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guy grey-smith died in 1981 in the small Western Australian town of 
Pemberton, a timber-cutters’ community located deep within the magnifi cent 
karri forests of the south-west. Guy had retreated here in the mid-1970s 
with his wife, the artist Helen Grey-Smith, to escape the encroachment of 
suburbia on their previous home in Darlington in the hills outside Perth. 
More importantly, they also moved to escape a false artistic bonhomie which 
had insidiously crept into the hills region. This may seem a contradiction 
for a couple whose gregarious household was a magnet for many creative 
personalities but it was their entirely apt response to the changed environment. 
For if there was one thing Guy and Helen could not abide, it was bunkum, 
particularly from those new residents and visitors who lived ‘artistic lives’ but 
added little of signifi cance to the activity and debate about art, its meaning 
and its repercussions for society as a whole.

The escape to Pemberton was further necessitated by Helen’s failing 
health (although she outlived her husband by twenty-nine years) and by the 
increasing demands on Guy’s time, for by this stage, he was one of the most 
infl uential artists in Western Australia – a recognition that has waxed and 
waned in the years following his death. While many artists suffer this fate, it 
is particularly undeserved in the case of Guy Grey-Smith.

During his thirty-fi ve year artistic career, Guy’s exhibition history was 
extensive, covering all states of Australia and included representation in 
infl uential shows in the Americas, the United Kingdom and Asia. His work 
was collected widely and may be found in every major state and university 
collection in the country. He co-founded the fi rst exhibiting co-operative of 
modernist artists in Perth, was elected inaugural president of the WA chapter 
of the Contemporary Art Society, taught at Perth Technical College (now the 
TAFE WA School of Art and Design, and Media) and WAIT (now Curtin 
University), represented Western Australia on the Visual Arts Board of the 
Australia Council, was celebrated with a touring retrospective in 1976, and 
was awarded the Order of Australia shortly before his death in 1981. In an 
obituary article, his colleague Howard Taylor refl ected that Guy was ‘one of 
the most sincere artists I have known.’1

Such are the bare bones of his achievements, but considering his adult 
dedication it is surprising to discover that his desire to be an artist did 
not come early or easily. In his own estimation, his adolescent attempts 
were ‘clumsy and mediocre’ with no indication of latent talent. Born into 
straightened conditions in the wheatbelt of Western Australia, Guy was a 
teenager during the harsh years of the Depression. His main pastime was 
sport. As he grew older, he came to understand that his family was tainted by 
scandal and estranged from wealthy eastern states relatives. Choosing the air 
force ‘as an escape from the farm’, Guy was seconded to the RAF arriving in 
Britain shortly before World War II. There he met and married Helen Stanes, 
an interior designer whose own creative talents would have a major bearing on 
Guy’s future career. Shot down in horrifying circumstances, Guy spent four 
years being shunted around prisoner-of-war camps in Poland and Germany. 

1

Guy Grey-Smith, 
Pemberton, c1979, 
Private Collection, 
Western Australia, 
photographer unknown

INTRODUCTION

1 Howard Taylor, quoted in Murray Mason, ‘Above all, his 
art will remain’, The West Australian, Perth, 15 August 
1981, p. 43.
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By bleak coincidence, Howard Taylor was a cellmate for 
some of this time. It was in the camps that Guy started 
teaching himself to draw, an activity he continued after 
repatriation due to illness. He subsequently studied at 
the Chelsea School of Art in London under some of the 
leading luminaries of the British contemporary art scene. 

Again, these are bare bones but they gain flesh through 
the single-mindedness Guy brought to the task, that of an 
active young man cut down by war, injury, privation and 
illness, forced to face crucial decisions about how he could 
live his life and according to which philosophies. That art 
became his medium was due in part to his wife’s pre-war 
studies in design and her far-sightedness in sending art 

books and materials to her prisoner-husband. One of the books she sent was 
Eric Newton’s European Paintings and Sculpture which contained an image of 
a Henry Moore sculpture that sparked an epiphany in Guy: that art could be 
a highly personal response to the world. Newton also wrote on the difference 
between art and nature in a way that made the deeply religious Guy respond 
strongly to the idea ‘that nature is God’s creation and what we do is a miserable 
little thing from nature but it is of ourselves.’2 All around him in the prison 
camps was evidence of the flaws and the strengths of human nature. Guy thus 
determined to be a better man and in modernist art he recognised a nobility, a 
purity even, that would allow him to create his own example.

On returning to WA with Helen in 1947, Guy set about translating his 
world through the prism of the School of Paris exemplified by Cézanne, 
Matisse, Rouault and others. He was immediately noticed by the local critics 
and was soon holding regular solo exhibitions and participating in a host 
of group shows. His painterly vision was remarkably fresh for Perth, full of 
the colour, vitality and discipline inherent in mid-century British art-school 
training. As with many appalled by the politics of war, Guy and Helen were 
committed socialists, self-sufficient, generous and charismatic. Guy built their 
studios, two of their houses, made ceramics to help fund their art, and was 
a prodigious print-maker (a technique gleaned from Helen’s textile career). 
The family raised goats, pigeons and chickens, grew fruit and vegetables, 
baked bread, kept bees, made clothes and Guy would source his own clay 
from the roadsides of Darlington. Through their dedication and example, it 
was not long before Guy and Helen were pivotal forces in the contemporary 
art practice in WA.

Enthralled by the emotive colour of the Fauves, by the late 1950s Guy, 
too, had liberated his palette. Always seeking the essence of what he depicted, 
of the life force inherent in all creation, he pared away extraneous detail until 
only the most elemental motifs remained. Increasingly aware of the tachiste 
textural abstractionists from Europe and, in particular, the Russian artist 
Nicolas de Staël, Guy’s paintings of the early 1960s feature great swathes of 
saturated colour, built up in slabs of beeswax-infused paint which capture 

Henry Moore sculpture reproduced in Eric 
Newton’s European Painting and Sculpture, 1941 
(3rd edition, 1945)
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every trace of the artist’s passage across the surface. Cliff-faces, ridgelines, 
mesas and spiky fauna appear hewn from their surroundings, reduced but 
emphatic. They are all unashamedly there. In the process, he became the fi rst 
non-Indigenous artist to successfully challenge how people perceived the 
physical, psychological and spiritual monumentality of the state’s landscape, 
leading curator Barry Pearce to observe ‘his art is as peculiar to Western 
Australia as Cézanne’s is to Aix-en-Provence.’3

Guy never obscured the relationship of his mature work to that of de 
Staël. Indeed, he wrote movingly of his desire for the late Russian painter to 
have had the opportunity to come to Western Australia and paint alongside 
him. Such sentiment evokes the spirit of Braque and Picasso, who were, in 
Braque’s words, like ‘two mountaineers chained to the same mountain’ as they 
set about inventing what we now know as Cubism. Inevitably, some of Guy’s 
work bears too close a resemblance to the Russian’s, but these examples are 
early in the encounter and few in numbers. Instead, what displays itself is the 
fusion of sensuous, vivid colour with the reductive attack of de Staël. Guy’s 
paintings reveal fl uidly crafted responses that started as sketches in the fi eld 
before being translated in the studio into their vital plastic form. It is not unlike 
the Zen master who sits contemplating the subject until ready to turn away and 
compose, in the fewest number of strokes, all that has been understood and 
absorbed during the previous intense examination.

The conversation between mediums is also an important consideration. 
In 1953, the family returned to Britain for Guy to study the art of frescos and 
for Helen, textile printing. Both are tactile practices, driven by an economy of 
design due to rapidly drying plaster or silk-screen emulsions. Guy was drawn to 
the possibilities suggested by silk-screens and was soon making his own prints 
alongside his wife. These started to gain importance for him as a medium in 
their own right and by the early 1960s it is possible to follow the interplay from 
drawing, to print to fresco to painting and back again. There is also a direct 
relationship between the physical act of making ceramics – forcing clay between 
the hands – and the construction-like aesthetic of his paint and fresco application.

Guy was also one of the pioneers of the absorption of South-east Asian 
infl uences into Australian art. He travelled to Bali and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 
the 1960s, living with local artists and presenting occasional lectures. This 
led to his appointment in 1969 as Professor of Fine Arts at the University 
of Phnom Penh in Cambodia, a project that started with much promise but 
ended in absolute disaster. Some months after arriving, there was a coup which 
had far-reaching ramifi cations for the Cambodians on a national level and the 
Grey-Smiths on a personal level. Guy suffered a nervous collapse triggered by 
his barely suppressed wartime traumas. On returning to Perth, he struggled 
with his demons just as his responsibilities started to increase through his 
appointment to the Visual Arts Board. His art also suffered for a period, but 
the subsequent move to Pemberton fi nally resulted in the hoped-for tangible 
benefi ts. These included some of his most audacious images of forests, rendered 
in cadmium-reds and sage-greens, which shimmer with vitality.

3

INTRODUCTION

2 Guy Grey-Smith, National Library of Australia interview by 
Hazel de Berg, May 1965, p. 6. Author’s own italics.

3 Barry Pearce, ‘Guy Grey-Smith: painter in isolation’, Art and 
Australia, vol.15 no.1, 1977, p. 62.
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The 1970s saw a renewed eastern-state exposure via such high-profi le 
gallerists as Rudy Komon and Ann Lewis, and Guy was honoured with a 
retrospective at the Art Gallery of Western Australia in 1976. Frustratingly, 
his vision started to be judged as being out of step with an Australian artistic 
community that was progressively enthralled by the cool aesthetic of late 
Modernism. Worse, the de Staël connection was used in print media to 
detract from the quality of Guy’s work, often by those who had only ever 
seen de Staël’s paintings reproduced in magazines. Increasingly intolerant due 
to the legacy of his breakdown, and aggravated by increased drinking, Guy 
took much of this ill-informed criticism to heart and even Helen concurred 
that when he died, it was as if he was a broken man who had lost the belief in 
his own work, a tragic circumstance for any artist.

Guy Grey-Smith: Life Force is the fi rst monograph published on the artist 
although he has been the subject of various catalogue essays and journal 
articles, plus two (known) unpublished manuscripts. By comparison, his 
peers Howard Taylor and Robert Juniper have been written about extensively 
in the past thirty years, with Juniper, in particular, being the subject of no 
less than three separate books. It is the main ambition of this publication to 
redress this anomaly.

Unfortunately, Guy was not a dedicated diarist or archivist after the mid-
1950s. His exhibition lists, reviews, comments and imagery are scattered 
throughout Australia, in galleries, libraries, research centres and in private 
hands. The re-gathering of this data has taken many years and now includes 
information sourced from the Grey-Smith family’s fortuitous preservation 
of Guy’s early sketchbooks and prison diaries. What emerges is a remarkable 
story and with it, a vital aesthetic vision. 

Guy Grey-Smith: Life Force refl ects the artist’s multi-stranded life. Chapters 
1 to 6 proceed as a chronological biography, and chapter 7 is a refl ection on 
Guy’s legacy in the thirty years following his death. Chapters 8 and 9 contain 
specialised essays, focussing on his stylistic progress over individual decades 
(1940s/1950s, 1960s, 1970s/1980s), and on his use of various media (fresco, 
ceramics, printmaking). Chapter 10 contains plates. Chapter 11 is a collection 
of appendices containing a short compendium of technical details (such as 
his recipe for the beeswax medium), Guy’s full exhibition history, a complete 
list of every artwork shown at solo exhibitions held during his life, and an 
extensive bibliography. Finally, the Acknowledgements list the extraordinary 
number of people who participated in making this book a reality. This 
includes all those involved with public institutions, the extensive body of 
private collectors who generously allowed me into their homes to view their 
prized possessions, the equally large group of Guy’s friends and colleagues 
who shared their reminiscences and observations as interviews, the fi nancial 
supporters, and, of course, Guy’s family.

5

INTRODUCTIONKarri Forest I, 1975, 
woodblock, 47 x 20 
cm, Private Collection, 
Western Australia, photo 
by Robert Frith, Acorn
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guy grey-smith’s humble beginnings in the wheatbelt of Western Australia 
were a world apart from that of his immediate forebears and cousins. Guy’s 
great-grandfather, the banker Francis Grey Smith1 (1827–1900), was a 
prominent member of Melbourne society [p8]. President of the Melbourne 
Club in 1891 and of the Melbourne Cricket Club (MCC) for fourteen years 
from 1886 until his death, he typifi ed the conservative values of the ruling 
elite during the times when the city revelled in its nickname ‘Marvellous 
Melbourne.’ Francis’s own heritage was colourful as he was the eldest son of 
an Anglican clergyman John Jennings Smith, a possible tutor to the young 
Princess Alexandrina of Kent (later Queen Victoria) and once-rumoured 
illegitimate son of George IV.2 Surviving photos of the banker show a granite-
like face, mouth set fi rmly into an unyielding, taciturn line somewhat at 
odds with contemporary descriptions of a warm family man with a weakness 
for gossip. His mark on Melbourne society, however, remains fi xed as he is 
credited with steering the National Bank of Australia through the fi nancial 
depression of the 1890s, earning the accolade of ‘the most trusted and 
cautious fi nancier in Australia’.3

Despite such civic respect, it is quite plausible that Francis would have 
gained greater personal satisfaction from the posthumous decision to re-
brand the MCC’s Smoker’s Stand as the Grey Smith Stand in 1906, a title 
which endured until its demolition in 1960. The reasons for this honour are 
clearly articulated in a panel in the Melbourne Cricket Club Museum: 

the wise counsel and expertise of President and leading banker Frank Grey-
Smith [sic] harnessed the dynamism of secretary M. Wardill to secure the 
club fi nancially and further raise its profi le. Their partnership oversaw 
the grounds’ continuing transformation to a world-class venue as well as 
an expansion of club activities [which] resulted in a ten-fold increase in 
membership. Press references to ‘the Australian MCC’ compared the club 
with England’s Marylebone Institution as a signifi cant infl uence in local and 
international cricket.

For 54 years, home teams entered the ground from beneath the Grey 
Smith Stand (the only stand accessible to women members) and his name 
is rightly still celebrated today via the eponymous upstairs bar in the plush 
Member’s Stand. 

With his wife Susan (nee Belcher), Francis Grey Smith had eleven children, 
the sixth of whom Guy Grey (1862–1947) studied at Melbourne Grammar as 
did his six brothers.4 In turn, the eldest son of this earlier Guy Grey Smith was 
given the name Francis Edward Grey Smith when he was born in 1888; and it 
is this Francis Edward who triggered the family scandal which resulted in his 
excision from Melbourne society and exile to Western Australia. According to 
family history, the young Francis was sent interstate (possibly to Queensland) 
to work as a jackaroo. Whilst there, he had an affair with Ada Carr (nee King) 
who was the overseer’s wife. Ada’s background is obscured but she was rumoured 

7

Guy in air force 
dress uniform, 1937, 
photo courtesy of the 
Grey-Smith Estate, 
photgrapher unknown

1 FAMILY HISTORY, 
EARLY YEARS & WWII

1 All of Guy Grey-Smith’s forebears used the name Grey as 
a middle name. There is no record of the hyphenated form 
of the name as a double-barrelled surname until the artist 
himself started using it. However, the ‘Grey’ was usually 
distinguished to indicate its inclusion as part of the surname, 
such as when Guy wrote his details in a small notebook at 
Pt Cook, he wrote ‘G. E. GREY SMITH’. The reasons for the 
variations are uncertain.

2 By George’s mistress (later morganatic wife) Mrs Maria 
Fitzherbert, a claim now discredited. See Anthony Camp 
Royal Mistresses and Bastards: fact and Fiction: 1714–1936, 
Anthony J Camp, London, 2007. Jennings tutoring position to 
the future Queen has not been confi rmed beyond Grey-Smith 
family lore.

3 Quote from the Herald, cited in entry for Francis Grey Smith, 
Australian Dictionary of Biography – Online Edition.

4 Melbourne Grammar Junior School has a Grey-Smith 
House, named after Francis’ son William Belcher Grey Smith 
(1853–1933).
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to be ten years older than Francis, and already 
had three children with her husband Greville 
Gatty Carr.5 Now the subject of scandal, Ada 
left her young family and relocated with Francis 
to Wagin, Western Australia, some 230 km 
south-west of Perth. Francis took the position as 
overseer at Behn Ord, a huge station considered 
to be one of the finest holdings in the district.6 
In December 1913 they celebrated the birth of 
their first child Francis Grey, and two years later 
on 7 January 1916, their second son was born 
in ‘Nicklin’, the farm manager’s house. He was 
christened Guy Edward Grey Smith. 7

The Wagin district then supported a scattered population of 3,000 
and the contrast to their previous lives was stark. It is easy to imagine what 
hardships these forced circumstances must have caused Ada and Francis 
Edward but it is evident that they found security in their relationship. He 
was known to be a fine horseman and later shared this love with daughter 
Helen (known by her second name Jean) who assisted her father when he 
occasionally raised and trained racehorses. While Guy was still a toddler, 
Francis Edward took the position of overseer for a large sheep farm at Paynes 
Find, with runs stretching as far as the Murchison area. This land is more 
than 400 km north of Perth and inland, harsh in the summer but ablaze with 
wildflowers in the spring. After a few years here, the family finally moved to 
Boyup Brook, a little town 130 km west of Wagin nestled on the banks of 
the Blackwood River. Whereas Guy’s birthplace is a featureless, undulating 
land of blonde cereal crops and sparse trees, Boyup Brook is more heavily 
forested and in later years, Guy would acknowledge this childhood landscape 
as one of his enduring artistic inspirations. Initially educated at Boyup Brook 
State School, Guy spent his secondary years on the coast at Bunbury High 
School where he was elected prefect and won numerous sporting awards.8 
During these five years of secondary study he would spend the term living at 
boarding houses, returning to Spring Vale, the family’s Boyup Brook farm, 
during holidays.

It was not uncommon on these occasions for the whole family to undertake 
the arduous travel required for south-west coastal vacations. Travelling by 
horse and buggy, the Grey-Smiths would make the three- to four-day trek 
over some 150 km of bushland. Apparently, such journeys were not unusual 
for those living in the south-west, a somewhat surprising fact as it is generally 
assumed that country populations of the time rarely travelled outside their 
own district’s boundaries. Staying some weeks at destinations such as Bunker 
Bay and Canal Rocks, these holidays had a strong impact on Guy reinforcing 
his love for the landscape, the forests and the coast, and determining his own 
abilities to survive off the land. Guy and Helen passed this legacy on to their 
children during family adventures throughout Western Australia.

left Frank Grey Smith, c1890, image courtesy 
Melbourne Cricket Club

right Grey-Smith siblings c1922, clockwise from 
top left: Frank, Guy, Helen Jean and Jack, Private 
collection, Melbourne, photographer unknown
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There is no indication that Guy undertook formal art studies during 
these years but in a 1965 interview he recalled: 

My father did amateur type watercolours but I never had any idea that I’d devote 
a good deal of energies in later life to trying to be an artist. I really have nothing 
more to say about my early period in connection to art. I was mediocre to bad, I 
should say, at drawing and doing things at school in any form of that type, and 
fairly clumsy, really, right through, all through this time.9

Guy’s later years at high school coincided with harsh economic times 
aggravated by the despiriting effects of the Great Depression. As he matured, 
Guy would have become aware of the existence of his estranged wealthy 
relatives and must also have understood the opprobrium attached to his 
parents. Francis and Ada’s own relationship was now strained due mostly 
to the clash of his ‘rigid morality’ and her ‘good time lifestyle’. Guy grew to 
inherit his father’s ‘pig-headed, black is black, white is white’ personality and, 
in time, estranged himself totally from his mother.10 Against this background, 
he resolved to leave the land and strike out on his own. 

On leaving school at age seventeen, Guy worked for a short time on 
the family farm considering possible careers as a forester or surveyor but he 
soon shifted his focus to the armed forces. His fi rst thoughts had been of the 
Royal Military College, Duntroon and he spent the last two years of school 
studying for a place, subsequently enrolling in the 10th Light Horse Regiment 
in March 1934. Unfortunately ‘the Duntroon intake was heavily cut in the 
depression period – only twelve cadets were accepted in 1930, eight in 1932, 
and none at all in 1931 – and young Grey-Smith was rejected.’11 The fact that 
his performance was twice deemed ‘ineffi cient’ on his offi cial record at the 
Light Horse Regiment may have had some bearing on the College’s decision. 
No doubt it also disappointed his horse-loving father. Guy then focussed on 
the air force, successfully enrolling in 1936 as a cadet with the RAAF at Point 
Cook in Victoria [p6]. 

Located on the shores of Port Phillip Bay and only 22 km from 
Melbourne, No.1 Flight Training School must have seemed a place of 
limitless possibility for the nineteen-year old. A naturally adventurous young 
man, Guy discovered that he loved fl ying. 

I loved being among the clouds, out of sight of everything, on my own. I loved the 
poetry of it and the action. There’s something spiritual about fl ying. You are alone 
in the sky, and you face your problems alone. The solitariness is the thing the pilot 
has in common with the artist.12 

Guy also used the opportunity to make contact with his estranged 
Melbourne family. The exercise seems to have been a diffi cult one. Kitted 
out in his air force dress uniform, he visited his grandfather in the bayside 
suburb of Sandringham.13 On the garden porch, the two Guy Grey-Smiths 

9

1 FAMILY HISTORY, 
EARLY YEARS & WWII

5 Information here is taken from a number of sources, 
most notably: Charles Frederick Belcher, Genealogical 
notes relating to William Belcher of Kells 1730–1798 and 
his descendants, compiled by his great grandson Charles 
Frederick Belcher, W. Boyd and Co. Ltd, Nairobi, 1944, pp. 
26–29; and from author’s interview with Wendy Murray 
(Guy Grey-Smith’s niece) 21.10.09. Regarding Ada Janet, 
family oral history suspected her to be of American heritage, 
but Guy Grey-Smith’s birth certifi cate states she was born in 
Colac, Victoria.

6 For details of Behn Ord, see M. J. Pederick, The Emu’s 
Watering Place: A brief history of the Wagin District, 
Churchlands College, 1979, pp. 112–13.

7 In the family Bible, names and dates are recorded in the 
fl yleaf almost certainly in Ada’s hand. In what appears as 
a deliberate attempt to alter dates and thus give a false 
impression of respectability (family lore has her already 
pregnant as a result of the affair with Francis), Ada is 
listed as being born in the same year as her husband (1888) 
and another diary lists their wedding date as being a full 
twelve months before the birth of their fi rst son. Guy’s birth 
certifi cate does reiterate January 1912 for the wedding but 
lists Ada’s age as 27, two years younger than her husband. 
They eventually had fi ve children in all – Francis Grey (born 
Wagin, 1913), Guy Edward Grey (born Wagin, 1916), Jack 
Grey (born Perth, 1917), Helen Jean Grey (born Yalgoo, 
1919) [married name – Pickering], and Keith Grey (born 
Garnetts, 1920). None are listed in the family diary with the 
hyphenated surname even though Guy’s birth certifi cate 
shows his father’s name with the hyphen.

8 In spite of the family’s estrangement from their Melbourne 
relatives, it appears that two of Guy’s aunts helped pay his 
school fees.

9 Guy Grey-Smith, interview with Hazel de Berg, National 
Library of Australia, Canberra, May 1965.

10 These observations were all provided by Sue Grey-Smith, 11 
June 2010.

11 John Hetherington, ‘Guy Grey-Smith: Uses of Adversity’, 
Australian Painters: Forty profi les, F W Cheshire, Melbourne, 
1963, pp. 148-49.

12 ibid, p. 149.

13 44 Sims Street. Still standing but extensively remodelled in 
the early 1990s.
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posed for a photograph. The 
body language is revealing for 
the elder man had inherited 
his own father’s emotionless 
granite-hewn features, and in 
the photo twists his body away 
from the uniformed cadet 
who half-kneels awkwardly 
by his chair [far left].

In late 1936, Guy was 
seconded to the RAF for five 
years. He travelled back to 
Western Australia and on 11 

January 1937, left Fremantle by the SS Orford with only his siblings Jean and 
Jack waving goodbye. He did, however, receive some farewell telegrams, one 
of which was from his grandfather, a modest consolation that his conciliatory 
efforts may not have been totally in vain. In England, he became a member 
of 139 (B Flight) Squadron at an aerodrome in Wyton, Huntingdon, and 
here Guy threw himself into the various camp activities including boxing, 
pole vault, sprints, cross-country running, skiing and football. With friends, 
he went rambling through Scotland and Wales, ‘conquering’ Mt Snowdon 
on the way. In an undated newspaper cutting in one of his scrapbooks, it 
would appear that he was chosen to be the pilot for a ‘special correspondent’ 
who was reporting on the aerodromes training. ‘My pilot, a young Australian 
seconded to the RAF, set out from Wyton on a surprise solo attack on Hucknall 
aerodrome, four miles north-west of Nottingham.’ The writer describes an 
exhilarating adventure hedge-hopping and skimming trees, dropping missiles 
on the ‘enemy’ base and shaking off pursuing aircraft. He was obviously very 
impressed with his young pilot’s skills. Guy, however, was always aware of 
another reality, for he inserted another clipping into the scrapbook next to 
this article. It shows a crumpled training plane in which two of his fellow 
airmen had died on a similar ‘bombing raid’.14 

Guy also fell for a local girl. Helen Stanes [above right] was completing 
her training at the London School of Interior Design and during the holidays 
would visit her grandparents’ house in the village of Godmanchester, 
Huntingdonshire, conveniently close to the RAF aerodrome. Born the same 
year as Guy in Coonoor, southern India during the dying days of the Raj,15 
Helen had grown into a free-spirited and independently-minded young 
woman. On relocating to England, she found her attitudes to be somewhat 
at odds with the conservative expectations of English society. Given the 
proximity of the aerodrome, she noticed the tall, young officer: 

Guy’s Australian characteristics came through very strongly, which were 
beautifully refreshing from the conventionalities of Englishmen. We would go 
out before the war in his little Morris thing when I was down for weekends, 

left The two Guy Grey-Smiths, Sandringham, 
Melbourne, 1936, image courtesy Grey-Smith 
Estate, photographer unknown

right Helen Stanes in Guy’s car, England,  
c1938, image courtesy Grey-Smith Estate, 
photographer unknown
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14 The frontispiece to the scrapbook bears the inscription ‘To 
Guy from Dad, 1930’. Also glued into the book is a series 
of reproductions of melodramatic genre and mythological 
paintings by various British painters. These form the only 
indication of Guy’s pre-war aesthetic taste. 

15 The Stanes family ran a large manufacturing and merchant 
consortium in India which included coffee, tea, cotton, 
rubber and fi nally automobiles.

16 Helen Grey-Smith, interview with the author, 27 June 2005.

17 Guy Grey-Smith, undated entry from 1937 diary, titled 
‘Weekend in County Down’.

18 Helen Grey-Smith, op cit, 2005.

19 Extra information provided by Norman Chapman, mechanic 
for 139 Squadron, who strapped Guy in for this fi rst mission. 
Letter to the author, December 2010.

and we would go out just looking at the countryside, taking the dogs out for 
a walk, whereas now any Englishman would have wanted me to go around 
and watch him shooting rabbits. I found Guy so…innocent, natural, a 
characteristic Australians really have got.16 

Late in 1937, while at the Armament Training Camp in Aldergrove, 
Ireland, Guy took leave to track down distant relatives in nearby County 
Down who were descended from his great-grandmother’s Belcher line. 
Having been denied full knowledge of his heritage for most of his life, Guy 
seemed eager to fi nd answers as well as ancestors. A short series of diary entries 
chronicle his travels, his visits to local dances and some excessive drinking. 
Outside Rostrevor, he met his ‘Aunt Annie’ and fell into conversation about 
his relations: 

God, to think how I feel. My ancestors, my relations now living, what a 
family. I feel so proud to be one but deep down feel in my heart such a cad 
leading two lives. These drunken episodes in my life, just a miserable P/O in 
the air force with little money.17 

His aunt then showed him family graves in the Rostrevor church dating 
back to 1660 and as he sat in the ancient pews he mused ‘I feel in spirit I am 
still one of the old clan but in body I suppose I’m not.’ These prescient entries 
foreshadow the darker aspects of Guy’s adult personality.

For Helen, there was an alternate, far more attractive characteristic to her 
future husband:

The whole point about our relationship was that he was the fi rst man I ever 
met that took my art seriously and was absolutely absorbed and interested in 
it. Now my background is bourgeois middle-class, interior design and so. But 
fortunately, I was given a chance to study at a little place where they taught 
interior design and they were all architects who were teaching. Not just soft 
furnishings but how to construct stuff and buildings. As a designer, we had 
to design rooms so I had that background – and a lot of it self-taught – and I 
thought ‘Well, he’s [Guy] so interested.’ He would pinch a few of my sketches 
for the holidays, take them up to the air fi eld…So, I found it absolutely 
astounding his interest. The average male I’d met thought ‘Yes, well, nice little 
hobby for the wife’. They hadn’t the faintest idea the passion you could have for 
it, and I had that passion since childhood. I was always drawing.18 

Fascinated as he was, Guy still showed no inclination to create any works 
himself. He was far more focussed on the impending world events and, with 
grim certainty, war was declared. On its outbreak on 3 September, 139 Squadron 
was involved in the very fi rst mission undertaken by the RAF. Guy was included 
in this fi fteen-plane raid against Kiel and Willemshaven; fi ve aircraft did not 
return.19 Over the next weeks, frantic preparations were made for their imminent 
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deployment and on 19 October, 
amidst this desperate time, Helen 
and Guy were married at the 
parish church in Godmanchester. 
Finally, on 4 December, Flight-
Lieutenant Grey-Smith and his 
colleagues were sent in convoy to 
France [far left].

For the first few months, 
the squadron was stationed 
at the Bethenville aerodrome 
and Guy billeted with a local 
family. Their planes were Bristol 

Blenheims, a light bomber used extensively by the British in these early days 
of the conflict. ‘All through that bitterly cold first winter of the war – so 
cold that it froze the oil in the aircraft engines – 139’s Blenheims carried out 
reconnaissance and photographic missions along the front.’20 In February, the 
squadron relocated to the little village of Plivot (near Épernay), east of Paris. 
These months have been dubbed ‘the phoney war’, a period of uneasy calm 
which was eventually shattered when the German war-machine embarked on 
a series of voracious campaigns. Denmark and Norway fell in April 1940 and 
on 10 May, the long-expected onslaught on France, Holland and Belgium 
began. Two days later in the early hours of 12 May the order came for 139 
Squadron to be pitched into full battle. Months of exercises now became 
deadly reality. With his rear-gunner Sgt Cyril Taylor and observer Sgt Phillip 
‘Dicky’ Gray, Guy took off in aircraft N6219 for a bombing raid over the 
Netherlands as part of a squadron of nine planes.21 

I left my cosy room, Helen’s photograph on the mantelpiece, another on the 
wireless. A half bottle of whiskey stood there, left since Pop and I had a quiet 
drink two nights before. I left Helen’s and Mother’s22 letters on my table. If I 
returned, I would post them. If I didn’t someone would do it for me.23 

The ground target for the attack was located near Maastricht but they 
never got that far.24 Guy was flying to the right of his Flight Commander 
Tom Tideman when, less than an hour after leaving the base, they spotted a 
cluster of some thirty planes.

The enemy fighters were vastly superior Messerschmitt 109s and almost 
immediately 139 Squadron came under devastating fire, compounded by a 
hail of cannon fire and flak being put up by the German anti-aircraft ground 
units. The three planes of ‘A’ Flight were destroyed in seconds. All nine crew 
were killed. Attacking from the rear, the Me-109s now locked sights onto 
Guy and his companions from ‘B’ Flight. A shell exploded in the cockpit of 
Guy’s plane and a stream of bullets ignited the port tank. 

left 139B Squadron, December 1939, Grey–Smith 
seated – second from right, photo courtesy of 
Norman Chapman, photographer unknown

right Guy’s prison diary, opened to show miniscule 
text, 19 x 13.5 cm (closed), courtesy of the Grey-
Smith Estate, photo by Robert Frith, Acorn
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A terrifi c rush of fl ame and black smoke fi lled the cockpit. The whole thing was ablaze 
– I could feel the fl ames licking around my head. The heat was terrifi c. I had to go.

With only seconds to react and unable to get ‘Dickie’s’ coherent attention, 
Guy bailed out at six hundred feet, but caught in the slipstream of the falling 
craft, he was struck by the tailpiece of the Blenheim, then a tree, breaking 
his jaw and leg. Believing himself to be the only surviving member from 
the eight destroyed planes, he landed dazed and bleeding ‘roughly at the 
point where the Belgian, Dutch and German frontiers meet.’25 In great pain, 
he found himself at the edge of a forest now burning fi ercely thanks to the 
crashing aircraft. Unable to stand due to his useless left leg he crawled away 
from the fl ames calling out desperately for help. 

Two swarthy, fi t-looking German soldiers dragged me out of the wood on 
to a rough track. Here I was placed on to the back of a motorcycle facing 
backwards – off we went, my legs dangling on the road. My left leg danced 
about here and there completely out of control. After about ½ a mile the cycle 
stopped and I fell off on to the road. Here I stayed for 5 hours unattended 
until placed in a truck and taken to a Belgium [sic] house where I was put 
among some Belgium wounded. I wrote my fi rst post card to Helen. At about 
11 o’clock that night I was removed to a casualty clearing station where I 
had my face stitched up and my leg put in plaster. I remarked to the German 
doctor who attended me that he spoke good English. ‘No’, he said. ‘I speak 
North American.’

Guy spent some months bed-ridden with his jaw encased in an ‘intricate 
apparatus’ and the badly broken leg set in a cast attached to an eleven kilo 
weight.26 In spite of this attention, the leg healed two cm shorter causing him 
to walk with a pronounced limp for the rest of his days. It also hindered his 
attempts at escape and his memoir is full of inventive, though never-realised, 
schemes to get around this limitation. In September, Guy and some other 
offi cers were taken from Maastricht via Cologne to Ofl ag VIA outside the 
town of Soest.27 Over the next few weeks, they were repeatedly moved across 
Germany with brief stops at Ofl ag VIIAZ in the town of Tittmoning on the 
Austrian border, and Oberursel near Frankfurt for interrogation at Dulag 
Luft, a Luftwaffe intelligence centre. Many privations and indignities were 
suffered by the offi cers en route.

On 23 October 1940, the interminable journey continued to a new camp 
at Spanenburg – Ofl ag IXA [p14 left]. 

After a fi ve-hour journey along an autobahn through indifferent country our 
castle came into view. It was perched on a natural hill at the junction of three 
valleys. It looked very impressive from our bus. Once again we went through 
searching (by guards) and struggled up the hill with our belongings to the 
castle. Once over the drawbridge, I thought ‘Here we are at last in prison’. 
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20 John Hetherington, op cit, p. 149. This was the coldest 
winter that Europe had experienced in over 100 years.

21 Due to engine troubles, the ninth plane was delayed and took 
off after the main body of eight planes left the squadron. 
It was the only plane to reach and bomb the target before 
returning unscathed.

22 This was probably Helen’s mother. In future correspondence, 
he always referred to them as ‘Father’ and ‘Mother’. No 
correspondence survives with his own parents. ‘Pop’ was 
the nickname for Flight Lieutenant Kenneth Ault.

23 This, and subsequent quotes in this chapter taken from 
four sources – Guy’s prison diary; a handwritten memoir 
from c1944 (page 1 missing, written on ‘Royal Air Force 
Station, Hal Far, Malta’ notepaper); and Rob Tideman’s two 
self-publications: The Blenheim Boy (book), Cairns, 2008; 
and ‘The Maastricht Raid – No.139 Squadron’ (article), 
Cairns, 2010. The author is indebted to Mr Tideman for his 
generosity in supplying this information. His grandfather, 
Squadron Leader Tom Tideman, fl ew in the raid with Guy. 

24 By 1940, the once state-of-the-art Blenhiems were now 
hopelessly outpaced and outgunned by the German fi ghters. 
Former pilot and POW Bertram Whittle points out that 
Maastricht would have been technically a point of no return 
due to the limited range of the Blenheim’s petrol tanks. 
Planes would have only just been able to return to French 
territory. Since this had already been over-run by German 
troops, Bert is of the opinion that Bomber High Command 
remains culpable, knowing that such raids were – bluntly – 
suicide missions. Interview September 2010.

25 John Hetherington, op cit, p. 146. Telegrams were sent 
to the family via Mr M. Bostock in Boyup Brook notifying 
them that Guy was missing. Ross Grey-Smith, his fi rst 
cousin, once removed, in Melbourne, was also notifi ed. As 
a Flight-Lieutenant, Guy had been trained to consider his 
crew as amongst his closest relatives. He was plagued by 
nightmares for the rest of his life, waking friends and family 
with screams of ‘Get out! Get out!’ as he struggled with 
his guilt at being unable to save their lives. To the end of 
his days, he believed himself to be the only survivor of the 
mission; however, Rob Tideman’s research has found this 
not to be correct. Eight planes were shot down with the 
loss of fi fteen men. Tom Tideman and his observer survived 
their crash, landing behind French lines. Unable to rescue 
their wounded gunner, they were forced to watch the plane 
burn, listening as he died engulfed in fl ames. The German 
fl ying ace Hauptman Walter Adolf was credited with 
shooting down three of the Blenheims, including Guy’s and 
Tom Tideman’s. Adolf was himself shot down and killed the 
following year. Rob Tideman also points out that Guy would 
have been one of a mere handful to have survived baling out 
of any Blenheim, particularly at such a low height.

26 Guy was fi rst taken to Calvarienberg Hospital on 12 May 
before being transferred to the temporary military hospital in 
the Jesuit monastery in Maastricht on 17 May. (Information 
kindly supplied by Anne Knevelman, Holland.) He lost teeth 
as a result of the crash and wore partial dentures thereafter. 
(Sue Grey-Smith, conversation 15 June 2011)

27 Ofl ag is an abbreviation of Offi zier Lager. These camps were 
for offi cers only.
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The castle was of the fourteenth century, surrounded by a deep moat in which 
three wild boars lived. The camp officer was a little, short red-faced man who 
flared up into a violent temper at the slightest provocation. He stood with a 
long sword dangling by his side and roared. His face went more red until it 
nearly went blue. He had small beady eyes which flashed with animation. He 
was actually one of the best camp officers we ever had.

Just before Christmas, Guy received his first letter from Helen and 
embarked on some minor creative activities, carving a small model Blenheim 
and a box for his wife.28 This period of internment at Spanenberg was also 
short-lived, and in March 1941, Guy and his fellow officers found themselves 
leaving Germany for occupied Poland, and Camp Stalag XXA in the little 
town of Thorn (now Torun).29 The next month, Guy received his first parcel 
from Helen, then in June the prisoners were forced to return to Spanenberg, 
‘the hated castle on the hill.’ Due to the enforced periods of idleness and 
introspection, Guy read voraciously and widely, interrogating his own latent 
Christian beliefs in the process. After reading Memory Hold the Door, the 
autobiography of the popular author and religious philosopher John Buchan, 
Guy copied key quotes into his diary including the line ‘[only] nature gives us 
that material joy of life. Education though weakly does aid one to appreciate 
the finer things.’ Other lines emphasise – for better or for worse – the sense 
of divine righteousness that strong religious faith can provide. In later years, 
many colleagues would comment on the almost evangelical zeal that Guy 
expressed for art and art making. These prison readings no doubt helped to 
inform such a passionate stance. Another significant book was The Screwtape 
Letters by C. S. Lewis. After absorbing its message, Guy observed: 

I found that hating is bad for the hater. He is the only sufferer in the long run. 
So many men in the camp expended themselves in hating the Germans, and 
then had nothing left. I don’t hate the Germans, although I have little respect 
for them as a people.30 

left Spanenberg, 1942, watercolour and ink, 25 
x 22.5 cm, Private collection, Western Australia, 
photo by Robert Frith, Acorn

right One of Guy’s handmade sketchbooks from 
prison camp, 16 x 25 cm, courtesy of the Grey-
Smith Estate, photo by Robert Frith, Acorn
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Given his experiences at the hands of enemy soldiers, NCOs, civilians 
and even children – some of whom went out of their way to spit on the 
prisoners – this balanced refl ection reveals much about Guy’s character.

Helen, of course, remained oblivious to the full detail of his movements 
but she continued to send letters and parcels from the house she shared with 
her two sisters. One of her niece Margaret’s earliest memories is of watching 
from an upstairs window as her obviously anxious aunt keenly looked in the 
letterbox for any news of Guy. Seconded into the domestic war effort, Helen 
decided it would be possible to:

use my ability at drawing, applying to a little fi rm making wings for Spitfi res for 
the air ministry,31 and I got a job there in the drawing offi ce. I was so impressed 
with the workers there, as a fellow worker. They were so courageous and worked 
so hard – mostly women of course, many with children. They worked with this 
amazing British sort of confi dence – they weren’t going to be defeated, even after 
Dunkirk when we were alone. So I got a new view of the world through working 
with these workers, breaking down my previous bourgeois existence. It was my 
greatest education. Amongst the people there were these inspectors…There was 
one inspector who was going around, quite political, and I got a good grounding 
in Socialism from him. He wasn’t a rabid sort, it was more an alternative view 
to Fascism. In a way, it all seemed to make sense when everybody had to work.32

Helen was not the only one waiting for news. Back in Australia, two 
other Grey-Smith sons signed up to fi ght. Jack and Keith both joined the 
2/16 Infantry Battalion – and both were killed, Jack in 1941 and his brother 
the following year. Like thousands of others, this country family in a remote 
Australian town experienced the awful reality of some distant confl ict. On 
hearing in prison camp of the death of Keith, the youngest and his favourite, 
Guy wrote that he felt ‘duty bound to return to Australia at the end of this war.’

On 26 August 1941, Guy received a parcel from Helen which for 
the fi rst time contained some paints. His earliest surviving watercolour is 
dated 31 December and was done in Germany at Ofl ag VIB in Dössel near 
Warburg. It is a detailed view of his prison room depicting bunks, tables, 
wood heater and shelves. The image is, not surprisingly, extremely basic and 
descriptive with no sense that he yet understands the interpretive possibilities 
of the watercolour medium. It would seem that Guy was under no illusions 
about his ability either, because the fi rst time he mentions art as an activity 
in his diary is 28 February 1942 describing himself as having ‘painted an 
African scene last week.’ These references become more frequent: 13 March 
‘Endeavouring to paint a Scottish scene’; 17 March: ‘Painted a village scene’; 
then crucially 5 May ‘Studying painting.’

In an effort to stave off mental stagnation, many of the prisoner-of-war 
camps had structured their activities to include formal education as well as 
sports. One example was Stalag Luft VI which:
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28 Helen only discovered Guy was still alive when a postcard 
arrived many months after he had been shot down. She 
had already been advised to apply for a Widow’s Pension. 

29 Occasionally identifi ed by Guy as Camp XV.

30 Quoted in John Hetherington, op cit, p. 149.

31 This may be incorrect. Mark Grey-Smith says that shortly 
before her death, his mother clarifi ed this to ‘making wings 
for gliders.’

32 Helen Grey-Smith, op cit, 2005.
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Warburg, 1942, watercolour and ink, 25 x 39.5 cm, Private collection, Western Australia, photo by Robert Frith, Acorn 
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33 Ted Snell, Howard Taylor: forest fi gure, Fremantle Arts Press, 
WA, 1995, p. 21.

34 Interview with Hazel de Berg, May 1965, National Library of 
Australia, Canberra.

35 Guy Grey-Smith, quoted in Laurie Thomas, ‘In search of a 
whole wall to plaster’, The Australian, 8 March 1969.

reached an extraordinary level of organisation. A ‘university’ with four faculties, 
including a Faculty of the Arts teaching courses in visual arts, was established to 
enable internees to undertake courses of study…Prisoners were able to enrol in 
courses at universities in Britain and even to sit exams.33 

Guy’s own camp in Warburg provided similar support and he recorded his 
participation in a wide variety of courses being run there – French, Drawing 
& Painting, Early Engines, Engineering Drawing, Art Appreciation, and Air 
Navigation. He also mentions occasional sketching attempts in the company 
of his fellow POW George Baird, so he may have been receiving basic art 
instruction from him as well. 

In early August, the camp held a small art exhibition and Guy felt 
confi dent enough to enter two paintings which he considered ‘quite good.’ He 
had started to include small pictures in his letters to Helen and in response, 
she started sending him books and journals related to art. 

I found it relaxing to draw and sketch and mess around with watercolours; then 
I found myself getting a little more interested and I read various art histories by 
various people which were very confl icting.34 

The fi rst journal he received was a copy of the magazine Studio around 
the time of the camp exhibition, then The Arts of Mankind by Hendrik van 
Loon, which featured hand-penned, dilettante illustrations by the author. 
In November, Guy read Outline of Art by Sir William Orpen, and received 
from Helen other books on Millais, van Gogh (Lust for Life), British painting, 
Shakespeare’s sonnets and a student’s guide to watercolour painting. 

About this time, Helen also sent a copy of the recently published 
European Paintings and Sculpture by Eric Newton (Penguin, 1941). The 
book is a sweeping survey from the thirteenth to the early twentieth century 
underpinned by Newton’s considered views gained during his respected 
career as an art critic and historian. Amongst the selection of reproductions 
is a Henry Moore sculpture [p2] of an elegantly simplifi ed reclining fi gure 
contrasted with a similarly posed fi gure by Michelangelo that sparked in 
Guy a form of artistic epiphany. This has previously been interpreted as the 
‘thunderclap moment’ when the budding amateur fi rst discovered modern 
art, but this is not accurate given his current camp circumstances plus the fact 
that Helen and he had vigorous pre-war discussions about art and art-making. 
It is more correct to say that Guy now had the revelation (via the contrasting 
images) that the Moore sculpture contained a tangible, expressive, personal 
freedom, concluding through it that ‘it was possible for every individual to 
say something of his own account.’35 

In later years, Guy recognised the unusual opportunity that prison life gave him:
 
Becoming a POW was a piece of luck for me, even if I didn’t see it like that at the 
time. I was twenty-four then and started to think for myself…I hadn’t many clues 
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until I became a POW. If someone 
had asked me before then what I 
wanted from life I’d have probably 
said a reasonably successful Air 
Force career, then to retire on a 
pension and play golf. I shudder 
now to think that that is probably 
what I probably would have had if 
things had fallen out differently. If 
so, I’d have missed the thing that 
gives meaning to life.36  

This meaning, of course, 
was his growing propensity for thought – and for thoughtful art. Fortuitously, 
Guy dated most of his prison drawings to the day, so a fascinating progression 
is laid bare as he practices hard to train his hand. 

There was a further benefit for the budding artist as the prison communities 
were marked by the diversity of talent of their occupants. This circumstance 
allowed for important friendships and alliances to form between people who 
may not have properly met under normal conditions. For Guy Grey-Smith, 
one key personality who fits this description was Howard Taylor. Indeed, no 
history of Western Australian art can now be written without acknowledging 
the importance of these two men. Two-and-a-half years younger than Guy, 
Taylor was born in Victoria but moved to suburban Perth in his early teens 
often visiting friends living in the bushland of the nearby Darling Ranges. In 
stark comparison to Guy, Taylor had grown up in an art-friendly household 
with his architect-trained father and amateur watercolourist mother. He was 
academically and artistically gifted, developing an ‘absorbing obsession…
around the romance and the technical complexities of flight.’37 Flight was the 
modern adventure for boys in these years with advertisements and popular 
literature fuelling the interest. Howard started to build his own aircraft 
models but not from ready-made kits: ‘I took it more seriously than that. 
Through the American magazines I designed my own aeroplanes according 
to aerodynamic principles.’38 This skill and preoccupation led him directly to 
apply for the airforce, arriving at the Point Cook air base some seven months 
after Guy had left for London.

In a bitter coincidence, Taylor was shot down over France a mere week 
after Guy had met the same fate. He went straight to Spanenberg and also 
endured months of travel through different POW camps. That he met his 
fellow West Australian in some of these camps is accepted historical fact39 but 
Guy’s diary offers distinct clues as to when and where. Tantalising references 
are made in the pages to a cell-mate with the surname Taylor in a list written 
in May 1941 from Camp XV in Salza, Poland (actually Stalag XXA in Thorn). 
There is no absolute confirmation that this may have been Howard Taylor 
but a later diary entry (with an amusing nickname) gives a stronger hint: 

left Howard Taylor, POW Camp Poland, c1942-45, 
pencil and ink wash heightened with white 
gouache on grey paper, 21 x 16.2 cm, State Art 
Collection, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 
Purchased 1985

right Thorn XV, 1941, ink on paper, 23 x 30 cm, 
Private collection, Western Australia, photo by 
Robert Frith, Acorn
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29/3/43: Had long chat with Squizzy Taylor yesterday, an appreciation of my 
painting and advice to sketch more which I intend to do. He is doing a portrait 
of me at present.40

Guy later borrows his companion’s sketch book to study whilst 
convalescing in hospital, and records that in June 1943, Squizzy is building a 
‘model fl ying aircraft.’ which he later records as ‘fl ying very well.’ Considering 
the skill that the young Taylor had already demonstrated for this activity, the 
evidence is compelling that Squizzy and Howard are one and the same.41

By referencing Guy’s surviving POW artworks, more evidence emerges of 
the two men’s connection. One of Howard Taylor’s most celebrated prison 
drawings – POW Camp Poland and dated c1942–45 – shows the interior 
of the inmates’ rooms [opposite, left]. A prisoner scans a newspaper by a 
deep-set barred window as a companion reads a book on an upper bunk. An 
orderly stacked shelf is to one side and block-and-tackle fi ttings hang from the 
curved barrel ceiling. It is a strongly atmospheric study and a clear indication 
of the skill the young man already possessed for drawing. In a remarkable 
coincidence, Guy completed two studies of an almost identical room, the 
major difference being the orientation of the distinctive windows. One is 
a pencil drawing titled ‘Thorn XV’ and the other is a tighter ink rendition 
[opposite right]. Neither are dated. Considering the clumsiness of the artist’s 
hand, it is apparent that they are extremely early works which presumably 
pre-date the December 1941 scene which Guy painted at Warberg . 

April 1943 saw Guy and his comrades on the move again, fi rst to Szubin, 
Poland, back again to Thorn, then on to Sagan, Germany, and the now-
infamous Stalag Luft III where Squizzy Taylor is again listed as a room mate.42 
A watercolour from early May shows an entry point to the camp with a 
simple timber-framed gate and a sentry standing by his chevron-patterned 
guard-box [p22]. It is a modest, even boring scene which refl ects the inmates’ 
long hours of incarceration, but even so Guy handles the design and tonality 
with aplomb. His hand skills were progressing rapidly. Stalag Luft III had 
an extensive prison library which expanded as inmates would donate books 
received in family parcels once they had read them. 

Although popular books dominated the library, the quality of books was quite 
high. Subjects covered ranged through the literature classics and all the great 
philosophers to all aspects of science and religion, handcrafts, sport and matters 
of general interest.43 

Apart from the exercises he was setting himself and those taken from 
the sporadic texts supplied by his wife, Guy was absorbing the advice of his 
various companions who were already skilled in art. 

As Helen would state in a later interview, Guy ‘struggled with the problems 
of representing the world around him on a two-dimensional surface’,44 a fact 
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36 John Hetherington, op cit, pp. 146–7.

37 Ted Snell, op cit, p. 19.

38 ibid, p. 20.

39 This is repeated in all major writings dealing with the two 
artists. See, for example, Ted Snell, op cit, p. 22.

40 Joseph Leslie Theodore ‘Squizzy’ Taylor was an infamous 
Melbourne thug who died after a suburban gunfi ght in 1927. 

41 Bertram Whittle, who also shared camps with Guy and 
Howard, has confi rmed this nickname. For a detailed 
description on Taylor’s aircraft models, see Ted Snell, Forest 
Figure, op cit., pp. 19–20. In the middle of Guy’s diary is a list 
of addresses, one of which is for ‘H H Taylor, 6 Baird Ave, 
Nedlands, Perth, WA’.

42 Stalag Luft III is where the ‘Great Escape’ occurred, subject 
of a famous fi lm of the same name. However, these events 
occurred in March 1944, when Guy had already been 
hospitalised with tuberculosis. 

43 Alex Kerr (ed.), We Flew. We Fell. We Survived, Part II, 
Western Australian Branch of the Royal Air Forces Ex-
Prisoner-of-War Association, 1991, p. 38.
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that the prison works make patently clear. He is most 
assured when painting his beloved trees, relatively 
inanimate objects for which he had a strong childhood 
affinity. By comparison, his perspective is often 
inaccurate, and his human figures remain awkward 
and unconvincing, to the point of clumsy caricature. 
This did not prevent him from striving to overcome 
this limitation and in this regard one drawing from 
Stalag Luft III stands out [left]. Executed in May 
in pencil and soft ink wash, Guy attempts a closer 
examination of the figures’ profiles and posture 
as they read in their prison room. There are strong 
echoes of the Howard Taylor image from Poland and 

considering Guy’s acknowledgement of art conversations between them only 
two months before, it is tempting to imagine the talented younger artist sitting 
next to his struggling older colleague giving pointers as he drew.

Even without a skilled hand, Guy was still able to create images which 
captured explicitly the depressive psychological mood caused by long-term 
incarceration in a hostile landscape. His diary contains many references to 
his own suffering in this regard, exacerbated by the news of his brothers’ 
deaths and the torment of his continuing nightmares following the plane 
crash. In a small watercolour from 20 July 1943, he looks out to a stand of 
skeletal trees which border some austere barracks [p23]. Beyond are low hills 
with nothing to break their anonymity. On the extreme right a small group 
of inmates have just stepped into the frame. Guy presents them as wraiths, 
sombre ghosts who have strayed inadvertently from some bleak dance by 
Edvard Munch. Whether painted knowingly in this manner or not, Guy has 
crafted a template expressionist image.

There was more distress to come. An ominous spectre had started to 
reveal itself, for Guy was now suffering from the encroaching effects of 
tuberculosis (TB). The disease first manifested as a post-nasal bleed requiring 
hospitalisation in February but three months later he was experiencing 
internal bleeding.45 It is hard today to imagine the ravages of TB and the 
fear it then caused both in the patient and the community at large. Its reality 
had nothing to do with the opinion of nineteenth century Romantic literary 
identities who regarded the pallor of a ‘consumption’ sufferer to be a standard 
of refined beauty. The opposite is the truth. TB is a crippling, insidious 
condition, marked by lassitude, chest pains, weakness, lack of breath and the 
coughing up of blood. Effective antibiotics only came into sporadic use near 
the end of the war, meaning that by 1946 TB was still the leading cause of 
death among adults in Europe and North America.46

Now interned at Oflag 64 (Stalag Luft VI) near Komel in the Danzig 
area, Guy had become an obvious health risk for the rest of the camp 
inmates. At the end of August 1943, he was sent to hospital near Dresden 
for an operation ‘to face the worst and accept the best’.47 By a stroke of good 

Stalag Luft III, 1943, watercolour and ink, 19 x 19.5 
cm (paper), Private collection, Western Australia, 
photo by Robert Frith, Acorn
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fortune, the senior medical offi cer and two of his staff – Leslie le Souef, Alan 
King and Frank Gallash – were all from Perth. In a letter written by Dr le 
Souef in 1975, he recounted:

[Guy] slowly improved in health. He now asked for painting materials and 
intimated that he wished to study towards becoming an artist. The Red Cross 
supplied him with the necessary equipment and day by day I used to see him in 
bed using crayons and experimenting in what appeared to my uneducated eye to 
be landscapes. [He] took an obvious delight in what he was creating.48

In October 1943, news came that there was to be a prisoner exchange 
under the terms of the Geneva Convention and Guy’s illness made him an 
eligible candidate. Finally on 12 May, 1944, with ‘our best wishes ringing in 
(his) ears’,49 Guy was repatriated four years to the day of being shot down.
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44 Helen Grey-Smith, 1993, quoted in: Ted Snell, op cit, p. 22.

45 It is uncertain how Guy contracted the disease but family 
lore claims he was exposed to it whilst assisting in 
tunnel-digging. More than one Grey-Smith family member 
succumbed to Tuberculosis – Mona and Sybella Anne 
(Guy’s fi rst cousins, once removed) died at expensive Swiss 
sanatoriums in 1924 and 1929 respectively, and his own 
father died from it in 1947.

46 See ‘Obituaries: Rendered Iron Lung Redundant’, The Age, 
3 December 2009, p. 25.

47 The hospital, the Reserve Lazarett, was located within 
Stalag IVA, near Hoyerswerda, north east of Dresden. A 
major portion of one lung was removed in the operation.

48 Correspondence between Leslie le Souef and Lou Klepac, 
August 1975. Art Gallery of Western Australia Artist 
Registration File.

49 Leslie le Souef, ibid.
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