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