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Introduction
This book was inspired by an online project I did for Leader Community Newspapers about unsolved murders in Melbourne’s outer-east suburbs. It has always fascinated me that such darkness can lie behind the brick veneer of the ‘great Australian dream’.
I am a suburban girl. I grew up in the suburbs and after returning to Australia after many years in London, I set up home not far from where I grew up. I’m one of the millions of Aussies who live in the ’burbs. According to the last Australian Bureau of Statistics survey in 2011, 64 per cent of Australia’s population live in one of the nation’s eight capital cities. And if you live in a city, that means you live in the suburbs, whether it’s an exclusive inner-city address or one of the newer communities that makes up the sprawl that can be as much as 50 kilometres away from the CBD.
The suburbs are where we live.
In 1988 I lived less than five minutes away from the Ringwood street where 10-year-old Sharon Wills was abducted from her bed by the child rapist and murderer known as ‘Mr Cruel’. Mr Cruel has never been caught and he was the bogeyman for my generation who grew up in Melbourne’s outer-east suburbs. I have friends who begged their parents to put locks on their windows in the wake of Sharon’s abduction (she was found alive in a nearby suburb 18 hours later). It is the memory of this event that fuelled my intrigue with suburban true-life horror stories.
While researching this book it became clear to me that even in the quietest, most respectable suburbs, evil can lurk. A seemingly safe or innocuous street or neighbourhood can have its idyll shattered in a moment by a murderous act. And while it is often that killer and victim are known to each other, there are the truly terrifying cases where a random stranger takes a life.
A case that has always stuck in my mind is the 1992 triple murder of three young people in Melbourne. At the time I was in year 10 and living and going to school not 20 minutes from where this brutal crime took place in the conservative, middle-class suburb of Burwood. Two young female student teachers and the brother-in-law of one of the girls were executed in cold blood and for no apparent reason. Their killer, Ashley Coulston, has never said why he murdered the three innocents, which has left police and the media to speculate that it was a thrill kill. To me, this crime is the epitome of the evil that can lurk in the suburbs. Even the quietest street and the most unlikely of people can become part of a suburban horror story. Coulston is in jail for life and his file stamped ‘never to be released’. He is one of Victoria’s – and probably the nation’s – most dangerous men.
One of the most baffling cases I have included in this book is the murder of Melbourne mother Nanette Ellis who was stabbed to death in a frenzied attack one Friday afternoon in 1984. There is still no motive that investigators can uncover for her murder and Nanette’s family has been left to wonder ‘who?’ and ‘why?’
Another case in the book that kept me up at night was the murder of Adelaide pensioner Vonne McGlynn who was targeted by a greedy and cruel woman who wanted the elderly woman’s house. Ms McGlynn did not know her murderer Angelika Gavare, but she had been watched and stalked for months without her knowledge.
As a mother to young children, the assassination of Jane Thurgood-Dove is a murder I will never forget. In 1997 the mum-of-three was gunned down in her suburban Melbourne driveway – in front of her children – in what is believed to be a mistaken-identity underworld hit. The case is still unsolved and her parents John and Helen Magill are still praying for justice. I can remember hearing about the murder on the radio when I was a 20-year-old university student. It was a shock then, but sitting in Jane’s childhood home with her parents, who spoke to me for this book, brought a deeper understanding of the true horror that is caused by murder. I sat and watched a family home video with the Magills that was taken just months before Jane was brutally killed. ‘That was when we were happy,’ Jane’s mother Helen told me. That comment and the look of sadness when she said it have been imprinted on my brain.
It’s easy to see why we might think that the suburbs are a breeding ground for crime. Life gets routine, and with the rising cost of living there is more pressure than ever before on households. Then there are the age-old human emotions like lust, greed and envy that can drive people to kill. In fact, a December 2012 Wall Street Journal article said that in the United States homicide had dropped dramatically in cities but that there was now a countertrend of rising rates of murder in the suburbs. Read the daily newspapers from around Australia and you could deduce that the same is happening here.
Often, people who move from the city to the country will give the reasons that they want a less stressful life or that they want to raise their children in a safer place. It is understandable. Small towns seem more community-minded. The lifestyle is more laid-back. There are no traffic jams or mega-shopping centres. But is a life in rural and regional Australia really a buffer against violent crime? Evidence says no.
On the evening I am writing this, the final episode of the popular British crime series Broadchurch was shown on ABC television. The series was set in a small town in Dorset, England. The tight-knit community was torn apart by the murder of an 11-year-old boy and suddenly a spotlight was shone on the inhabitants of the town; the secrets they had tried to keep and the pasts they had tried to escape resurfaced with the most devastating consequences. It is similar to what happened in the small South Australian town Kapunda, where one of the nation’s most brutal crimes of recent years took place in 2010. The Rowe family – parents Rose and Andrew and their 16-year-old daughter Chantelle – were butchered in their quaint home. Until the killer was caught, the community did not know whether a madman had passed through their friendly town and committed a random act of violence, or whether the killer was one of their own.
Not many people ever think something as horrific as murder can happen to them, their family or community but the cases in this book show that they can.
Emily Webb
Melbourne



The Burwood Triple Murders
Ashley Coulston
An innocent classified advertisement in a Melbourne newspaper by students seeking a housemate led to one of the most cold-blooded murders the state of Victoria has ever seen. The perpetrator was a man named Ashley Mervyn Coulston.
Not many Victorians who were old enough at the time will forget the crime known as the ‘Burwood Triple Murders’. On 29 July 1992, the lives of three young people – student teachers Kerryn Henstridge and Anne Smerdon, both 22 years old, and Anne’s brother-in-law Peter Dempsey, 27 – were snuffed out in a bloody execution in their share house in Summit Road, Burwood. Burwood is an eastern suburb of Melbourne – quiet, established, very middle-class and often perceived as a stale suburb with very little life about it. It was certainly a most unlikely setting for a crime so shocking.
Anne and Kerryn were student teachers and knew each other from university. For the girls, both from country Victoria (Anne was from Kyabram and Kerryn from Hamilton), the Summit Road house was just minutes away from Deakin University where Kerryn was doing the fourth year of her Bachelor of Education. Peter, a Telecom engineer who lived in the large rural town of Shepparton, was visiting at the house that night. He regularly stayed at the Summit Road house while attending training courses for his work. The third regular tenant, a man in his twenties, also from Hamilton, was away visiting his family.
On the evening of 29 July 1992, the girls were expecting a caller to interview as a possible replacement for Kerryn, who was due to move back to Hamilton the next day. She had the opportunity to return to her hometown with her mother that night but had elected to stay until a tenant was found and the bond sorted out. Her mother, Jeanet, was staying with a family friend a few doors away in Summit Road.
Several people had answered the advertisement, including a ‘Duncan’, who had said he had recently moved from interstate and had asked, ‘I’m 40 years old, is that a problem?’ There was even a note by the telephone, written by Kerryn on the night of the murders: ‘Anne, Duncan is coming over tonight. Don’t worry, someone will be home. Kerryn.’
It is quite possible that this Duncan could have been Coulston, but what is known is that more than one stranger was expected at the Summit Road house that Wednesday evening. One potential housemate, a young man, turned up at 8 p.m. sharp to take a look at the place. He told police that he left after 10 minutes, with the women telling him they would be in touch about the room. This is the last time the three were seen alive.
It is almost certain that Coulston had read and telephoned in response to the advertisement. Using a Melway street directory (Coulston’s thumbprint was later found on the page that included Summit Road), he drove for over an hour from his Westernport Marina home in Hastings, more than 60 kilometres away, to Burwood, arriving at the house after 8.30 p.m.
No-one except Coulston, then aged 35, and his victims know what happened that night before the unfathomable and brutal execution. To this day, Coulston has never uttered a word about the crimes. He answered ‘no comment’ during the police interviews about the murders at Summit Road and stood mute during his trial.
Coulston went to the Burwood house with a bag containing a .22 rifle, a silencer, ammunition and plastic cable ties. He bound, gagged and covered the heads of the three occupants, each in separate areas of the house, and then shot them at close range.
It was Kerryn Henstridge’s mother who found the trio dead the next morning. Kerryn was supposed to meet her mother at the family friend’s home, in the same street, where her mother was staying. When she didn’t arrive, Mrs Henstridge became worried and went to the share house. When there was no answer when she knocked at the door, Mrs Henstridge climbed through a window and discovered her daughter’s body facedown on the floor. For anyone, let alone a parent, the thought of what Mrs Henstridge discovered that morning is unimaginable.
News of the triple murders hit the media and the photos of the three smiling, young victims with all the promise in the world made the front pages of both the Herald Sun and The Age. The crime shocked Victorians. For one, it was a chilling, cold-blooded execution that seemed to be out of a Hollywood movie, rather than the quiet suburban streets of Burwood. Secondly, there seemed to be no motive for the killings. Police were baffled and worked around the clock for a breakthrough in the case. The victims were all clean-living young country people with no records or association with the criminal world. The killer took around $200 from the house but police did not believe that robbery was the motive. Another motive explored was that someone was infatuated with one of the girls.
There was also the possibility that the house was picked at random (this turned out to be the chilling truth) but with no solid leads in the weeks after the murders, police turned to the media to appeal for any information that could crack the case. Almost daily there were newspaper reports, and the public followed the case closely. The fact that there was a cold-blooded killer who had targeted a home in a respectable suburb of Melbourne’s east filled many with dread and there were real fears from the police that the killer could strike again.
The Homicide Squad questioned more than 400 people who advertised for a housemate in the week before the murders and wanted to know if anyone who answered the ads had seemed suspicious or had acted strangely. High-profile crimes tend to attract people who want attention and false leads provided by a man who contacted investigators several times frustrated them. It wasted precious resources and time and the man was charged with giving false information to police. A police caravan was set up outside the house in the hope that people could give them some fresh leads and the devastated families of the three victims gave heart-wrenching pleas for help.
The wife of victim Peter Dempsey, Liz, begged the public for help. Married just three years to her sweetheart, Liz said, ‘Life’s just been ruined.’ She lost her husband and sister in the evil act. Peter Dempsey’s father Frank said the term ‘animal’ was too good for the killer.
The breakthrough for police came five weeks after the murders.
At 8.45 p.m. on 1 September 1992, married couple Richard and Anne Shalagin arrived at their car, parked at Government House Drive opposite the National Gallery in St Kilda Road, where they had attended a function. As they got in the car to drive back to their Coburg home, the couple were surprised by a balaclava-clad man who terrifyingly and silently pointed a gun at them. The couple assumed that the lone gunman wanted money and thrust a few $50 notes at him in the hope that he would disappear. He grabbed the money but did not leave as the frightened couple had hoped.
The gunman forced the Shalagins from the car at rifle-point and motioned for them to go to a darker area under a large tree. He told Anne to lie facedown on the ground, kicking her even as she complied. Taking a long, cream plastic cable tie, the man was about to bind Anne’s hands. Richard Shalagin, who would later tell the Supreme Court of Victoria that he had no doubt he and his wife would die if they further obeyed the assailant’s instructions, quickly noticed that the man had put his rifle down, and he seized his chance to instinctively leap and attack. Richard grabbed the man in a bear hug and snatched at the gun, yelling at his wife to ‘run’. Richard was bitten on the hand by the man as he held him from behind. Anne ran away, screaming, and Richard broke away from his attacker and followed his wife. Hearts thumping and adrenaline racing, the Shalagins literally ran for their lives towards busy St Kilda Road.
The couple’s understandably hysterical screams were noticed by two security guards, Paul Sycam and Graeme Loader, who radioed for police help. According to court reports, Mrs Shalagin warned two nearby people, ‘Don’t go, he’s got a gun. He’s tried to shoot us.’ The security guards approached the man, who pulled a knife on the pair. Mr Sycam later told the court that he then saw the man crouch down and hold a sawn-off firearm at waist level. The armed assailant shot at the two men five times. Mr Sycam said he heard the first shot zing past the right side of his head. He then described how he felt a shot to his hip and despite this ran after the shooter. Mr Sycam tackled him from behind, punching and kicking him. Police had arrived at the scene quickly and they arrested the gunman and took him to a nearby police station to be interviewed.
The man was Ashley Mervyn Coulston, and he was found to be in possession of ‘chilling accessories’ in his bag that night – a sawn-off shotgun with a homemade silencer made from an oil filter, a knife, a balaclava, high-velocity .22 cartridges, handcuffs, thumbcuffs and plastic cable ties. The Shalagins had been extremely lucky. The actions taken by Richard and the security guards that night, described as ‘brave, almost foolhardy’ by Justice Bernard Teague at Coulston’s 1993 sentencing, saved their lives. Ballistic tests had revealed that the shotgun used to menace the Shalagins was the same one used to murder the three young people in Burwood.
It was the gun that held the key to nailing Coulston for the murders. Forensics conducted by Victoria Police showed that the bullets recovered from two of the Burwood victims had been discharged from the firearm found in Coulston’s possession (a third bullet was too badly damaged to be examined). A forensic scientist found a high-velocity blood spatter on the dressing gown found over Anne Smerdon’s head matched the bloodstains on the oil filter, which had been fashioned into a silencer for the rifle.
A few days after his ‘no comment’ interview about the Burwood murders, Coulston spoke to a police officer, in the presence of his solicitor, about the rifle. Coulston told police that in the week before the murders, a sailing friend named ‘Rod Davis’ had asked for a loan of the rifle and asked him to shorten the barrel. Coulston said the gun was returned to his car boot. The man whom Coulston alleged had borrowed his weapon was an America’s Cup yachtsman Roderick Davis, who was called to give evidence at Coulston’s trial. Davis testified that he had been competing for New Zealand at the Barcelona Olympics when the three people were murdered and that he did not know Coulston.
Coulston maintained his story that he was visiting his partner Jan McLeod at Frankston Hospital on the night of 29 July. Ms McLeod backed up Coulston’s story in court and said that he had not left her side between 8 p.m. and 9.15 p.m. that night, despite witnesses seeing him at 7.50 p.m. and 10.30 p.m. at the marina in Hastings where they lived on her yacht.
Police were left frustrated by Coulston’s refusal to answer questions about what happened at Summit Road. Here was a man who seemed of normal intelligence, who on the face of it, functioned in society and was in a relationship, yet had committed this random act of extreme violence. Coulston just didn’t make sense and they had to rely on his family history and expert analysis to try and find out what made him tick.
The sickening crimes were not the first time Coulston had come to the attention of the public. In 1988 he made headlines but for entirely different reasons. It was Australia’s Bicentenary year and Coulston wanted to make his mark on history. His contribution was to attempt to sail the smallest boat across the Tasman to New Zealand. He painstakingly spent almost a year designing and building a 2.5-metre-long aluminium yacht, roughly the size of a spa bath with the moniker G’day 88. It was a daring feat by anyone’s standards and while he was thwarted on his first attempt by a cyclone (he embarked from Sydney on Australia Day and was rescued by a tanker 46 days later), his second attempt at making a piece of history was a success when he sailed the tiny sailboat to Brisbane from New Zealand, landing on shore on 6 January 1989. His adventure was celebrated in an Australian Geographic spread and newspaper reports and he was dubbed ‘Captain Bathtub’.
Like his young victims, Coulston was from the country and lived on a dairy farm in the town of Tangambalanga in Victoria’s Kiewa Valley. Born on 10 October 1956, he had a brother and two sisters and grew up in a loving family, despite his mother’s chronic ill health that meant she had long spells in hospital. It was also reported by old school friends that Coulston was dyslexic and struggled at school. Described as shy, secretive and a loner, Coulston ran into troubles in his early teens, starting with robbing the local butter factory when he was 13 and burgling other buildings in the town.
It was a shocking incident when Coulston was 14 that gave a glimmer of the violence that would lie ahead. On 19 April 1971, after two weeks of stalking two young female teachers, he broke into their house beside the tiny Kiewa school and abducted the women, both aged 22. As with his future crimes, Coulston armed himself with a .22 rifle. At gunpoint, he forced the two terrified women to drive him interstate into New South Wales, towards Sydney.
At 5 a.m. the next day, the trio stopped at a Gundagai roadhouse to get some food. The teachers started screaming for help, which alerted a truck driver to their plight and they were rescued. Coulston was found guilty of abduction, armed robbery and being ‘armed with felonious intent’, and sentenced to three months at a boys’ juvenile detention home in Melbourne.
When he was released later in 1971, Coulston moved back to the family farm and then moved with his family to a new farm in northern New South Wales. Coulston’s father retired the following year and in the early 1980s the family moved to Queensland, where Mr Coulston felt the weather would be better for his ill wife.
In his mid-twenties, Coulston moved back to NSW and had several jobs, including one at Hertz Rent-a-Car. An unnamed man told the Sunday Herald Sun that Coulston had to leave his Hertz job after a female colleague made complaints to the management. The woman provided evidence to police for Coulston’s later committal hearing and told officers that after she had declined Coulston’s invitations for dates, she noticed that he had been following her as she went to and from work.
Coulston had become more interested in sailing, the hobby that would bring him some national recognition. Sailing also introduced him to Jan McLeod, a woman more than 15 years his senior, and the pair struck up a relationship and eventually moved in together in Ms McLeod’s yacht, moored at Hastings in Melbourne.
Coulston’s trial began in late August 1993 at Victoria’s Supreme Court and ran for almost a month. At Coulston’s eight-day committal hearing at the Melbourne Magistrate’s Court in January 1993, the court was told of his abduction of the two teachers in 1971 and also of the incident at Hertz with his female colleague. It was also noted that the Hertz employee, one of the teachers Coulston abducted and Anne Smerdon all had shoulder-length blonde hair in common. It was not proven whether this had anything to do with Coulston’s motives, but it was a discussion point.
Coulston was tried for the Burwood murders and 11 other charges over the incident in St Kilda Road, including attempted murder of the security guards, the armed robbery of the Shalagins and resisting arrest. He pleaded not guilty to all charges.
The case was tried in front of Justice Bernard Teague. Prosecutor Ross Ray said in court that it was difficult ‘to conceive of a more frightening, random or more cold-blooded execution of three innocent victims … who are not known to the prisoner’. A Pentridge prisoner gave evidence that in several conversations he and Coulston had, Coulston had admitted to ‘killing the kids’ and had said that his biggest mistake was not getting rid of the gun. The prisoner, a convicted armed robber, said he told Coulston that his biggest mistake was the murder, to which Coulston replied, ‘Yeah, I’m sorry.’
Coulston’s partner Jan McLeod told the court that he was with her at Frankston Hospital until 9.15 p.m., where she had throat surgery, on the night of the killings.
Justice Teague made many poignant statements in his sentencing remarks. When handing down the three life sentences with a minimum of 30 years on 21 September 1993, Justice Teague remarked:
You appeared from out of the night. You invaded a typical suburban home. You executed three victims. You disappeared into the night … the seasons of your life left to you will scarce allow for more feats of fame or notoriety. But you have made for the beloved of the three you killed an enduring winter. And for the three, there are no more seasons.
Ms McLeod vowed to do whatever it took to clear her lover’s name, describing Coulston as the ‘dearest man I have ever known’. She told a newspaper that Coulston was in good spirits when she visited him because ‘he knows we’ll be out here fighting’ for his release.
In 1995, Coulston was granted a retrial with the three murder convictions quashed on appeal. Coulston’s lawyers made the successful appeal based on evidence at his first trial that related to the armed robbery that led to his arrest. The Supreme Court found that some of the evidence relating to the attack on the Shalagins was inadmissible during the first joint trial for the Burwood murders and the offences at St Kilda Road. The appeal judges said the suggestion of a similarity between the two incidents ‘might well have a beguiling appeal to the jury’. In the first trial Coulston was acquitted of the attempted murder of the security guards but guilty of the armed robbery of the Shalagins, false imprisonment, intentionally causing injury, assault and using a firearm to resist arrest. The Supreme Court set a two-year minimum sentence for the St Kilda Road charges and said Coulston should have been granted a separate trial on these charges.
During the second trial that ran through August and early September 1995, Coulston’s lawyers attacked the credibility of the officer who had performed the ballistics testing on the gun. Victoria Police Leading Senior Constable Ray Vincent was a ballistics expert and was on duty on both nights of Coulston’s crimes. When he attended the St Kilda Road scene, he noticed the plastic ties and recalled that they were the same brand left by the killer at the Summit Road murder scene. When the bullets from the firearm were compared to bullets found at the Burwood scene, they were found to be a match.
Supreme Court judge Mr Justice Norman O’Bryan made specific reference to the attack Coulston’s defence made on the professional reputation of Senior Constable Vincent, the main prosecution witness, during the second trial. Coulston’s defence alleged that Vincent had actually substituted three different bullets for the ones taken from the Burwood victims, so that he could say in court that the weapon found on the accused at St Kilda Road was the murder weapon. The defence used private forensic investigator Bob Barnes as their expert witness. Mr Barnes had been dismissed from the Victorian Forensic Science Centre for ‘scientific misconduct’ in 1993, though the defence did not know this at the time.
Coulston was again found guilty of the three murders in Burwood and Mr Justice O’Bryan said ‘the wicked nature’ of his offences gave the court the power to give him a life sentence with no minimum. Coulston would be imprisoned for the term of his natural life. Mr Justice O’Bryan mentioned the case of Frankston serial killer Paul Denyer when sentencing Coulston. In 1993, the then 21-year-old Denyer murdered Elizabeth Stevens, 18, new mum Debbie Fream, 22, and Natalie Russell, 17, in and around the Melbourne bayside suburb of Frankston. In 1994, Denyer, who now lives as a woman in prison and refers to himself as ‘Paula’ appealed his life sentence successfully and was granted a non-parole period of 30 years. However, Mr Justice O’Bryan remarked:
The fixing of a non-parole period is mandatory unless the nature of the offence or past history of the offender make the fixing of such a period inappropriate. Taking into account the wicked nature of these crimes and the absence of remorse of any kind on your part, I shall not fix a non-parole period.
He also noted that Coulston ‘stood mute’ during this second trial, as he did in his first. Mr Justice O’Bryan said it was his belief that Coulston’s fear of self-incrimination was the reason and that he had ‘forfeited forever’ his right to live outside the confines of prison. ‘I am of the opinion that you should never be released,’ Mr Justice O’Bryan said.
Coulston would not give up though and challenged his sentence with a second appeal in 1996, which failed at the Court of Appeal. An application to the High Court for special leave to appeal against his conviction also failed in late 1996. He had exhausted his last legal avenue and the families of the three murdered in Burwood did not have to endure more painful court appearances.
Outside the High Court on 13 December 1996, Rob Henstridge, Kerryn’s father, said the families would be forever hurt over the lack of explanation or apparent motive Coulston had for the murders. The pain for them would go on, their lives forever changed by Coulston’s cold-blooded actions.
‘There is no explanation and we’re never likely to hear one. We just don’t know and we’ll never know and that’s what really hurts,’ Mr Henstridge said.
Coulston baffled even Australia’s best criminal psychologists and criminal profilers. Melbourne-based forensic psychologist Ian Joblin told Herald Sun journalist Russell Robinson that the Burwood triple killer perplexed him. In a 2005 interview with Robinson, Dr Joblin, who spent hours assessing Coulston, said he couldn’t find a motive for the killings. ‘In terms of trying to resolve the conflict between [Coulston’s] presentation and the offending, it’s the most perplexing one,’ Dr Joblin said.
Dr Joblin has assessed some of Australia’s most notorious criminals including Matthew Wales, who murdered his mother and stepfather in a crime that scandalised Melbourne’s high society, convicted triple-murderer and rapist Peter Dupas (one of Coulston’s ‘never to be released’ prison mates) and Port Arthur mass murderer Martin Bryant.
Coulston has not stopped trying to prove that he is innocent. In a 1998 incident that forced the State Government of Victoria to re-examine its Freedom of Information (FOI) law, Coulston was able to obtain the names of 51 nurses who worked at Frankston Hospital in 1992 so that he could establish his alibi for the night of the triple murder and get the case reopened. Coulston and his partner Ms McLeod had always maintained that he was visiting her in hospital at the time the killer struck at Burwood. The hospital’s management initially knocked back two FOI requests by Coulston but the killer appealed to the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) who upheld his appeal. The Australian Nursing Federation and the then premier Jeff Kennett slammed the actions of the hospital and said it had been incompetent in not protecting the privacy of its staff. Newspapers grabbed hold of the story and readers were shocked to read that the hospital had no legal representation at the first appeal hearing and that Coulston had represented himself via video link to plead his case for access to the names. The fact that Coulston’s legal challenges were being paid for by the taxpayer was also infuriating for Victorians. Premier Kennett received a letter from Coulston in early 1999, in which the prisoner assured him that he would not misuse the names of the nurses.
Premier Kennett used the incident as the means to change the Victorian FOI laws to ensure that public sector workers’ names would not be released if there was a threat to a person’s safety.
Chillingly, one newspaper even reported that Coulston was believed to have used the laws and applied to the State Coroner for access to homicide files in the Mr Cruel Case. The still-unsolved Mr Cruel case involved the abduction and sexual assault of at least three schoolgirls from Melbourne’s eastern suburbs. One girl, 13-year-old Karmein Chan, was found murdered – shot execution-style in the head – one year after she was abducted from her parents’ Templestowe home. The identity of Mr Cruel is one of Australia’s most notorious and haunting crime mysteries and at one stage, police considered that Coulston might have been the perpetrator.
Coulston was also investigated at one time over the murder of Sarah McDiarmid, 23, who was kidnapped from Kananook railway station in Melbourne in 1990. Her body has never been found and the cold case has baffled police for years. Eventually, no evidence was found to link Coulston to Ms McDiarmid’s death.
Is it possible that the three young victims in Burwood were the only people Coulston has murdered? Of course, it is most likely that the night Coulston was caught by police he had intended to murder the couple in the gardens near St Kilda Road, but could he have kept his dark desires suppressed between the abduction of his teachers in 1971 and the 1992 Burwood murders? Some investigators think not.
Coulston is in the frame for a series of unsolved rapes and at least one murder along eastern Australia. A man known as ‘the Balaclava Killer’ began a reign of terror on the Gold Coast and Tweed Heads in the summer of 1979–80. Coulston was living with his family in Kyogle, NSW, close to the Queensland border. A masked man at Tweed Heads abducted an English man, Geoffrey Parkinson, 33, with a female friend on 2 February 1980. Parkinson grappled with the masked man and was shot dead with a .22 rifle.
Coulston is also suspected of being ‘the Sutherland Rapist’, who attacked women between 1981 and 1984 in Sydney’s southern suburbs. This rapist wore a balaclava and carried a sawn-off firearm, just like the Balaclava Killer. Coulston was living in Sydney in the early 1980s. These crimes are still unsolved.
Coulston’s crimes were planned meticulously yet his victims were chosen at random. His motives can only be speculated as the killer has remained silent all these years, but most believe he killed for thrills.
Coulston is now one of just a handful of prisoners in Victoria who are serving life sentences with no minimum – his crimes deemed so heinous that he will die in jail. He joins notorious murderers and rapists who will never be released, such as Peter Dupas, who murdered three women, including Mersina Halvagis as she tended to her grandmother’s grave at Fawkner Cemetery in 1997; Leslie Camilleri, who viciously raped and murdered two schoolgirls in Bega in 1997, and in 2012 was charged with murdering another schoolgirl Prue Bird, in Melbourne in 1992; and child sex murderer Robert Lowe.
Ashley Mervyn Coulston is the stuff of nightmares but tragically for his victims and their loved ones, he is all too real.



Campaign of Terror
The Murder of Nanette Ellis
It was a Friday night in Melbourne, 10 February 1984, and 41-year-old Nanette Ellis was planning to go out after work with the girls from the office.
Nanette was the advertising manager for the Free Press Leader, a Belgrave-based newspaper that was, and still is, part of the Leader Community Newspapers group in Melbourne. The team was a small and tight-knit group, made up of editorial and advertising, who produced the paper for the residents of villages in the region known as the Dandenongs – one of the most picturesque areas in Australia. Nanette was a hard worker and well respected and loved by her colleagues.
A strikingly beautiful woman, Nanette had been a single mum to her two sons Greg, 16, and Craig, 18, for several years, since she and her husband divorced. She was paying off her modest house in Manuka Drive, Boronia – an outer-eastern suburb not far from her workplace – and had devoted herself to raising her boys. Apart from a regular aerobics class she did with a friend and a few drinks out with her workmates, Nanette lived a very quiet life. Her looks were so striking that Nanette was often asked to model for advertisers and she had appeared in several fashion and lifestyle photo shoots for newspaper features.
But things had been quite unsettling for Nanette in recent weeks. On four consecutive mornings her car had been pelted with rocks as she drove along Monbulk Road on her way to work. The first time it happened on 31 January, Nanette wasn’t even fully aware that a rock had been thrown at her 1976 Corolla sedan, but it had lodged under the bonnet, piercing the radiator, which caused the engine to boil. She called Craig who met her, and then organised a tow truck.
The next day a rock was thrown at her car as she travelled to work between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m. and this time it shattered her windscreen. The rock throwing happened again the next two mornings at the same time. Was someone targeting Nanette?
What happened next left Nanette and her sons in no doubt that someone was victimising her. Sometime during the evening of Saturday, 4 February, Nanette’s car, which was parked in her driveway, was vandalised. Paint – a water-based fawn colour – was tipped over the roof, cascading down the boot bonnet and driver’s door.
Nanette discovered the damage at around midnight. It was frightening for this hardworking suburban mother who ‘didn’t have an enemy in the world’ according to her son Craig. Was it kids making mischief by vandalising cars? There had been a few reports of car vandalism in the neighbourhood that weekend. Or was it someone who had more sinister motives?
Then, unbelievably, Nanette’s car was targeted again. On Monday evening, 6 February, someone slashed her car’s tires, ripped off a numberplate and aerial and bent back the windscreen wipers. The police patrolled Nanette’s neighbourhood and escorted Nanette to work and back home for the next few days. Nanette’s boys kept an eye out too.
But suddenly the vandalism stopped. Nanette and her family hoped that they had seen the end of the spate of attacks targeting Nanette.
On 10 February, a police car escorted Nanette from work until she was clear of Burwood Highway – the main arterial between the office and her home. Nanette arrived home at 5.15 p.m. to get ready to go out with her girlfriends from the office. She was being picked up at 6 p.m., and that morning she had laid out her clothes for the evening – a red shirt and black pants.
Craig had been home during the day restoring an old Holden he had been working on for ages; he was on holidays from his job as a chef at a nearby reception centre. Nanette had called him that day to check-in and Craig had asked her if everything was all right.
‘She told me she thought everything was fine now,’ Craig said.
He had planned to go to the drive-in with some friends and had left the house around 4.30 p.m. His brother Greg had come home from school a bit earlier and then jumped the back fence to spend time with his friend, who was a neighbour.
Greg Ellis arrived home, using the front door, just after 6 p.m. He remembered the time well because he’d finished watching the TV show Perfect Match, which ended at 6 p.m., at his friend’s house.
‘Mum, mum, I’m home,’ Greg called.
The radio was on and Greg noticed the Valentine’s Day cards on the table that his mum had bought for him. Greg had recently been on a student exchange to Japan and wanted to send cards to his new friends. Valentine’s Day was a big thing in Japan for friends to exchange cards.
As he walked through the house looking for his mum, Greg noticed blood – a lot of blood – and clumps of blonde hair in the hallway.
Greg found his mother on the concrete ramp at the end of the house, just outside the laundry. Nanette was dead, having been the victim of a frenzied knife attack.
The brutal murder had taken place sometime between 5.15 p.m. and 6 p.m. when Greg came home – a window of just 45 minutes, meaning her killer must have been watching Nanette and the house.
To date, Nanette’s shockingly brutal murder is still unsolved but police reinvestigating the case – and her family – are more hopeful than ever before that her killer will be caught.
Nanette’s murder devastated her family and her colleagues at the Free Press Leader, who knew of the intimidation that she had been subjected to in the week before her death. Colleagues at the Knox Sherbrooke News, the newspaper that covered the Boronia area, wrote a heartfelt front-page tribute to their friend: ‘We won’t forget Nanette’.
‘Nanette Ellis had class and always kept her problems to herself. That’s why no-one other than her mates at the Free Press really knew the terror she suffered in her last days of life.’
Police made a public plea at the time for anyone who was in the Monbulk Road, Tecoma area near Morris Road and Wattle Avenue to think about their movements between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m. on 31 January and 1–3 February when Nanette was targeted by the rock-throwing incidents. The details about the vandalism to her car – the paint throwing and slashed tires – were initially kept back from the public.
Police also canvassed the streets around her home hoping to find information on any suspicious activity people had seen on the day of the killing.
However, what happened on that evening remained a mystery and Nanette’s killer was not brought to justice.
Victoria Police Homicide Detective Senior Constable Kyle Simpson is the officer in charge of the cold case reinvestigation. Simpson said the reinvestigation into Nanette’s murder began in 2010 as a result of the Homicide Squad’s review of unsolved cases dating back to the 1950s.
‘I was allocated the case and commenced looking at it from the point of view “was there an identified suspect?” and if so, “what had been done?”’ Simpson said.
‘One of the most striking things I noticed was there was no identified suspect at all.’
Simpson explained the process for investigating cold cases.
‘Each of us within the Homicide Squad is allocated a number of cold cases. Each member’s allocation will be in varying states. Some files will be what we call a “paper review” where we simply go through what is there. Others will be at a more active investigation phase.’
Simpson said there were key points that determined whether a cold case would be reinvestigated.
‘We make a review to ensure there are avenues of inquiry that haven’t been explored. Should we be able to explore those avenues and get a result, the brief would need to be “prosecution-ready”; so in other words, we’d have sufficient witnesses still available and willing to give evidence and enough exhibits available to prove our case.’
When Simpson looked at Nanette’s file he saw the initial 1984 investigation by the Homicide Squad was extensive.
‘The team, led by [former detective] Jack Jacobs interviewed an enormous amount of people. There are in excess of 800 individual information reports, which gives an idea of the vastness of the investigation.
‘They followed every rabbit down every hole and got nowhere.’
A 1985 coroner’s inquest into the murder delivered an open finding but found that Nanette had died from a haemorrhage caused by stab wounds.
But Simpson said fresh eyes and contemporary investigation techniques gave Nanette’s family hope for a result. He said there were several investigation tools such as improved forensic analysis and cognitive interviewing of witnesses that could be used to review a cold case.
In the initial investigation, much of the publicity focused on the incidents that seemed to point to Nanette being targeted by someone. Simpson said it was still not clear whether the incidents were linked.
‘Whether the throwing of the rocks is linked to the vandalism we can’t say with any degree of certainty. However, we are aware that there were a number of other people who had their vehicles damaged by rock throwing.
‘While we are not dismissing a link we are saying it’s strange her car is damaged driving to and from work, is then subsequently vandalised and then she is murdered. Whether there’s a link between them or not – we cannot establish that at this stage.’
Could a woman have murdered Nanette Ellis?
Simpson said that theory had been a line of inquiry.
‘We never rule anything out,’ Simpson said.
He said that within the crime scene there were no visible indicators that Nanette had been sexually assaulted.
‘That doesn’t mean one didn’t occur but there were no visible signs of a sexual assault,’ Simpson said.
‘The reason why Nanette Ellis was targeted is still obscure. We can’t find a reason why she was targeted at this current point. That doesn’t mean that one won’t eventuate.
‘When I looked at the case and spent a fair bit of time within the statements and the information, it was apparent that Nanette wasn’t engaging in what I’d describe as “high-risk” behaviour.
‘When we speak about high-risk behaviour we mean things like engaging with known criminals, drug use, risk-taking behaviour. She wasn’t doing anything like that. There was nothing apparent in her lifestyle that gave me cause to be concerned.’
Simpson said the serial rapist and killer Peter Dupas had been ruled out as a suspect. Police investigated Dupas for Nanette’s murder because of the way she was killed. Dupas is serving three life sentences with no possibility of parole for the murders of three women, whom he killed in separate incidents. He is also the prime suspect in the unsolved murders of three other women.
Simpson said the homicide team would use the 30th anniversary of the murder to put Nanette’s case back in the public’s mind.
‘It was a particularly brutal attack,’ Simpson said.
‘One of the reasons cold cases are so important to us as investigators is because a lot of these families have lived these tragedies for five, 10, 15, 20 years.
‘This family has lived this for 30 years. It’s one thing knowing who has committed a murder or having reasonable suspicions as to who has done it and living with the fact that we don’t have enough evidence for a viable prosecution. It’s a whole different ballgame when the investigators don’t have a suspect.
‘After 30 years these guys deserve answers.’
I met Craig Ellis in August 2012 at his apartment in inner-city Melbourne. I had been corresponding with the family and the investigating detective Kyle Simpson since 2010. Nanette’s case was one that intrigued me because we worked for the same company, albeit more than 20 years apart. I felt a particular desire to know more and report on her case because I also live in the City of Knox (the council area in which Boronia is located) and by 2012 was the reporter for the Free Press Leader, the paper for which Nanette was the advertising manager at the time of her murder.
Craig, 48, had not spoken publically about his mother’s murder for over 25 years. He was interviewed a few times when there were renewed public appeals – in 1985 there was a $50 000 reward offered for information and in 1987 the case was featured on the Channel Seven program Australia’s Most Wanted.
‘I’ve had advice that maybe it’s time to not be so secretive about it,’ Craig said.
‘Talking about what happened to mum is something that is not easy for me to do. As a young person you can block it out to a certain extent because you are full of energy and you have new things going on in your life but there’s always that pain there. I always felt it [Nanette’s murder] was a real affliction on me, or a handicap, that it had happened to me. I used to be treated a bit differently because of what happened. Now there are only a few friends who know what happened to my mother.’
He remembers Nanette as a truly lovely woman and mother.
‘Nanette, even though she was very attractive, was very modest and not pretentious,’ Craig recalled.
Nanette was a big supporter of Amnesty International and wrote letters to try to help free people who were in jail in other countries for petty crime. Craig recalled that there was an Amnesty International sticker on the left-hand rear window of her car. Nanette was also very creative and loved art and to paint and sketch.
Craig said he had been tormented for years over thoughts that he could have saved his mother.
‘I nearly came back home that afternoon because I smoked at the time and I’d forgotten my cigarettes. I had a carton at home but I thought, “I’ll get a pack at the milk bar,” ’ Craig said.
‘I nearly came back … and it would have meant it would have been in that time frame of when she was killed. So, whether I came back and it would have delayed the killer, or I could have been killed myself. I just think if there were two of us, one would have survived to tell the story.’
Craig said his mother fought with all her might against the killer.
‘She absolutely put up a big fight. Mum really did fight hard to defend herself. Apparently she’d fallen in the hallway and then the murderer had stabbed her while she was down. She still had the strength to drag herself up again and get out through the laundry.
‘We were told mum had suffered an irrecoverable stab wound to the neck, which severed or pierced the carotid artery. That was quite distressing to learn. She still got outside the house. Had she not sustained that wound to the carotid artery she could have survived.’
Craig has often wondered if he knows the killer. Will he be shocked when he finds out who murdered his mum? The brothers – Greg has lived in Japan for many years with his family – are more hopeful than ever that the killer will be brought to justice. They have faith and trust in the determined and thorough investigation by Senior Constable Simpson.
‘I’ve wracked my brain for years over who could have done this,’ Craig said.
‘It wasn’t a robbery or a sexually motivated crime. Mum was targeted. I am open-minded about the rock-throwing incidents but the vandalism to the car was definitely personal.
‘I am angry with the person who did it. I want to see justice and I want to see some sort of compensation to our family for what we have suffered. Whatever that is, we will pursue it. It’s been such a huge thing to carry all these years,’ Craig said.
Craig has two young adult daughters and said he feels the loss of his mother more intensely than ever before.
‘As I get older the enormity and horrendous nature of what happened to my mother has really hit home because I imagine what it would be like for my daughters to lose me now and think how lucky they are to have both their parents.
‘Everyone in the family has been affected – they’ve not had a grandmother, we’ve not had a mother. There have been a lot of people affected. My late grandmother for instance, Nanette’s mother Mavis, had to carry that for 28 years until her death and never found out what happened to her daughter.’
Five years after their mother died, the boys found out they had a sister. Their grandmother told them in 1989 that Nanette had a baby when she was 18 and the little girl was adopted.
Janet O’Donnell is that girl. Though she always knew she was adopted, Janet’s relationship with her adoptive family was difficult. She grew up only a few suburbs away from Nanette, who unbeknown to her was raising her own family with her husband Max Ellis. Max died in 2013. He was officially eliminated as a suspect in the immediate investigation after his ex-wife’s murder.
‘The stories of why and where I was from were never discussed. But I always had a very difficult time in this family, so I was always an angry child that was frustrated I was never told about my biological family,’ Janet said.
Janet said Craig tracked her down in 1989, not long after he first discovered her existence.
‘The cruel part was that I was 28 then and was estranged from my adopted family. If they had told me about Nanette, I would have had a chance to meet her as I only grew up a few suburbs away.
‘So, the fact that I finally connected with Craig and Greg, and then found out about her horrific murder, I felt that once again I was cheated, and so was Nanette.’
After a long period of time, Janet has reconnected with Craig and Greg.
Janet, who is a psychologist and lives in Queensland, said when she was younger she battled with many personal demons and was just not able to comprehend the enormity of Nanette’s murder. It has taken her several years to heal.
‘I was having a lot of personal problems in my own life at the time I met Craig, and was unable to handle the news of Nanette’s death. I met my partner and we moved away to live in Darwin, so really I was not in a good space emotionally to handle it at all. I think I became numb, in denial, and blocked it out with alcohol, which I used a lot to deal with emotional pain in my younger years. Being adopted had a very negative impact on my life. I was a very troubled and mentally ill child, adolescent and young adult,’ Janet recalled.
Now the three siblings have come back together and are a part of each other’s lives in a supportive and meaningful way.
‘I honestly believe we, the three kids, have come together, so easily and effortlessly now for an important reason. I strongly believe Nanette’s killer is soon to be brought to justice,’ Janet said.
‘I am a very spiritual person. Nanette, my mum, has always been a bit of a guardian angel for me – someone to call on when life becomes tough.
‘Nanette was taken away from me when I was a baby, and taken away from the boys when they were teenagers. I will be there for the boys when her killer is convicted. I want that so much, more for the boys than myself.’
Craig said the family needed their day in court.
‘It would make such a difference to me, even to find out what the motive for her killing was,’ Craig said.
‘Nanette was a good mum and we feel her loss so much.’
Anyone with information on the murder of Nanette Ellis should contact Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000 or at http://crimestoppers.com.au.



The Royal Park Tragedy
The Shooting of Patricia Bickett
A shocking and strange case of murder intrigued Victorians in 1914. A young Melbourne schoolteacher was found shot dead in the grounds of inner-city Melbourne’s Royal Park on 14 September. Patricia Angela Bickett, 23, had been shot three times and it didn’t take police long to find the culprit.
As Miss Bickett lay dying in Royal Park, the largest open space in Melbourne, a witness saw the man who had fired at her fall to the ground and try to shoot himself. However, he did not seem to wound himself overly much. The witness told police that it then appeared that the man was kissing the woman he had just shot. The witness, who had been passing through the park on his way home, started to chase the gunman but could not catch him.
At 4 a.m. the next morning, a nervous, desperate-looking man seeking food approached a young watchman on board the small coastal steamer Prophet, docked on the Yarra River. The watchman, who was finishing up his shift, gave the man some food and saw the visitor on his way at 7 a.m. Returning to the steamer later that evening at 5 p.m., the watchmen found the man hiding in the poop deck.
The man, who had a thick European accent, said, ‘I will give you all the money I possess if you will take me to Newcastle.’
The young watchman, again showing kindness to the man, let him have some more food and sleep overnight on the boat. At 7 a.m. the next morning, the watchman called the police at Russell Street to come and investigate the strange man hiding out on the vessel.
Four officers went down to the scene and found the weakened man, who had a bullet graze to his cheek and his face blackened with gunpowder. The police had a fair idea who the mystery man was already. A manhunt had been underway for the killer of Miss Bickett for two days.
‘Is your name Antonio Soro?’ one of the detectives asked the man.
The nervous man answered, ‘Yes, I am sorry. I don’t know why I did it. God knows.’
Later at the City Watch House, when asked if he had shot Patricia Bickett, Antonio Soro, who had come to Australia from Italy in 1909, said, ‘Yes, I am sorry.’ He then gave a most dramatic and almost literary explanation for the crime when questioned further by detectives.
Soro told the police that the shooting was a suicide pact that had gone wrong. ‘We agreed to die together … it is her [Miss Bickett’s] mother’s fault,’ Soro said.
Soro claimed that he and Miss Bickett had been sweethearts caught in a love triangle. According to Soro, Miss Bickett’s mother Maria had set up an engagement between her daughter and an engineer called John Graham. But the Italian insisted to detectives that the young schoolteacher had wanted to marry him, not the engineer.
‘The girl wanted to marry me,’ Soro told the detectives. ‘She gave me money to buy a revolver.’
He said Miss Bickett had begged him to run away with her because she could no longer live with her mother. ‘She asked me to shoot her, and I did, and then I tried to shoot myself,’ Soro said in his statement to police. With his shooting attempt unsuccessful, Soro said he raced back to Miss Bickett’s Brougham Street, North Melbourne home to tell her mother of the tragedy, but there were so many people at the house that he panicked and ran away.
Committed to stand trial for murder, Soro reportedly sobbed in the court and was so hysterical that he was remanded in custody for a week to undergo medical treatment.
The newspapers dubbed the death of Miss Bickett the ‘Royal Park Sensation’ and the ‘Royal Park Tragedy’.
On 22 September, over 500 school students from North Melbourne’s Boundary Road State School, where Miss Bickett had taught, attended her funeral. ‘The tears of many of the scholars showed the affection she had won,’ the Horsham Times reported.
Antonio Soro was an intelligent young man who studied engineering in Sardinia, Italy and had come to the attention of the automotive industry and politicians with his invention – an air compressor that he hoped was worth millions in patents. In fact, Soro had papers in his possession that showed the invention had been patented in at least 17 countries. A syndicate of people was interested in making money from the invention and was supporting the young engineer. Frank Patterson, an engineer from the inner-Melbourne suburb of Burnley said he had seen a working model of Soro’s invention and thought it ‘most valuable’. Before he became known as a murderer, Soro was referred to in newspaper reports as ‘the Ballarat inventor’ and his one-horsepower wind turbine invention had some hype behind it.
One of the friends that Soro had made in Ballarat was James Bickett – the musician brother of schoolteacher Patricia. The Bickett family had a property in Ballarat and Soro had stayed with them, getting to know Patricia well.
The murder of Patricia was not the first time 28-year-old Soro had come to the attention of police.
On 2 July 1912, Soro had been found in a disoriented and dishevelled state outside a North Fremantle house; North Fremantle is a small suburb of Perth. Soro, who described himself as an inventor, told the resident that he and a companion had flown an aeroplane from Ballarat, Victoria but had lost their way. Soro said that when the petrol in the craft had run out, he had leapt from the plane into the sea and swam ashore.
The newspapers soon picked up on this intriguing tale of an Italian inventor who had fallen into the sea. Investigators had their doubts though, and Soro’s aeronautical tale was soon proven to be a lie. There was no dramatic leap from a plane – Soro had actually been reported missing from Ballarat on 27 June, less than a week before he was discovered in Perth.
The truth was that Soro had caught the steamer Kapunda from Port Adelaide to Fremantle under an assumed name: Signor Gatrono Marini. Signor Marini aka Soro, had told the clerk at the booking office that he had arrived that day by train from Melbourne. Soro was charged with being of ‘unsound mind’ (as it was referred to back then) and hospitalised while investigators made inquiries.
The story got stranger. On 23 June 1912, a few days before he went missing from Ballarat, Soro had accused two of his countrymen of stealing his invention. The matter went to the Ballarat Supreme Court almost two years later in February 1914. Giovanni Guiliano and his wife Annette were charged with theft. Soro said the pair had stolen an essential part of the machinery, which he could not reproduce, and had refused to give it back unless the inventor transferred some of the patents to them. A jury found them not guilty. The judge, Mr Justice Hodges, labelled the case ‘nonsense and jumble to begin with’ and remarked that he had been unable to follow it.
Later that year, Soro would be in court again, but this time it would be for murder.
During the October 1914 inquest into Patricia Bickett’s death, witnesses, including her mother, described the events that led up to Miss Bickett’s death. Mrs Bickett said that Soro, who was a boarder at their North Melbourne house, had never asked her permission to ‘keep company’ with her daughter and disputed Soro’s claims that the pair were in love. Mrs Bickett detailed an incident a few days before ‘the tragedy’ (as newspapers had labelled it) when her daughter’s fiancé Mr Graham had visited and left late in the evening, at around 10.30 p.m. Also giving evidence at the inquest, Mr Graham said that as he left the house there had been a scene at the doorstep when Soro came between Miss Bickett and him. Mr Graham said Soro had been overemotional and shouted, ‘You insult Miss Bickett! You are no friend of her father’s!’ Mr Graham said he was going to hit Soro but Miss Bickett intervened and ushered him away. Mr Graham said he thought Soro was jealous.
Mrs Bickett had witnessed the incident and told Soro he was no longer welcome in their home as a boarder. She told the court that she did not think that there was any special relationship between Patricia and the Italian engineer.
Soro’s defence was that Miss Bickett had asked him to shoot her and he had given detectives two letters – in Italian – written by him that sought to explain the incident. One of the letters, addressed to ‘my dearest mother’ said: ‘I was directed to do this by my girl … she said buy a pistol and let us kill each other.’ The letters were somewhat incoherent, possibly due to the translation but also from Soro’s state of mind – he had been diagnosed by doctors to be highly neurotic, depressed and excitable.
During Soro’s trial in Melbourne, in late October 1914, following the coroner’s inquest, the Crown prosecutor Mr Wolinarski said that Soro’s crime was pre-meditated and well arranged, contrary to the almost unbelievable story Soro had told of a suicide pact. The prosecution presented the theory that while in Royal Park, Soro had tried to convince Miss Bickett to leave Mr Graham and run away with him. When she refused, Soro shot her in a fit of jealousy. Mr Wolinarski said Soro’s story that Miss Bickett asked him to shoot her was an attempt to destroy the deceased’s good name and character.
Although the defence suggested that Miss Bickett had been killed in a fit of insanity, the jury disagreed and found that he was sane enough to know right from wrong. When a verdict of guilty was returned, Soro reportedly trembled and sobbed violently; however, he remained silent when asked by the judge if he had anything to say. Soro was sentenced to death on Thursday, 22 October 1914. On 16 November 1914, Soro’s death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. The Italian had escaped the gallows but would spend the remainder of his natural life in prison.
In 1918, having served three and a half years of his sentence, Soro was released and repatriated to his native Italy. The Italian government needed Soro, a reservist, to return and fight for his country. The Italian government and Soro’s family had been quietly making appeals for his release and under Australian law at the time, a foreign prisoner who had served at least two years could be released and deported.



Deadly Desire
The Murder of Christopher Gibson
Desire can make people do all sorts of things, including commit cold-blooded murder.
For young security guard Christopher Adair Gibson, death came on his nightshift in the early hours of 11 May 1993, and thwarted love was the motive.
The 26-year-old father (of a baby son) was patrolling factories in Bayswater when he was shot and bashed on the road of the deserted industrial estate. It was a calculated execution that terrified the area’s residents.
Bayswater is around 30 kilometres east of Melbourne’s CBD and a well-established suburb; many young families bought up the comparatively cheap housing in the 1980s and 1990s. Property in Bayswater and its surrounds has boomed since 2000 with the average house price exceeding $450 000. Back in the 1990s, Bayswater was not a coveted postcode but a solid one in the leafy outer east where young people could get a foothold on the property ladder and buy a spacious home on a decent-sized block of land. Bayswater also has a sizeable industrial estate. One side of Longstaff Road is factories and the other side is lined with neat brick-veneer and weatherboard houses.
On the night of his death, Christopher, who worked for State-Guard Security, cruised the streets of Bayswater’s industrial estate in his patrol car. Just before 3 a.m. he noticed a jacket lying on the ground just outside the Gardner and Naylor air conditioning factory, which was then located in Longstaff Road. Christopher, a former soldier, knew the area well. He and his wife Leanne had worked at the factory – he had been a sheet metal worker – and now his night security patrol was often around the area.
The discarded jacket piqued Christopher’s curiosity and he exited the patrol car to take a closer look. Suddenly, he was shot from a distance, twice, and then the assailant rushed toward the stunned guard and shot him twice again, at close range, in the cheek and chest. A final shot to the already dead, or dying Mr Gibson, was from the security guard’s own gun – a .357 Magnum. To finish the brutal ambush, the gunman, or gunmen, bashed the victim, most likely with the butt of the shotgun, fracturing his skull.
Residents of the quiet street were woken by the series of shots and the terrified screams of Christopher pleading for his life. It was reported in the Herald Sun that police received at least six calls from people who heard the shots. One woman, who lived in the street and spoke to the newspaper the day after the murder said Mr Gibson’s pleas for his life would haunt her for the rest of her life. ‘He yelled “no, please, help” several times,’ the woman said. She said that she was too scared to turn on her lights and telephoned police in the dark.
In one of the first tragic twists to the murder (and there would be several more) a crew from the Knox State Emergency Service (SES), where Christopher was a volunteer, showed up to the scene to assist police with lighting, only to discover that the victim was one of their own. Unable to continue with their work, the distraught crew were relieved by another unit from a nearby suburb.
Almost immediately after Christopher’s death, the coverage of the crime included concerns about the security industry and whether it needed tighter regulations. In fact, the boss of the company Christopher worked for told one reporter that the industry had become too dangerous.
‘I just don’t know if it is all worth it,’ State-Guard Security boss Vince Lopes told the Herald Sun. ‘Chris was our most cautious patrolman. If there was an uncertain situation, he would call for back-up straight away.’
Christopher Gibson’s young wife was told the dreadful news of her husband’s death a few hours later. The seemingly senseless crime left her a widow far too soon and the couple’s baby fatherless.
Kevin Ernest Barling was one of the first to comfort Leanne Gibson, soothing her and telling the 26-year-old widow, ‘Don’t worry, it will be OK.’ Barling, a former policeman (he had a serious motorcycle accident in 1977 and was then convicted of dishonesty offences before leaving the force) even tenderly rocked Leanne’s young son, then aged just 10 months. There were several other people at the house at this time and none had cause to believe that Barling was anything but sincere in his concern. Barling, now working as a private detective, knew the Gibsons through their volunteer work at the Knox SES. He had joined the organisation in 1990, and the Gibsons had joined in 1991. The trio were good friends, and, as investigators would soon discover, Barling and Mrs Gibson were particularly close – they had been having an affair.
It did not take the Homicide Squad long to find their suspect. Barling was charged with murder on 12 May 1993. Barling had disposed of the shotgun he used in the murder but a belt with shotgun cartridges and Christopher’s revolver were found by police in heating ducts at his Warrien Court, Bayswater home.
Barling told police that several shots went off when he was grappling with Christopher and that the killing was in self-defence. Barling said he had taken a shotgun to a pre-arranged meeting with Christopher, to settle ‘a personal matter’ and that it was merely for protection and to scare his friend. Barling claimed that after he hit Christopher with the shotgun there was a tussle and when he grabbed the security guard’s revolver, shots were fired. Barling’s words to investigators, which were videotaped and later shown in court, were, ‘I was scared stiff. I knew somebody was going to get hurt and I thought it was going to be me.’
The personal matter that Barling claimed he wanted to speak about was Leanne. The Gibsons had met in 1986 and married in 1990. Their first child arrived in 1992. The marriage was only in its honeymoon stage when Leanne met Barling in 1990 through volunteering at the Knox SES. According to friends who gave evidence in court and spoke to newspapers, Barling was smitten by the young woman 15 years his junior. In fact, Mrs Gibson told the court that Barling had told her that ‘he loved me from the day he met me’. The Gibsons’ fledgling marriage was strained from the demands of Christopher’s night security work and flattery and attention from Barling, including a stolen kiss in 1991, progressed to a full relationship in April 1992.
Leanne explained the genesis of the relationship at Barling’s trial, saying the ex-policeman was a friend to her when she was experiencing some difficult times with her husband, mainly about his job.
‘[Barling] came to visit. He was a comfort,’ Leanne told the Victorian Supreme Court.
She said that Barling would telephone her while her husband was working, or sometimes show up at the house, and the pair began holding hands and cuddling.
The deep friendship began to arouse suspicions among their fellow SES volunteers and from Christopher, who had told friends that he was not sure if he was the father of the couple’s son.
Leanne said she was five months pregnant when she began her relationship with Barling and that he was definitely not the father of her baby as he had undergone a vasectomy years before. Christopher had made joking references to the time his wife was spending with Barling but jokes aside, had also begun to ask workmates to drive past his house at night to see if Barling’s car or motorbike was there.
The lovers conducted their affair in the evenings when Christopher was at work. Leanne gave Barling the details of her husband’s roster, which is how he came to know exactly where to find Christopher on the night of 11 May 1993.
Love letters between the pair, read out in court, revealed Barling was romantic and attentive – and also obsessed with the young mother.
‘I love you so much, more than I have loved anyone ever before, and I can’t imagine what life would be without you,’ Barling wrote. ‘You mean more to me darling than anything in the world and I want to be part of your life and to be with you no matter how long that might take.’
The lovers had an on-again, off-again relationship but were drawn to each other. The one obstacle, in Barling’s mind, to their future happiness was Christopher Gibson. While Leanne professed her love for Barling and dissatisfaction with her marriage, she told him she would not leave her husband.
Leanne wrote to Barling: ‘Part of me is saying “Pack up and leave” but then part of me is saying I should stay because at least here I know where I stand. This sounds like I don’t know where I stand with you, but that is not the case, I just feel I am not sure what would happen if we lived together and I would not be able to cope if I left here and moved in with you and then things did not work out and I would be by myself.’
Upsetting her parents was also a major concern for Mrs Gibson: ‘I also have difficulty with the idea of leaving because I am afraid of losing my parents. They mean so much to me.’
Barling desperately wanted his lover and her baby to come and be with him, yet kept the option open for Mrs Gibson to cease the affair.
In an October 1992 letter, entered as evidence at his trial, Barling wrote: ‘If you don’t want anything further to do with me, just say so and I will get out of your life and won’t bother you anymore. If you still have feelings for me and don’t want to get rid of me then please let me know. You will be in my thoughts and dreams forever no matter what your decision.’
Mrs Gibson wrote back in November 1992: ‘My darling Kevin, you make me feel so alive and so special. I dream of waking with you and of being able to spend time with you whenever I want to – which is always. I just love you so much.’
Mrs Gibson had tried to end the relationship several times but it continued, right up until her husband’s death.
Barling had revealed his feelings about Mrs Gibson to a few friends, including fellow SES volunteer Thelma Wieldon, who was a Crown witness at his July 1994 trial. Mrs Wieldon told the court: ‘[Mr Barling] said he would marry Leanne tomorrow but something was in the road.’
Mrs Wieldon said it was clear that relations between Christopher and Barling were ‘pretty strained’.
In the weeks before Christopher’s murder, Barling and Leanne had slept together but she had told her lover that for better or worse she was staying with her husband.
It was then that Barling hatched his plan to remove the obstacle that stood in the way of him having Leanne. It would look like a robbery gone wrong and despite the affair being common knowledge, Barling believed it was the only course of action.
In his sentencing remarks, Mr Justice George Hampel said, ‘Although [Mrs Gibson] was prepared to continue the relationship and love letters were exchanged between you, she made it clear that she was not prepared to go to live with you, Nevertheless, it appears that you continued to entertain some hope that she would do so.’
Mr Justice Hampel said he accepted that Barling was driven to commit this ‘terrible crime’ by his affair with Mrs Gibson and his ‘desperate desire’ to have her come to live with him.
‘That, I think, explains your motive,’ Mr Justice Hampel said at Barling’s 26 October 1994 sentencing hearing. ‘It certainly does not provide justification or excuse for what you did.’
Barling had pleaded not guilty to the murder and had maintained that he had no intention of shooting Mr Gibson (despite turning up to the alleged meeting with a shotgun). However, in a recorded interview with the police, Barling admitted, ‘I don’t think anything I can say can make up for what I have done,’ and then he broke down in tears.
Leanne Gibson, who could never have imagined that her affair could lead to the shocking death of her husband, cried out and sobbed uncontrollably when her ex-lover was found guilty. Outside the court she told reporters, ‘Justice has been done and I’m really pleased.’
After Barling had been found guilty, his best friend expressed shock that his mate had committed cold-blooded murder. Kevin Todeschini told the Sunday Herald Sun that Barling was a kind, courteous and gentle man.
‘If I had to pick one of 1000 people who’d commit murder, Kevin is the last I’d pick,’ Mr Todeschini said. ‘Kevin is the best friend a man could have, a true value friend. He must have been insane that night.’
Barling showed no emotion when he was found guilty and as he passed within a short distance of the woman he had killed for, he did not even glance Mrs Gibson’s way.
At his sentencing, it was noted by Mr Justice Hampel that Barling was suffering from lymphoma, which his doctors said would probably claim his life within a decade. Barling’s defence barrister, Patrick O’Shannassy, asked the court to consider his client’s condition when it came to deciding how long Barling should be jailed.
‘Despite the uncertainty of the prognosis, I think the fact that you are suffering from a potentially terminal illness should be given effect in the fixing of the non-parole term,’ Mr Justice Hampel said at Barling’s 26 October 1994 sentencing.
Mr Justice Hampel sentenced Barling to 20 years’ imprisonment, with a non-parole period of 13 years. Barling had already served 535 days in custody, which was included in his sentence. While there were several examples of court decisions where the health of a prisoner was taken into account at sentencing, Mr Justice Hampel said that the gravity of the crime warranted a lengthier minimum term than the five to seven years suggested by Barling’s doctor.
In 1995, Barling’s lawyers went to the Supreme Court to appeal his murder sentence, namely the length of the non-parole period. Barling was after some compassion and for his non-parole period to be reduced in light of his illness.
The judges at this appeal hearing noted the calculated nature of the crime. Barling was hiding behind bushes when he ambushed Christopher Gibson with two shots. It was also noted by the court that evidence suggested that a final shot to Christopher’s lower abdomen was made after the security guard was probably dead. It was pointed out by Barling’s doctor that in the six months that had passed between Barling’s sentence and this appeal, the prisoner’s health had deteriorated, and a shorter non-parole period was advised. But the judges said that ill health could not be a ‘licence to commit crime’ or that offenders should expect to escape punishment because of their condition.
The Supreme Court rejected Barling’s application.
By 2003, Barling’s cancer was at a very advanced stage and he was not expected to live much longer. The ex-cop applied to the then Victorian state attorney-general Rob Hulls for an early release on compassionate grounds.
The Gibsons’ son, then 11, wrote a letter to Mr Hulls to urge him not to release his father’s killer.
‘I just want my dad but I can’t because of what [Barling] did; he should die in jail,’ the boy wrote.
Mrs Gibson spoke to newspaper reporters too and said she feared Barling would come after her if he got out of jail. A decade after her husband’s murder, Mrs Gibson was clearly still frightened and distressed at what lengths her ex-lover had gone to for her.
‘I spent quite a bit of time in the witness box, which means he has spent time in jail because of me,’ she told The Age.
‘He has nothing to lose if he gets out. He can do whatever he wants and never face the consequences. My husband was shot while pleading for his life and killed on a roadway, and this fellow wants to die in bed with pain relief and the comfort of family and friends around him.’
Barling was denied early release. He died in early 2004.



Suburban Axe Killer
Nathan Avent
The Salvation Army–run house in Melton, an outer-western suburb of Melbourne, was meant to be a safe haven for struggling families like 10-year-old ‘Steven’ and his mum.
The pair had moved to the house in early 1993 and life was settled and comfortable. The 28-year-old mum was the ‘lead tenant’ in the house that also took in vulnerable teens. Getting by on a single mother’s pension, Steven’s mum welcomed the extra money that she was paid to take care of the other residents (albeit only $75 per week) and she was grateful to have a stable home for her son.
When Nathan John Avent, 23, arrived at the Smoult Avenue address unannounced on the morning of 11 July 1994, the woman had no reason to worry. Avent had done some gardening and home maintenance chores at the house a few months before for his father, who was in charge of the management of the Salvation Army’s properties in Melbourne’s west, and both of his parents were members of the church.
Avent lived in Hoppers Crossing, a western suburb 30 kilometres from Melbourne’s CBD. Known as ‘Hoppers’ by locals, it became a suburb in the 1970s when land was subdivided and affordable housing drove young families out west. It is in the council region of Wyndham, which is the fastest-growing municipality in Australia. As with any fast-growing area on the fringes of greater Melbourne, Hoppers Crossing has a reputation for ‘hoon’ drivers and the suburb is always in the top 10 for car confiscations under anti-hoon laws introduced to Victoria in 2006.
Avent and his young wife, 19, were expecting a baby and living with his parents – a situation that caused him frustration. Being young and with the responsibility of parenthood looming, Avent had become tense with the constraints of living with his parents and the lack of sexual contact he enjoyed with his wife, who was seven months pregnant.
On that day, 11 July 1994, Avent packed his bag and set off to the Melton address, stopping for fuel and to return some videos on the way. He had watched the violent movies Driller Killer, Cannibal Apocalypse and The Best of Martial Arts a few days before.
When Avent arrived at the Smoult Avenue house, he asked to see the backyard so that he could assess which plants he needed to buy. He was greeted by Steven, a friendly, engaging child who then called his mother, still in her pyjamas, to the door.
When she let the boyish-looking Avent into the house, the woman had no idea that the bag he carried was filled with a killing kit – two knives, rope, gloves, sticky tape and a tomahawk. Avent had parked his car half a kilometre away from the house – out of sight – so that he could pretend someone was picking him up. This would give him more time in the house to fulfil the sick fantasies that had been filling his head for some time. What happened in the house that morning was worse than most people could ever imagine – the stuff of violent horror films played out in the western suburbs of Melbourne.
After he had done his fake survey of the backyard, Avent asked if he could wait at the house to be picked up. Steven was playing games and the pair watched a bit of television. Asking to use the home phone, Avent pretended to dial a number and then told Steven’s mum that he was expecting his lift in 20 minutes. No doubt needing to get on with her morning, the woman said she needed to get ready for work and excused herself to have a shower.
What happened next ranks among the most brutal killings Australia has ever seen. Steven, who was playing a board game, was facing the television, oblivious to the danger that he was in. Standing behind the boy, Avent took the tomahawk from his bag and struck Steven on the back of the neck, which, according to the coroner, killed the child instantly by severing his spinal cord and carotid artery. Avent struck him several more times before taking the axe to the kitchen and rinsing it under the tap. He placed it back in his bag, took out a hunting knife and walked into the bathroom where Steven’s mother was still in the shower. She did not yet know that the houseguest had murdered her son.
Confronted with the knife, Steven’s mother was forced from the shower and to her bed where Avent told her to lie down. He sexually assaulted the woman, running his hands forcibly over her body. Terrified and desperate to know if her son was all right, she complied with Avent’s demands. She was forced onto her stomach and he tied her hands together and began to strangle her. But then he suddenly stopped. He had ‘a change of heart’ as a judge later remarked during his sentencing of Avent.
‘I can’t do this,’ Avent said midway through strangling the woman. Avent allowed his victim off the bed and she wrapped herself in a doona. Having escaped death for the moment, Steven’s mother asked where her son was. According to court documents, Avent bluntly told her that her child was dead.
‘You don’t understand. It’s too late, your son is dead.’
Confused and distraught, she asked Avent why there was no blood on the knife and he coldly told her he had used an axe. Avent had used an axe to kill a child.
‘Call the police,’ Avent told her. She ran for her life out the door and to a neighbour’s house.
In an inexplicable move that was at complete odds with the violent, evil acts that had just occurred, Avent, sobbing and hysterical, called his mother. ‘Mum, I’ve hit someone … with an axe.’
The case sickened the state of Victoria. In police interviews, Avent, often described as ‘baby-faced’ in news reports, said that on the morning of the murder he ‘started thinking that today I would try to kill somebody’. While Steven’s mother had gone to have a shower, Avent told detectives, ‘I thought maybe I’d change my mind but I didn’t … I sat for a few minutes thinking if I should really do it, then before I knew it I was doing it.’
Up until that bloody day, Avent had only had a brief encounter with criminality, when he lost his job at a Target store in Sunshine, another western suburb of Melbourne, in 1993 for stealing $300. His older brother also worked at the store but had been promoted, a fact that was frustrating to Avent. After his dismissal, he could only find casual work, through his father and this is what led him to meet Steven and his mum.
He pleaded guilty to murder and false imprisonment on 11 May 1995 in front of Justice Bernard Teague at the Supreme Court of Victoria.
Avent’s actions indicated that he was a disturbed young man but the psychiatrist who assessed him, Dr Leslie Walton, said the killer displayed no personality disorder. His family told the courts that Avent was passive, and school reports said that he was a pleasant and cooperative student. Avent was immature though, and this was reinforced by observations from the medical profession and his own mother. At the plea hearing Dr Walton said that Avent told him that he was motivated to rape, rather than kill. Avent had told police that sex was sinful and Dr Walton said the killer was embarrassed by his crime of sexual violence. Dr Walton also said that Avent had a simplistic approach to life and was depressed at the time of the murder.
Avent’s defence tried to pin his murderous actions on the violent horror films he had watched in the days before he butchered Steven. His lawyer Aaron Schwartz said ‘fantasy and reality’ had merged for his client who would use the videos to escape from the problems of his life. Prosecutor Paul Coghlan said in court that Avent had told police that he had violent urges because he watched too many videos. Justice Teague said he found no basis for any finding that Avent’s viewing of violent videos played any part in his actions.
It seemed like it was a moment of cold-blooded madness. Justice Teague noted Avent’s remorse for the crime. Another psychiatrist Dr Karl Golumbeck told the court that Avent ‘anticipates a life of good works under the auspices of the Salvation Army upon his release from prison’. It was almost unbelievable that Avent expected that he would ever be released from prison for his crimes.
The crime was so severe that Justice Teague made the landmark Australian legal decision to allow Avent’s sentence to be televised. The videotaped footage was to be made available for television news, and networks had to show at least two minutes of the delivery of his sentence. On Thursday, 18 May 1995, a single camera from Channel Seven was in the courtroom to record the sentence with the videotape made available to other commercial networks. The camera was only to be focused on Justice Teague during the sentencing. If people were expecting an O J Simpson–style televised treatment they were to be disappointed. The decision was debated in the media with the then president of the Victorian Council for Civil Liberties Robert Richter, QC, saying he hoped it would demystify sentencing for the public. Both the then premier of Victoria Jeff Kennett and the federal attorney-general Michael Lavarch were critical of Justice Teague’s decision. Mr Kennett said, ‘Justice is not entertainment. This totally ignores the crime that has been committed.’ Mr Lavarch said the decision made him ‘uneasy’.
Steven’s mother’s evidence and victim impact statement was described by Justice Teague as ‘compelling’ and he said that he had ‘deeply reflected’ on its contents.
To Avent, Justice Teague said:
You told police you deeply regretted what you had done and that you hoped for forgiveness … I allow for the circumstances that in prison you will need protection. As in the community, so in jail, a special loathing is extended to those whose victim is a young child … You indicated to expert witnesses that when you packed your bag, your plan was to rape [Steven’s mother] and that Steven was an unexpected obstacle to your plans who had to be got out of the way. On the one hand I find the clearest signs of careful planning for violence in the days and hours before the murder, then there was the careful surveying of the scene, then there was the extreme brutality to take the life of a 10-year-old boy. There followed a cold-blooded cleaning of one weapon and the selection of another, and then there was a chilling armed attack on a defenceless woman in her bedroom. On the other hand I am faced with your having come from an impeccable home situation with devoted parents and a caring wife … and no history whatsoever of previous violence. Added to that there was, when you were poised to kill again, a change of heart and mind comparable to that of St Paul. [In the Bible, St Paul, one of Jesus Christ’s most loyal disciples, was once a persecutor of Christians before he had a revelation on the road to Damascus. St Paul was then known as Saul and after the resurrected Jesus appeared to him, he went blind for three days before his sight was restored and he converted to Christianity.]
Avent was sentenced to life for the murder of Steven and six years for the false imprisonment of Steven’s mother. The non-parole period was set at 21 years.
Because the cameras in court were fixed on the image of Justice Teague, the millions of viewers around Australia did not see Steven’s shattered mother crying out, ‘You’ll never be in there long enough Nathan. Never long enough! Die in there!’
Avent was quickly ushered out of the courtroom. Veteran Herald Sun reporter John Hamilton described a poignant moment later on, when a female police sergeant told the packed courtroom, many of whom were family and friends of the victims, ‘You can all leave now.’ ‘She was crying too,’ wrote Hamilton.
Avent appealed his sentence, saying that the media glare on his case meant that he was given a harsher jail term. The Victorian Court of Appeal rejected that it was influenced by the presence of a video camera in court but the judges agreed that his sentence was ‘manifestly excessive’ given that there was no pre-mediated murderous intent. His sentence was reduced to 25 years with a minimum of 18 years.
Meanwhile, the murdered boy’s mother, his sister and extended family were left with the trauma of Avent’s actions. The mother’s victim impact statement is heartbreaking to read. It was published in the Herald Sun on 19 May 1995, the day after Avent was sentenced for the first time:
Everything in my life has been totally shattered; emptiness continually hounds me day after day; and what followed on from that unforgettable day, I can only describe as a living nightmare … When unpacking some of my clothing [after she and her daughter had moved from the Smoult Avenue address] I came across his black jumper, which he always used to wear. It smelt like him and I cuddled it and cried and cried. This was all I had left … I feel so alone in my grief … sometimes I think the offender should have finished the job he came to do, and killed me. Instead he left me here to suffer the heartache … I cannot erase from my mind what the offender did to Steven while I was innocently showering that day, I never saw what happened, but I sometimes have vivid pictures of what my thought processes decided what happened … I have a lock and chain installed on my bathroom door, and while showering I check this constantly, making sure no-one is coming in … I have lost all trust. When someone comes to my door I don’t open it, but hide and stay quiet until the person is gone. I often have a knife by my side ready to defend myself … I feel my soul is slowly shrivelling up, and one day there will be nothing left inside of me, just an empty human shell, and then I’ll die … What of Steven’s loss? Who will talk on behalf of his losses? His right to live on this earth, his right to live a rich, full and joyous life, shared by his family and friends? There was a human being behind that name, a 10-year-old boy, a little boy who lived, breathed, laughed and cried. The offender did not have the right to end Steven’s life.
Avent was quietly released from jail on 4 June 2012 after serving his minimum sentence. The general manager of the Adult Parole Board, David Provan, said Avent is subject to a strict supervision regime and is being closely monitored by Corrections Victoria.



Murder on a Lonely Road
Ronald Eastwood
In the early hours of Friday, 24 November 1944, the bodies of two men were found shot to death, in Templestowe, an outer-northeastern suburb of Melbourne. Nowadays it is an expensive, bushy, residential locale that still has a rural feel. Back in 1944, the area had a scattered population and was full of fruit orchards. In the 1940s, to take a trip to Templestowe would have been considered ‘going bush’.
Initial newspaper reports labelled the killings ‘Tragedy on Lonely Road’. The lonely spot in question was Manningham Road and a cyclist on his way to work discovered the scene.
The body of 22-year-old labourer Roy Pugh was found ‘huddled’ in the back seat of a taxi with a bullet wound in the middle of his forehead. Mr Pugh hailed from Collingwood, a gritty, inner-Melbourne suburb, so the dead man was a long way from home.
The other dead man, taxi driver Harry Nicholls, 43, was found five metres from the cab and had multiple bullet wounds.
Police quickly established that Mr Pugh was known to them and had a criminal record. It was noted in newspaper articles that police believed his death was the result of an underworld dispute.
Mr Pugh had been convicted for a number of offences in his short life, the most recent for wounding with intent. He had received a two-year sentence and ‘10 strokes of the birch’, according to a report published in The Advocate.
A birch is similar to a cane and the punishment, known as ‘birching’ – essentially whipping or flogging someone across the buttocks – was used in Australia into the 1960s. An article in The Argus, dated 23 September 1886 titled ‘Birching at Pentridge’ explained the practice to readers as ‘the whipping of offenders against decency under 21 years of age’ and ‘an invention for the cure of the worst larrikin’. Newspapers such as The Argus and The Advertiser regularly ran stories about court-ordered birchings, mostly for juvenile offenders.
There were two others in the cab that evening – a young woman, Dorothy Grace Maxwell, 23, and Ronald Eastwood, 19. It didn’t take police long to pick up the pair and they were taken for questioning to Russell Street Police Headquarters.
Initially Eastwood claimed that he and Pugh had been pushed into a taxi at gunpoint by men he didn’t know, and he had been able to jump from the taxi. When police told him they had reason to believe that he had been in the car when Pugh was shot, he tried to blame a known criminal for the killings. However, the man he chose to blame was in jail at the time of the shootings.
From the statements given by Eastwood and Miss Maxwell, police pieced together the events they believed occurred that evening.
Eastwood and Mr Pugh were childhood friends and had been drinking together at the Retreat Hotel in Nicholson Street, Abbotsford, on the afternoon of 23 November. Deciding to keep the good times rolling, the pair intended to carry on to a party when Mr Pugh, a married man, remembered he had a date to meet his girlfriend, Miss Maxwell, who was known to them as ‘Maxie’.
Pugh phoned for a taxi from a telephone booth in Collingwood and then both the men and Miss Maxwell were picked up from an inner-city house where Miss Maxwell had been staying.
Police believed the taxi driver, Mr Nicholls, was persuaded to drive out to the northeast under the false premise that he was transporting a patient to hospital. Mr Nicholls was on an emergency call-out roster that night. The husband and father of an eight-year-old son received the despatch to pick up some people in Fitzroy. Pugh had stated when calling for the taxi that he needed to take his wife to hospital.
The men instructed the driver to go to the Fairfield Infectious Diseases Hospital and when Miss Maxwell first entered the taxi, she was told by Pugh, ‘You’re supposed to have diphtheria.’
As Mr Nicholls headed toward the hospital, Eastwood pulled a gun on the driver with the intention of taking the taxi.
‘Put it away, there’s too much traffic,’ Pugh allegedly told Eastwood and the pair started to argue.
Miss Maxwell told police that Eastwood, who was in the front seat, turned around and a shot was fired at Mr Pugh.
By this stage the cab was on Heidelberg Road, which is, and also was in 1944, a major arterial, hence Mr Pugh’s concern that another car or passer-by would see them trying to hijack the taxi.
Eastwood claimed that when Mr Pugh had called for the taxi when they were in Collingwood, he had pulled out a gun and proposed that they hold up the driver. Eastwood ended up with the gun because he couldn’t drive and they had agreed that Mr Pugh would take over the cab once they had menaced the driver. He also said that his friend had grabbed for the gun and that had caused the shooting.
However, Miss Maxwell told detectives that the pair had been friendly the whole time and that even when Eastwood fired the gun, he was calm and collected.
Miss Maxwell, terrified after seeing her boyfriend shot, leapt out of the taxi as it was moving slowly along the road. She said a cyclist gave her a lift back to Carlton.
According to Eastwood, he then told Mr Nicholls to ‘follow the road’.
The driver kept on driving. ‘He did not speak anymore. He was very silent,’ Eastwood’s statement said. He claimed they drove out past Heidelberg and when the car slowed, Mr Nicholls tried to jump out. Eastwood tried to stop him, and Mr Nicholls was shot and killed.
Eastwood’s statement was read out at the coroner’s inquest into the deaths on 8 December 1944 and the details were published in the Saturday edition of The Argus the next day:
The car was almost stopped, and he tried to jump out the side. I had been doing a bit of thinking on the way out about what I was going to do. I intended to put him out and drive the car as far as it would go. He jumped out before it was stopped and got almost on the road, and I lost my head and the gun was pointing in his direction, and I pulled the trigger and the gun went off. I just pulled the trigger as fast as I could go, and the gun went off several times. The taxi driver fell back against me in the front seat. The gun was then empty.
The post-mortem examination of Mr Nicholls found that he had been shot at least four times in the back; one of the bullets had penetrated his lung.
Eastwood told police he ‘half-dragged and half-carried’ the driver’s body to where it was eventually found the next morning.
Walking along the dark, lonely road, Eastwood asked directions to Heidelberg train station, and got off the train at Victoria Park in the city. He had dumped the gun but never revealed its whereabouts to police.
In the morning, Eastwood, a waterside worker, went to work as usual and was arrested later that day at a billiards club in Johnston Street, Fitzroy.
It turns out that Miss Maxwell may have had a lucky escape in more ways than one because Eastwood told police when being questioned that he and Pugh both intended to ‘have a go at Maxie’ after they had driven her into the bush. Eastwood described Miss Maxwell as ‘Pugh’s sheila’ to the police officer.
When the time came for Eastwood to stand trial for murder, the story was somewhat of a sensation for the newspapers. One report in The Argus described that Eastwood was frequently ‘overcome with emotion’ while he was in the witness box. ‘He swayed and seemed likely to collapse,’ the 23 February 1945 report said.
When sentencing Eastwood, Mr Justice Martin dismissed the attempts by the defence to suggest the accused was not to be blamed for carrying a loaded revolver around.
His defence lawyer said Eastwood was a product of the ‘firearms age’ and that he could not be wholly responsible for what occurred.
Mr Justice Martin said, ‘The young man of today has many privileges which his father did not have, but being allowed to roam at will with a loaded revolver is not one of them.’
Eastwood was acquitted of murder but charged with two counts of manslaughter and on 28 February 1945, he was sentenced to 18 years’ imprisonment.
Meanwhile, the community rallied around the slain taxi driver’s family. The Argus reported that a group of anonymous Australian soldiers in Papua New Guinea were so moved by the tragedy where Graeme Nicholls, now aged nine, had lost his taxi-driver father that they sent him a parcel of handmade gifts.
Graeme’s teacher at Bentleigh East primary school, Miss Marjorie Macdermid, wrote to the newspaper so that they could publish a thank you. The newspaper printed the article ‘Kindly Soldiers Remember Fatherless Boy’ on 15 March 1945.
Recently this lad, Graeme, aged 9, was the delighted recipient of a parcel from New Guinea. On opening it he found a very original moneybox, made from two coconuts beautifully polished and carved. The box contained 5/ [shillings], some New Guinea coins, and Christmas and New Year greetings from anonymous sympathisers. These kindly soldiers, themselves enduring the hardships and hazards of a New Guinea campaign, yet found time to interest themselves in bringing happiness to a small boy so cruelly deprived of a father. Perhaps from your columns they may learn of Graeme’s appreciation.



Random Act of Violence
Michael Challoner
Linda Lobos was quietly going about her business at her home in the outer-western Melbourne suburb of Werribee when her life was sharply ended by a bullet to her neck.
Mrs Lobos, who lived in the quaintly named Pelican Place, arrived home with her 19-year-old son Leigh at around 4.20 p.m. on Saturday, 18 March 1995. Saturday afternoons are generally a relaxed affair for Australians. Families may be watching sport, shopping or gearing up for a night out. Mrs Lobos was no different to thousands of other suburbanites who quietly go about their lives, not bothering anyone. She got out of Leigh’s car and was on her way to her front door when two loud ‘bangs’ rang out across the neighbourhood.
Anthony Lobos, who was in the house watching television, heard the gunshots and rushed outside to find his wife lying on the path, covered in blood, her teeth and jaw shattered. Leigh also rushed over to his mother, and the pair called for an ambulance, which arrived at 4.37 p.m.
Initially, police who arrived at the scene thought it could have been a drive-by shooting. The area was mostly housing-commission and police were frequent visitors. Werribee is an often-derided area of Melbourne’s outer west, halfway between the CBD and Geelong (the second most populated city in Victoria), as it is home to Melbourne Water’s Western Treatment Plant for sewage – a common Melbourne saying for someone in trouble is that they are in ‘more shit that a Werribee duck’. However, the suburb also has the attractions of an open-range zoo and the famous Werribee Mansion, popular for weddings and functions. These days Werribee is the centre of an area of massive growth where new housing developments are commonplace and more affordable and spacious for young families. But back in 1996, Werribee had the reputation as an undesirable, low-socioeconomic area and police worked quickly to find out whether Mrs Lobos, or anyone in her family, would have enemies who would target them in such a cold-blooded manner.
Victoria Police homicide detective Charlie Bezzina, who is now a crime commentator for News Australia, was in charge of the investigation and in his memoir The Job, said he feared the murder could be a thrill kill, which meant finding the killer would be extremely difficult.
But it turned out that police didn’t have to look very far for who killed the suburban housewife. Virtually across the street, 28-year-old Michael Joseph Challoner lived with his parents in Parakeet Road. The front door of Mrs Lobos’ home was visible from the Challoner residence as it was on the corner of both streets.
The drama that had unfolded that afternoon had the neighbours out and about and checking on each other, no doubt trying to find out more about the incident. Challoner was seen and spoken to by several of his neighbours, telling one he was ‘a tad scared’ when he heard gunshots. Challoner was home alone while his parents were on holiday. Challoner was also seen sitting in his front yard watching across the road as police secured the crime scene at 2 Pelican Place.
Later that evening, police were still at the scene, waiting for forensic examiners to finish their work. It was now after 8 p.m. and it was quiet, which was why the sounds of banging from across the road caught their attention.
Police who went over to investigate found a most unusual and disturbing sight. Challoner was naked, holding a knife and cowering in the alcove between the security and front doors. And it wasn’t a small kitchen knife. The blade of the large Bowie hunting knife was at least 20 centimetres long. The man had locked himself out of his house and he told police that he was naked for ‘sexual gratification’. The main priority for police was to get Challoner away from the knife and he dropped it after repeated requests from the officers. Forcing the door open, police searched the property. In his report, Detective Bezzina said Challoner appeared shocked and smelled of alcohol but was able to communicate with police.
A hole in the security door was of great interest to the officers. They had found a Winchester Model 94 lever-action .30-30 rifle in the lounge room and it was beginning to look like it had been fired through the hole in the door in the direction of Mrs Lobos. This high-power model of rifle is popular for hunting, especially in the United States where it is used mainly to hunt deer.
Challoner was arrested and taken to Werribee Police Station at 10.15 p.m. He was swabbed for tests to find gunshot residue on his body. The tests revealed gunshot residue on his right palm and investigators at the scene also found residue near the hole in the wire door of Challoner’s home.
The rifle belonged to Challoner’s father Harold, who was ex-military and had several powerful hunting weapons in a locked gun cabinet in the garage. On the day of the murder, Challoner was alone in the house after his parents left for a short holiday together. Challoner spent the day drinking cask wine and watching two porno videos that he had hired from the local shops. To get in the mood for his private movie viewing, Challoner had rubbed baby oil over his naked body and settled in for the day. He told police he had ‘settled in for a sexy afternoon by myself’.
He was 28 and still living with his parents so Challoner no doubt relished his time alone. He was a registered nurse who had enjoyed the privilege of a top education at one of Australia’s most prestigious (and expensive) schools, Scotch College in Melbourne. His father taught weaponry at the college and thanks to a generous staff discount was able to give his son the best education. Challoner certainly seemed to have more opportunities than most people who lived in Werribee at the time.
Challoner’s parents, who were self-described ‘battlers’, wanted the best for their son, who left school in year 11 and until arrested for Mrs Lobos’ murder, had never been in trouble with the law. He had been accepted into honours for his nursing studies and had even worked at the Pentridge Prison Hospital.
Challoner was born in England in 1966 and the family migrated to Australia in 1974. His father had served in the British Army and had maintained his interest in hunting and weapons. Police found that Mr Challoner Sr was an upright citizen who was a responsible gun owner.
Having drunk most of the four-litre cask of wine he had bought that morning, Challoner, for reasons known only to himself, broke into his father’s gun cabinet and assembled the Winchester rifle (police found baby oil all over the cupboard) then took ammunition from the garage and loaded the weapon.
What is known is that for no known reason, Challoner took aim through the flywire screen door directly at Mrs Lobos, who had come into her neighbour’s sight at the precise moment he decided to take a shot. He poked a small hole through the wire, crouched down and took his fatal aim. The families did not even know each other and the killing was an absolutely random act of violence.
Challoner claimed to police that he had virtually no memory of what happened, but his behaviour after the murder betrayed his words. Challoner shot a random bullet over a neighbour’s fence to try and make it look like there was a gunman on the loose and while talking to neighbours in the aftermath, pretended to be ignorant of the shooting. The street had been abuzz the evening prior because there had been some disturbances at two houses opposite the Challoners’ where washing had been slashed and something thrown through a window. Later while in custody, Challoner allegedly used this event to explain to his parents that he had only broken into the gun cabinet and armed himself because he had been alone and worried about being attacked.
At Challoner’s 1996 trial, the court heard that there was evidence that Challoner had confessed to a fellow prisoner, a serious sex offender, that his girlfriend had been over at the house earlier that day and they had fought. The prisoner said Challoner told him he had wanted to kill his girlfriend but she had left by the time he had assembled the rifle. Mrs Lobos was the tragic victim of Challoner’s impulse to kill. A letter that Challoner had written to his then girlfriend was also used as evidence, in which Challoner admitted he’d had the murder weapon on the day of the shooting; however, Challoner said in the letter that he had been playing around with it after Mrs Lobos had been killed.
A jury found Challoner guilty on 24 May 1996. His crime was ‘unusual, if not unique’ said Justice John Hempel, who presided over the trial.
His stable home life, education and family support were noted by Justice Hempel, who handed down Challoner’s original sentence of 19 years with a non-parole period of 15 years. ‘You have had a fortunate background … your family history is a normal one,’ Justice Hempel said at the 31 July sentencing. He also mentioned Challoner’s lack of remorse for his crime. The killer seemed unwilling to take responsibility for his actions.
Psychologist Dr Kenneth Byrne assessed Challoner and found he had personality difficulties, including immaturity and unconventional approaches to life in general. After extensive examinations, Dr Byrne reported that he did not find any psychotic illness or sociopathic personality disorder. The pornographic films Challoner had viewed on the day he murdered Mrs Lobos were not violent or sadistic.
Dr Byrne even said in his report that ordinarily he would treat a person like Challoner with counselling and antidepressants ‘to help you mature and grow up’. But Challoner was a quirk of nature who had decided one day on a whim to shoot and kill a person he didn’t know. Justice Hempel said Dr Byrne was puzzled by Challoner’s personality problems and the fatal act of extreme violence on Mrs Lobos.
‘This is the sort of crime that horrifies the community. Its random nature and lack of motive are factors which create real fear and concern,’ Justice Hempel said.
Challoner’s parents refused to believe that their son was guilty and spent over $30 000 to fight for his release. Challoner appealed his 1996 conviction successfully and on 28 July 1998, his sentence was quashed and a new trial ordered. The appeal was successful over a legal matter of evidence from a university senior lecturer in geomatics (collecting geographic information), which was found to be misunderstood by the jury. It related to the path of the bullet that killed Mrs Lobos. There was also an allegation by the defence, unsupported by the appeal judges, that the witness altered his calculations on the trajectory of the bullet from the murder weapon to suit the Crown’s theory on Challoner’s actions that day.
One of the appeal judges, J A Kenney commented, ‘This really was a most unusual case in which, through a combination of misunderstandings, a point most material to the case was withheld from the jury’s consideration.’
Challoner’s retrial was in 1999 and, again, he was found guilty. This time Challoner was represented by high-profile Melbourne Queen’s Counsel David Galbally, recognised as one of Australia’s leading legal authorities. He is also the son of Australia’s best-known criminal defence lawyers Frank Galbally.
Justice Philip Cummins said while Challoner had behaved ‘cooperatively and constructively’ while in custody, this was negated by his apparent lack of remorse.
‘Mrs Lobos was an innocent wife and mother,’ Justice Cummins said. ‘The victim impact statements, which I have read with care, are the most moving in the anguish and despair that such a random killing evokes. The shooting was a cruel act of self-indulgence by you.’
Again, Challoner was sentenced to 19 years with a minimum of 15 to be served.
Challoner’s father told the Herald Sun he still believed his son was innocent of the crime. ‘We will fight to the end of our lives to prove his innocence,’ Mr Challoner said.
Meanwhile, the Lobos family were left to endure the pain and disbelief at the violent and random manner in which their wife and mother had died.
After Challoner’s retrial and sentencing, veteran journalist and TV presenter Jill Singer wrote an editorial for the Herald Sun on 4 March 1999 titled ‘Men Who Hate Women’. Singer made reference to the judge’s remarks that the murder was the ‘nadir of self-indulgence’ and was seemingly motiveless and without remorse. ‘The judge’s comments however speak volumes about what he suspected was at play and what many women fear is at play in the minds of too many men. [Challoner] is a misogynist,’ Singer wrote.
This was an interesting observation because by now Challoner wanted to be a woman and was referring to himself as ‘Michelle’. In fact, Challoner told a psychologist that at his first trial in 1995 he was already identifying as a female trapped in a male body but that he had kept it a secret.
In 2000, Challoner launched an appeal against his second sentence but it was dismissed.
In 2002, it was reported in the Herald Sun that Challoner wanted state-funded hormone therapy to become a woman. He launched a discrimination claim in the Victorian and Civil Administrative Tribunal against the Victorian Justice Department, former correction services commissioner Penny Armytage, a former Ararat Prison officer and a Department of Human Services psychologist. In his claim, Challoner said he was being discriminated against because the prisons he had been held in had refused to give him female hormones and that this was because they would be liable for his sex-change surgery if treatment began while he was in jail. He also complained that being forced to shower with other males was discriminatory and that he was entitled to reasonable medical care and treatment, as would any other prisoner who had a medical condition. His claim was denied.
One of Victoria’s most notorious prisoners, serial killer Paul Denyer has also made unsuccessful bids for hormone treatments while in jail. Denyer, who refers to himself as ‘Paula’ and has adopted a female persona, murdered three women in 1993 in and around the bayside Melbourne suburb of Frankston.
Challoner was released from prison on 30 June 2010. His parole order will expire in April 2014. The Adult Parole Board of Victoria granted Challoner’s request to have his parole order transferred to Western Australia.



The Crime that Shocked Victoria
The Assassination of Jane Thurgood-Dove
John Magill wants to live to be over 100 years of age so that he can see the men involved in his daughter’s brutal murder brought to justice.
Mr Magill’s youngest daughter Jane Thurgood-Dove, 35, was executed in the driveway of her suburban Melbourne home – in front of her three children – after she had picked them up from school on 6 November 1997.
Until that moment, Jane was an ordinary mum and wife. She shared a weatherboard home with her husband Mark in a quiet street just minutes from where she grew up in Niddrie, 13 kilometres northwest of Melbourne’s CBD. You couldn’t get more typically suburban than the Thurgood-Doves. They quietly and lovingly went about their daily lives like hundreds of thousands of other Aussie families. Mark was a factory foreman, and Jane had stopped working when her first child was born, her days busy with the school run and the endless tasks that make up family life.
Police know a great deal about the crime after thousands of hours of investigations over the years but they have not been able to bring the killers to justice … yet.
The murder of the suburban wife and mother shocked Victorians and to this day remains one of the crimes that haunt police. Mention the name ‘Jane Thurgood-Dove’ and most Victorians who were old enough to remember the news coverage immediately recall the front pages of the newspapers that ran the photo of the naturally pretty woman, with blonde-and-caramel-highlighted hair and bright eyes. A much-published photo, taken earlier in 1997, shows Jane, with her three children. Her son, 10 when his mum died, smiles broadly for the camera. Her daughters aged two and five, cuddle up close to their mum. The horror of the murder – a woman gunned down in front of her children – sickened the state and seemed to baffle police.
I met the Magills at Niddrie Village Shopping Centre in April 2013 and as we headed towards the car park, they greeted at least five people along the way in the few minutes it took.
The family is well known and respected in the area. Mr Magill, 79, was a butcher and for many years managed a popular butchers shop in Moonee Ponds, a few suburbs away from Niddrie. He had only just retired in 1996, the year before the murder.
‘The community, the people we’ve known for years, closed in around us and protected us,’ Mrs Magill, 78, said.
I was invited to the Magills’ home and we spent several hours speaking about Jane’s murder and what life has been like since. The couple raised their three daughters there – Jane was the baby of the family – and on the door frames of the kitchen there are pencil markings noting the heights of the girls over the years.
The Magills have been married for 58 years and moved into their home the day after their wedding.
Sitting at their dining table – the same one that held countless family dinners over the years – I wondered about Jane’s children, who are now young adults. Their smiling faces beam out from photos on the walls and shelves.
Jane’s murder was a professional hit gone wrong. In the same street lived a convicted criminal and his wife, Peter and Carmel Kyprianou.
Police believe that the wife, who was said to resemble Jane and also drove a four-wheel drive, was the real target of the hit, which was a payback from underworld figures who had a grudge against her husband.
The couples did not know each other and the Kyprianous moved away from the street not long after Jane’s murder.
Mr Magill said he had been told that in the days after the murder, neighbours told the police canvassing the area that the Kyprianous would have been the intended target of a shooting, not Mrs Thurgood-Dove.
At least four men were involved in the fatal shooting – the gunman, the driver of the getaway car, the person who stole the car and the organiser of the cold-blooded hit.
The gunman, described as ‘pot-bellied’, chased Jane around her four-wheel drive, as her three children looked on from inside the car. The gunman callously shot Jane when she tripped and fell, then he ran to a silver-blue Holden Commodore, which sped away. The burnt-out wreck of the car, stolen from inner-city Carlton a few days prior, was found in nearby Farrell Street. It is believed that the men switched to a white Commodore.
The gunman undoubtedly stalked Mrs Thurgood-Dove in the days before her murder. Several witnesses had seen the car that carried the men to the murder the day before near the school attended by two of her three children. Mr Magill said he thinks the men were watching his daughter the night before her death – when she was at their home to celebrate his birthday.
The Magills said there is not a moment that goes by where Jane is not in their thoughts.
Mrs Magill recalled the horrific moment they found out that their daughter had died. The night before, the whole family had celebrated Mr Magill’s birthday and they shared what would become their last goodnight kiss to their daughter as she left for her Muriel Street home, just minutes away. His birthday has ceased to have much meaning for Mr Magill since then as each one reminds him of his precious daughter’s murder and the fact that those involved are still unpunished.
Mrs Magill said she was pottering around the kitchen and preparing dinner when she heard the police helicopter flying loud and low. The couple went out to the street, as did other residents, to see what was going on. Little did the Magills know that the police activity was to do with their family just streets away.
‘We’d had dinner and there was a knock at the door,’ Mrs Magill said.
‘John had answered the door and he said it sounded serious and we asked the police inside. They asked if we had a daughter Jane and then we were told she had been shot and had died,’ she said.
‘It was just like that, so blunt, though I can’t imagine how you would ever deliver that sort of news to anyone.’
The couple are angry and frustrated and worried that justice will never be done.
‘I’ve thought of nothing else but Jane’s death and going for the person who is ultimately responsible for it,’ Mr Magill said. ‘That’s why I want to live to well over 100. Under normal circumstances, situations like Jane’s death doesn’t happen with families like ours.’
Mrs Magill added, ‘But it does – look what happened to us.’
Another murder, with some connections to Jane’s, occurred in 2000 and showed that though rare, innocent people can get caught in the web of the underworld with fatal consequences.
Keith Allan was a suburban solicitor who was murdered in 2000. Though his body had not been found, three men, including Keith’s law clerk, Julian Clarke, were convicted in 2007 of his murder and sentenced to jail terms in excess of 20 years. Clarke had stolen at least $420 000 from the law firm’s trust account. Keith had eventually discovered the fraud and Clarke organised to have his boss killed.
Peter Kyprianou’s cousin, Costas Athanasi was one of Keith’s killers and he is currently serving 25 years for his main role in organising the murder. Mr Allan had represented Kyprianou in a 1999 assault case.
Mrs Magill said Jane was a devoted mother and wife. ‘She would help at her children’s primary school doing reading with students and they loved her,’ Mrs Magill said. ‘Jane was always thoughtful.’
Mrs Magill shared one memory of Jane’s thoughtfulness: In mid-1997, the Magills embarked on a dream six-week tour of the United Kingdom and Europe. The couple arrived in Paris on Mrs Magill’s birthday and waiting for her at the hotel reception was a card from Jane.
‘Jane had contacted the tour operator and found out what hotel we would be staying in. That was her all over.’
Jane would have been 50 on St Patrick’s Day, 2013.
Mr Magill pulled out a thick binder of news clipping on the murder and recalled the battles they have had to get the police to increase the reward for information that could lead to a breakthrough in the case. He has painstakingly kept a diary of events since 6 November 1997.
Mr Magill said he was always of the opinion that a large reward was a key factor in getting people to talk about who was involved in his daughter’s assassination.
Mrs Magill said in the late 1990s, the then Victorian premier Jeff Kennett rang them directly to offer his personal and government’s support in whatever they needed.
She said when the couple mentioned that there seemed to be some issues with getting a reward approved, Mr Kennett told them he would see to it. Not long after, a reward of $100 000 was offered. But Mr Magill always felt the money needed to be more to get serious intelligence.
Now, there is a $1 million dollar reward on offer for information that leads to a conviction. In fact, if didn’t take long for greed to motivate someone with information because the day the unprecedented reward was first announced in 2003, police received a vital tip on the identity of the gunman.
That gunman was allegedly ex-Rebels Motorcycle Club member Steven John Mordy. He had died from heart disease, aged 39, in 2000 after years of abusing his body and mind with amphetamines and booze. His close associate Jamie Reynolds was believed to have stolen the getaway car. He is also thought to have been waiting at the spot where they torched the vehicle and then drove Mr Mordy and another man away. Police had been on the verge of questioning Mr Reynolds for his part in the murder when he drowned in a boating accident in 2004.
Such is the police’s determination to solve Jane’s murder that they have also offered immunity to a veteran criminal with bikie connections if he testifies against the person who ordered the execution. The man they want to speak to was the driver of the car that drove the killer to and from Muriel Street.
The Magills are angry about the length of time it took to definitely establish that the murder was a mistaken-identity killing. The hope that they held, even a decade on from their daughter’s death, is fading fast.
In the early years after Jane’s death, police focused on a theory that a police officer was involved in the murder of the Niddrie mum. The policeman – who lived just streets away from the Thurgood-Doves and was interviewed several times over the murder (he reportedly failed a lie detector test) – was for a time the prime suspect who police theorised had ordered a hit on Jane because of thwarted romantic feelings.
The man, who was known to the family and moved in some of the same circles, was reportedly obsessed with Jane.
Mrs Magill said she knew the policeman in question and had even met with him a few months after her daughter’s death.
‘He was infatuated with Jane and he was probably in love with her,’ Mrs Magill said. ‘But she was happily married and had the kids.’
‘After I’d sat down with him to talk, I knew he had nothing to do with Jane’s murder,’ she said. ‘I straight out asked him if he had anything to do with it. [The police] zeroed in too much on this man as the suspect.’
It was also reported that Jane had a ‘dark secret’. When I brought this up for discussion, Mrs Magill shook her head and scoffed. ‘That was absolute rubbish,’ she said. She feels it was a diversion that stole precious police investigation time from finding the true culprits.
A teacher at the kindergarten the children had attended came forward to police with information that a year prior, Jane had said ‘everybody has secrets, even me’.
‘We didn’t even know her and she was speaking on our family’s behalf,’ Mrs Magill said. ‘It was most probably a throwaway comment by Jane.’
Mrs Magill became a volunteer in the court system as a support worker after Jane’s death. She wanted to help other families who were victims of crime and assist in navigating the confusing and painful twists and turns of the legal process. Nowadays, she volunteers one day a week at the Victorian Coroner’s Court.
Through their painful experience, the Magills have become friends with other parents of Victorian homicide victims such as George and Christina Halvagis, whose daughter Mersina was stabbed to death as she was tending to her grandmother’s grave at Fawkner Cemetery in October 1997. Serial killer Peter Dupas is serving three life sentences and is never to be released for the murders of Mersina and two other women. They also got to know Roger and Joy Membrey through their shared pain of losing their daughters. The Membreys’ daughter Elisabeth, then 22, vanished from her Ringwood home in 1994. Elisabeth’s body has never been found. Shane Bond was found not guilty of her murder and manslaughter in 2012.
Victoria Police detective Senior Sergeant Ron Iddles is now the head of the state’s newly reformed Cold Case Unit. The Magills said his dedication to solving the case was unquestionable, but they felt angry about why it had been so hard to try to get justice.
‘I always say, you can do anything in Victoria because you won’t be punished,’ Mrs Magill said.
The Magills showed me a home video, filmed on Easter Sunday, 1997. It is a much-cherished memento of their life before Jane’s cold-blooded assassination. Jane would be dead by the end of the year.
‘That was when we were happy,’ Mrs Magill commented to me as she lovingly watched her family laugh and talk and help Jane and her husband Mark’s children find Easter eggs hidden around the house and backyard. It was such a picture of normal family life. I couldn’t stop thinking that the beautiful young mum I was watching in the video would be on the front pages of newspapers just months later, an innocent victim of Victoria’s underworld.
In the video, Jane is revelling in her children’s delight at their Easter egg hauls. There are playful scenes of Jane and one of her sisters re-enacting the Irish dancing phenomenon of the late 1990s Riverdance and of Jane making paper hats for her kids.
Later on in the night, Mr Magill captured his three daughters dancing to the Crowded House song ‘Don’t Dream It’s Over’. Jane is swaying to the song and then cheekily arching her back out of the frame of the video camera.
‘For a long time after if I heard that song anywhere it would reduce me to a tearful mess,’ Mrs Magill said. ‘Then a while ago I was in a clothes shop and thinking how much Jane would have liked some of the things in there and the song came on. That was my daughter who I carried and bore and protected for all those years.
‘I’ll never forget and I will never forgive.’
Driving me to the tram stop, Mr Magill said, ‘People talk a lot about “moving on” but how do you do that after your child is murdered? Until people become a victim of the homicide of a loved one they will never, ever understand. We can never move on.
‘I can’t die before I see justice for my Jane.’



Night Terrors
The Sleepwalking Murder of Patricia Cogdon
Ivy Cogdon suffered from nightmares that were often so bad she believed them.
The 50-year-old mother from the Melbourne suburb of Carnegie was prone to ‘nervous complaints’ – as anxiety and associated psychological conditions were referred to in the earlier half of last century – and she was under the care of several doctors.
On the night of 11 August 1950, Mrs Cogdon’s night terrors were so real to her that she did the unthinkable. Her only child Patricia, 19, was asleep when Mrs Cogdon entered her room with an axe in hand, and smashed her daughter’s skull. Poor Patricia was found in the early hours of the morning, dead in her bed, with the bloodstained axe near her body.
Mrs Cogdon was interviewed by police and charged with her daughter’s murder on Saturday, 12 August. Detectives told newspapers that Mrs Cogdon had made ‘certain admissions’ during the interview.
It was a shocking case – a mother killing her own daughter in such a brutal way – but there was more sensation to come.
Mrs Cogdon’s admissions would have seemed far-fetched to most people, and certainly did to the detectives. Mrs Cogdon told the interviewing detectives, ‘I dreamt the war was all around the house. I head Pat screaming and rushed into her room, it was full of soldiers. I hit at them. I remember hitting the bed. Oh Pat, I don’t want to live now.’
Mrs Cogdon pleaded not guilty to her daughter’s murder. Her defence was that she was sleepwalking at the time she killed Patricia and believed she was protecting her girl from Korean soldiers who had invaded their suburban home.
At the coroner’s inquest into Miss Cogdon’s death, Dr Henry Stephens, a Spring Street psychiatrist, said he thought Mrs Cogdon was a somnambulist – a sleepwalker. Several other doctors, who had been treating her told the court they believed Mrs Cogdon would not have known what she was doing at the time of the killing.
Her complex neurosis included severe nightmares that were disclosed to the doctors who were treating her condition. According to medical experts who assessed her, Mrs Cogdon was a ‘hysterical type’ who could suffer blackouts and was prone to sleepwalk.
Mrs Cogdon’s trial by jury began in December 1950 and made national – and international – headlines for her unusual defence.
Mrs Cogdon’s sister, Florence Millar, said the day before the gruesome event, Mrs Cogdon told her she had awoken from a terrible nightmare about red spiders and found herself in her daughter’s room brushing imagined creepy crawlies off the girl.
Mrs Cogdon told the court Pat awakened while she was trying to get rid of the ‘red spiders’ and said, ‘What is the matter, Mummy? What are you doing?’
‘I said I was just tucking her in,’ Mrs Cogdon recalled tearfully. Her fear of red spiders was prompted by the knowledge that someone in Carnegie bred these spiders and sold them as pets. When Mrs Cogdon heard that these people let the spiders in their house as a hobby, she told the court she ‘shuddered’ at the mere thought.
During his cross-examination by the Crown, Dr Edward Campbell, a psychologist and lecturer at Melbourne University said that Mrs Cogdon had developed a ‘tyrannical super-ego’, which drove her to ‘overprotect’ her daughter.
The concept of the ‘super-ego’ was introduced to psychology in the 1930s by Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of personality. According to Freud, personality is composed of three elements: the id, the ego and the super-ego, which work together to create complex human behaviours. The id is driven by basic instinctive needs (such as hunger and thirst), the ego is driven by reality, and the super-ego is driven by morality, and works to act in socially acceptable ways (i.e. judging right and wrong).
Mrs Cogdon’s super-ego was overworking but not aligning with reality. Dr Campbell said his tests had revealed that Mrs Cogdon had remarkably low tolerance to perceived problems or challenges, which meant she was likely to quickly overreact to common worries such as war.
Dr Campbell said Mrs Cogdon had recounted her nightmares to him including one where three ghosts had stood at the end of her bed and told her they had ‘come to take Pat’.
Her greatest fear was the Korean War and protecting her family from invading soldiers. The night she died, Patricia had mentioned to her mother that she might become a transport driver if the Korean conflict hit Australian shores (the Korean War lasted for three years from 1950 to 1953). In particular, she worried her beloved daughter would be ‘polluted’ by any invading soldiers.
Mrs Cogdon said she had lain awake worrying and Patricia had called out, ‘Mummy, don’t be silly worrying about war. It is not at your front door.’
Not long after Pat would be dead because of her mother’s neurotic fears.
Appearing extremely fragile on the dock, Mrs Cogdon collapsed at one point, dragging her nurse along with her. The nurse sat alongside the accused murderer to comfort her during the trial, which lasted less than two days. Her husband, Arthur Cogdon, quickly went to her aid, along with several doctors present who had given evidence during the trial.
The sleepwalking defence was backed up by psychiatrist Dr Henry Stephens. Under cross-examination he said he had met with the accused 25 times since her arrest and he found she suffered from hysteria and somnambulism, with associated amnesia.
Dr Stephens’ evidence startled the court because he said Mrs Cogdon could have acted silently while getting the axe and hitting her daughter – whom she believed was a soldier sitting on Patricia’s bed.
Crown prosecutor Mr M Cussen asked how the axe blows could have fallen on the same area of Patricia’s head if Mrs Cogdon was in a sleepwalking state.
Dr Stephens replied, ‘I do not think that was the target. I think the blows were aimed at a hallucinatory body or satyr, or some object which was trying “to pollute” her daughter.’
‘Do you think it possible for a frail woman to wield a six-pound [2.7-kilogram] axe and bring it down twice with great force on the bed without waking herself up?’ Mr Cussen queried.
Dr Stephens said he thought it was possible.
The three doctors who gave evidence also concluded that Mrs Cogdon was not insane and showed no psychotic traits in the numerous tests she underwent.
One of the doctors, Collins Street psychiatrist Dr J Hurt said he had examined the accused for seven hours and believed her hysteria manifested in sleepwalking. He recounted that Mrs Cogdon had told him she had done things such as turn on gas jets in the middle of the night and been found wandering in the street in her nightdress. Dr Hurt said he had witnessed a sleepwalker in action and disputed the popular belief that they walked with their arms outstretched to stop themselves bumping into objects. He told the court that sleepwalkers had been reported to step over and around obstacles in their path while they were in their somnambulistic state. But the doctor said he had never known of a sleepwalker to commit a violent act.
It was clear to the court that Mrs Cogdon was an extreme sleepwalker.
Mrs Cogdon’s love for her daughter was not questioned. She admitted she was devoted to Patricia and loved her deeply. The pair had a close, loving relationship. The brutal death Pat suffered at her mother’s hand was at complete odds with the evidence given by family about how much Mrs Cogdon almost worshipped her daughter.
On the strength of the medical evidence, the jury found Mrs Cogdon not guilty. She collapsed in the dock when the verdict was announced.
The case made legal history in Australia because it was the first time a person accused of murder had successfully used sleepwalking as a defence in the country.
Prior to Mrs Cogdon’s case there were very few other documented cases where sleepwalking was used as a defence.
In 1846, American man Albert Jackson Tirrell was acquitted of the murder of his lover Maria Bickford. Tirrell had visited the Boston brothel where the victim worked, slit her throat from ear to ear and then set three fires at the scene. He went into hiding after the crime. Tirrell’s lawyer managed to convince a jury that his client had been sleepwalking when he killed Ms Bickford and was unaware of his violent actions. However, according to the US-based research organisation Sleep Forensics Associates, Tirrell’s attempt at covering his tracks by lighting the fires and running away from the scene are not actions that are consistent with sleepwalking. Tirrell’s sleepwalk defence would probably be unsuccessful if he were tried in a courtroom of today.
Following Mrs Cogdon’s case, there have been a number of other cases of the ‘sleepwalking defence’ worldwide.
In 1955, another Australian woman used sleepwalking as a defence for murder. Alice Lange, 47, was charged with murder after she shot her sheep farmer husband Theodore at their home in Wesburn, Victoria. Mr Lange was shot in the back of the head as he slept. Mrs Lange told police her husband was a ‘terrible man’; however, her two adult children and members of the small rural community in the Yarra Valley said the family was well respected and happy. Mrs Lange had undergone shock treatment for depression a few years before.
Daughter Valda, 19, gave evidence that her mother had ‘a faraway look’ in her eyes on the morning of the shooting.
Mrs Lange told police she got out of bed and crept into her son Ronald’s room and got a shotgun in the early hours of 16 August. In her statement she said, ‘I went back to the bedroom and laid [the shotgun] on my pillow, with the barrel at my husband’s head … I waited for over a quarter of an hour before I could pull the trigger.’
Mrs Lange’s counsel was high-profile criminal defence lawyer Frank Galbally, who presented the sleepwalking defence to a packed courtroom – the case had attracted much attention from newspapers.
Mrs Lange was found not guilty on the grounds she was insane at the time of the killing but she was kept at Pentridge Prison ‘until the governor’s pleasure be known’ (that is, indefinitely).
The most-well-documented case of the ‘sleepwalking defence’ is that of Canadian man Kenneth Parks. In 1987, Parks, who at the time was 23 and had a baby daughter, drove 22 kilometres to the home of his mother-in-law and stabbed her to death. He also choked his father-in-law into unconsciousness. Parks then drove himself to a police station and said, ‘I think I have killed some people … my hands.’ He had deep cuts to the tendons in his wrists that required surgery. Parks, who had a good, close relationship with his in-laws and was described as a ‘gentle giant’, had no memory of the event. Initially specialists and law enforcement did not believe Parks’ claims but after exhaustive medical tests and an investigation, there seemed no other alternative explanation. In 1989, amid worldwide media attention, Parks was acquitted of murder and attempted murder. In 1992, the Supreme Court of Canada upheld the acquittal.
In 2005, a British man was acquitted of murdering his father because he was sleepwalking. Jules Lowe, then 32, was found not guilty on the grounds he was insane when he battered his father to death in 2003. An expert found Mr Lowe was in a state of ‘insane automatism’ when he committed the violent act, meaning he could not be held responsible for his father’s death. Automatism is the legal definition of ‘acting involuntarily’. Mr Lowe was found not guilty by reason of insanity. He was sent to a psychiatric hospital, and released after 10 months.
In 2010, Western Australian man Vernon Silich was found guilty of the murder of his parents Robert and Faye. In 2008 Silich kicked them to death, while wearing steel-capped boots, as they slept. He pleaded not guilty to the crime and claimed he could not remember the event and woke after a heavy night of drinking and found his parents’ bodies. Silich’s defence told the court that the accused had a history of sleepwalking and had involuntarily attacked his parents, with whom he apparently had a close relationship. Silich is serving a life sentence with a minimum of 19 years.
Would Mrs Cogdon get away with murder today? What is certain is that her case would attract intense media attention.
Records show Mrs Cogdon died in 1952 at Mont Park, a mental hospital, located in the Melbourne suburb of Kew, which was closed in 1999.



Too Trusting
The Killing of Suburban Lawyer Keith Allan
Melbourne man Lyle Allan lost his only sibling almost 14 years ago in the most horrific of circumstances.
Keith Allan, 53, was murdered sometime in the late evening of Sunday, 28 May 2000. He was the victim of a professional hit. The killers of the unassuming suburban lawyer have been found guilty and are currently serving lengthy jail sentences.
But that’s not the end of the story for Lyle, now 70, who still can’t mourn his brother properly. Keith’s body has never been found and the men responsible for the cold-blooded killing are keeping their mouths firmly shut on its whereabouts.
The world of homicide victims is one Lyle never dreamed he would ever be a part of, though he always worried that his little brother would wind up in trouble.
‘I never thought Keith would be killed though,’ Lyle told me when we met in July 2012.
Lyle said his brother’s business acumen left a lot to be desired but he was an honest, clean-living man.
‘He was hopeless with money,’ Lyle said. ‘He was trusting, too trusting of people.’
Keith was a hard worker who didn’t drink or smoke. His passion was harness racing but being quite a frugal man, he never bet big sums. He attended Northcote High School, and then went on to complete a law degree at Melbourne University. After graduating, Keith bought a solicitor’s practice in Military Road, Avondale Heights. He opened a second practice in Springvale in 1996.
But his poor business skills led to financial troubles and Lyle had to bail his brother out in 1996 when the purchase of a stud farm went wrong. Lyle never hesitated in helping Keith but it cost him dearly – over $150 000.
After he helped his brother out of the stud farm mess, Lyle insisted that the home the pair shared in the suburb of Northcote – next door to their childhood home where their mum Mavis still lived – was transferred into his name.
Julian Clarke was born in 1956 in Marrickville, NSW, and grew up in Geelong. He worked in the public service for 10 years before becoming a law clerk.
Clarke came to work at Keith’s office from an employment agency in 1995 when the volume of conveyance work became too great for Keith and his small staff to handle.
Unlike his frugal boss, Clarke bet large sums on the races and when Melbourne’s Crown Casino first opened in 1994 he became a frequent gambler there.
Clarke became co-signatory of the firm’s trust account and also did most of the office banking. Lyle said this was an example of his brother’s poor business judgment, which tragically, would cost him his life.
Clarke began to improperly use money from the firm’s trust account, in the hundreds of thousands, to fund his own lifestyle as well as his ‘roll-over’ system where he would give gamblers money from the trust to allow them to keep gambling at the casino. Clarke was a member of the Mahogany Room at the casino, which offers members high-stakes gaming.
Some of the money went to the Crown Casino credit line of Frank De Stefano, the disgraced former mayor of the City of Geelong. De Stefano plundered $8.6 million from clients of his own accounting firm and most of this money was spent at Crown. De Stefano was sentenced to a minimum seven years’ jail in 2003 and was released in 2009.
The punters who ‘borrowed’ from Clarke were meant to pay the money back so the firm’s trust account could be replenished. Clarke himself was a big punter and living the high life, which did not match up with his $30 000 annual salary. With his boss oblivious to the day-to-day business keeping of the firm, Clarke could keep feeding his gambling habit and lifestyle.
Clarke feared he would be found out after Keith’s legal practice came under the scrutiny of the Law Institute of Victoria. Having already stalled the institute’s investigation and requests for him to provide the firm’s ledgers, Clarke knew he was going to be found out over an inspector’s request for records of certain payments. These were to be reviewed on 5 June 2000. So Clarke plotted the murder of his boss to hide his gambling-related thefts. He thought that if Keith ‘disappeared’, then the blame would be able to be placed on Keith.
After a cheque was dishonoured and several settlement payments were not available, Keith realised that his firm was in serious trouble and he informed his staff of the situation during a lunch on Friday, 26 May, just two days before he was murdered.
Clarke enlisted the help of his friend Costas Athanasi, whom he had met via Peter Kyprianou. Kyprianou’s wife is strongly thought to have been the true target of an underworld hit, which tragically took the life of Niddrie mother Jane Thurgood-Dove in 1997. The Kyprianous and Thurgood-Doves lived in the same street.
Clarke needed a killer and Athanasi recruited Sudo Cavkic, whom he’d known since the mid-1980s. Clarke even paid for Athanasi’s ‘help’ with $70 000 taken from the law firm’s trust account.
As part of his plan, Clarke arranged to meet Keith Allan at the practice’s Avondale Heights office on the evening of Sunday, 28 May 2000. Before Keith arrived, Clarke composed a letter to his boss, part of his plan to get away with killing Keith and making it look like he had disappeared on purpose:
Keith,
It is with great reluctance that I write this letter.
I cannot however go on with the charade that you have demanded of me.
Keith, I like you very much and there is nothing that I would not do to save your practice and the jobs of [the staff] and myself. I feel that this has not been better illustrated than my complicity in covering your tracks and the sham of trying to delay the investigation by the Law Institute these past 8 months.
It cannot go on any longer.
Unless you have adequate funds in trust to trade and by that I mean to cover all trust balances by 9.30 a.m. Monday, 29 May 2000, I will have no alternative [but] to report the matter to the Law Institute unless you have already done so.
Please do not do anything rash. Rather stand firm as the investigation by the [Law Institute of Victoria] may not hold the horrors you fear.
Lastly Keith you have indicated to all and sundry your preparedness to take your own life. Put this thought out of reach Keith.
Clarke had apparently told Keith that he might have someone who could help the firm out of its financial mess. CCTV footage showed the two men at a service station in East Keilor at 9.53 p.m. where they had driven separately. Police believe that Cavkic was already there waiting and Keith was abducted at gunpoint and then murdered.
Lyle had been at dinner at Cramer’s Hotel in Preston with Keith earlier in the evening, along with a few other friends including his brother’s girlfriend Cheryl Lahey, then Sutherland. (Ms Lahey died in June 2013 of cancer.)
Earlier in the day Keith had told his big brother that the law firm was in trouble and he needed urgent access to $100 000.
‘I said good bye to Keith as he left with Cheryl and I thought he would come home after taking her home,’ Lyle said.
‘At 9.27 p.m. a man rang and wanted to speak to Keith. I rang Keith on his mobile and he said he would ring him the next day. I did not ask Keith where he was, and I was derelict in doing so,’ he said.
‘I thought Keith was at Cheryl’s place. That was the last conversation I had with him.’
Lyle tried to call Keith numerous times after 11.30 p.m., to see where he was. Lyle had expected his brother home already and was a bit worried.
‘Only one and possibly two of those calls were answered but Keith’s phone hung up immediately after the response. There were no words spoken at the other end,’ Lyle said.
‘We got a call at 3 a.m. from the police to ask if Keith was at home. I checked his bedroom and he wasn’t there,’ Lyle said.
‘From that time on we were constantly in communication with the police.’
The reason for the call from police was that two officers had found Keith’s Mercedes in Ayr Street, Laverton at 2.20 a.m.
Keith’s disappearance was starting to look like foul play very early on – virtually hours after he was murdered, thanks to the curiosity of two senior constables on an otherwise routine night shift. Senior Constables Michael Strongman and Travis McCarthy did what all good police should do – they followed their curiosity.
At 2 a.m. the duo spotted a white Jaguar with New South Wales registration plates drive past them and they decided to follow it. The Jag, driven by Athanasi, headed into an unlit part of the street. The car pulled up near the blue Mercedes – Keith’s car – driven by Cavkic.
When Cavkic was questioned about why he was in the Mercedes, he gave a fake name and address and said his friend ‘Keith’ had lent him the car. Cavkic said he’d met ‘Keith’ on a pub crawl at the Taylors Lake Hotel. (Taylors Lake is a suburb 23 kilometres northwest of Melbourne’s CBD.) This story was proven to be a lie because Keith Allan was a lifelong teetotaller and according to Lyle, would never lend his car to anyone on a whim. There was also no CCTV footage at the Taylors Lakes Hotel to prove that Keith or Cavkic were at the hotel when it was alleged.
Chillingly, there were also two shovels with fresh soil inside the vehicle and a small petrol tin containing fluid. Police believed that the men had planned to burn Keith’s Mercedes so there would be no link to Athanasi and therefore Clarke. Keith’s mobile phone and wallet were in the car too. Cavkic also had a loaded pistol and it was later revealed flecks of Keith’s blood were found on his right trouser leg and sock.
‘If it wasn’t for those police officers, Julian Clarke’s involvement may never have been revealed,’ Lyle said.
Clarke had made sure he was well away from the scene and later that morning started to weave his story that Keith had gone missing on purpose to avoid the financial mess the firm was in. Clarke told one employee at the practice not to bother coming to work because Keith had gone missing overnight. Clarke also called Lyle to set the scene that Keith had landed the firm into ‘the shit’ and had fled the problem.
‘When Clarke rang me early in the morning, he asked to speak to Keith. I told him Keith wasn’t there. He then told me that Keith was in “the shit” and that his practice had more money going out than coming in. I was careful not to tell Clarke anything and he didn’t know the police had phoned us during the night. He told me that Ray, the newsagent near Keith’s office, had told him that the police had been outside Keith’s office about 5 a.m. in the morning. I told the police everything about that call,’ Lyle said.
Mrs Allan had a heart attack two days after her son disappeared. On top of the trauma of knowing something terrible had happened to Keith, Lyle was at his mother’s bedside as she lay seriously ill.
‘All the police would say to me was that the likelihood that Keith was a missing person was very remote. Mum never knew that Keith had been murdered,’ Lyle said.
The brothers had shared the care of their mum but with Keith gone, it was all left to Lyle, which was stressful and left him little time to take care of himself.
‘Keith and I got along very well and we were close. He always took care of our parents too.’
The boys’ father, Olliver Allan, had died in 1993. Mrs Allan died in 2002 just weeks before Clarke, Athanasi and Cavkic were charged with her son’s murder.
Lyle is convinced it was the strain of Keith’s disappearance that hastened her death. ‘Mum might have lived a few more years had it not been for Keith’s disappearance.’
Lyle said it was also very distressing to have Keith’s character called into question in the media in the early months of his disappearance.
‘He was being portrayed in a few articles as a high roller who had a double life, and then in the first trial the defence claimed that he had disappeared on purpose,’ Lyle recalled angrily.
‘Clarke fed the line to police that Keith was in financial trouble when they were investigating what happened to him.’
The journey to jail for the three accused killers was a lengthy one. At their first trial in 2004, they all pleaded not guilty. However, a jury found them guilty of Keith’s murder and each man was sentenced to more than 20 years’ jail. But in 2005, the trio’s sentences were thrown out on appeal and a retrial ordered.
The reason for the retrial was that it was determined that during the first criminal trial the jury may have been in some confusion about the proof required for reasonable doubt. A juror had directed a question to the judge: ‘What percentage is reasonable doubt?’ The judge had explained that reasonable doubt was the highest test known to the law (meaning that the prosecutor must prove the defendant’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt). The Court of Appeal found that the judge should have told the jury that reasonable doubt was not a percentage and that consequently, a juror applying a percentage value to reasonable doubt could have meant a miscarriage of justice.
The second trial in 2006 resulted in a hung jury.
The third trial in 2007 resulted in a guilty verdict. Clarke was jailed for a minimum 23½ years, Athanasi a minimum of 19 years and Cavkic a minimum of 21 years. The trial judge, Justice John Coldrey said the killing was in the worst category of murder.
A 2009 appeal by the men was refused.
Lyle is quite bitter and weary about the way families of homicide victims are treated.
‘The person accused of murder has every right, their defence is paid for and they get top counsel. It’s up to the state to prove they are guilty. Victims get very little support. The state government tries but it’s skewed in favour of the accused’s rights. Enduring three criminal trials has been hell and I was treated badly, almost humiliated, while being cross-examined. It has been so stressful.’
In a strange twist to the harrowing case, Lyle found himself living in the same block of units as a man whose disappearance made international headlines in the 1970s. In 2004, Lyle moved from Northcote to Toorak Road, East Hawthorn, a suburb in Melbourne’s east.
One of his new neighbours told him the unit next door used to be occupied in 1974 by John Stonehouse, who was a junior minister under British Prime Minister Harold Wilson. Stonehouse faked his own death in Florida in November 1974 and ended up in Melbourne, Australia to set up a new life with his mistress (who had also been his secretary). It was an eagle-eyed bank teller who alerted police to a possible fraud involving tens of thousands of dollars by Stonehouse, and he was put under surveillance. He was arrested on Christmas Eve, 1974 and was for a short time thought to be the notorious fugitive and murderer Lord Lucan. (Stonehouse had been a spy for Czechoslovakia since the early 1960s. This was only revealed publically after his death in 1988 but the Thatcher Government had learned of it in 1979.)
Finding this very intriguing, Lyle mentioned the loose connection to the prosecution solicitor who was preparing for the 2004 trial.
‘I told an Office of Public Prosecutions solicitor this, and they told me I must keep my mouth shut,’ Lyle recalled.
‘Stonehouse faked his disappearance and it was ammunition that the defence would use if they knew. And they did use other cases of persons who had faked their disappearances,’ he said.
The scars of his brother’s untimely and violent end have made life a struggle for Lyle.
He said his life has been irrevocably changed since Keith’s death. His health is not good and he has post-traumatic stress disorder. He has gotten to know other families whose loved ones have been victims of homicide, including Janine Greening, whose 73-year-old mother was sexually assaulted and choked to death in 2000 by two teenagers, whose identities are still subject to a suppression order. Ms Greening is one of the founders of the Victoria Homicide Victims Support Group (VHVSG), which was formed in 2005 to assist the families and friends of homicide victims. Ms Greening is also the president of the ‘Forget Me Not’ Foundation, a registered charity that is part of the VHVSG, and which Lyle is a member of. The foundation was established to raise awareness and provide education on the impact of homicide on victims’ families and friends, and to fund projects relating to this. Lyle found support from members of the VHVSG in the years after his brother disappeared. He and Ms Greening speak often on the phone and have become great friends.
‘Lyle is an inspiration to all of us in the group,’ Ms Greening said.
‘He has always managed to keep his sense of humour and maintains hope that someone will one day tell the truth about where his brother is. He has enriched the lives of our group but it is unfortunate he has had to meet us this way, like it is for all of us that such tragic circumstances have brought us together.’
Ms Greening and other members of the support group sat through the second and third trial of Keith’s killers.
‘Lyle’s strength was amazing,’ Ms Greening said. ‘He had no immediate family anymore to support him and we all admired his strength and character in not giving up on getting justice for his brother.’
While Lyle knows he can’t find his brother (and the killers aren’t talking) he is putting his last sliver of hope in information from the public.
A family member or associate of the killers may know where Keith’s body has been buried. It is thought his body may be somewhere in Victoria’s Macedon Ranges because Cavkic’s mobile phone records showed him to be in the Mt Macedon area on the night Keith was murdered.
‘There’s nothing I can do though to find Keith,’ Lyle said.
‘I am at the mercy of the men in jail for his murder and I doubt the body will ever be found. To reveal where Keith is would be an admission of their guilt.’
Anyone with information that could lead to the discovery of Keith Allan’s body should contact Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000 or at http://crimestoppers.com.au.



Petrol Station Horror
The Murder of Nicole Millar
The very routine task of getting petrol became a suburban horror story one Melbourne morning in 2010.
Mother-of-three Nicole Millar and her partner David Hopkins stopped for petrol on 1 June 2010, on their way back from dropping Nicole’s teenage son at school in Bayswater, an outer-eastern suburb of Melbourne.
It was a seemingly average day in the life of the couple, though their relationship was anything but normal. Nicole Millar, 42 and Hopkins, 40, had an extremely volatile relationship, characterised by drug-use and domestic violence. Hopkins lived with Ms Millar and her 15-year-old son in Bayswater North.
Bayswater is a not a particularly affluent area, though property prices have increased a great deal over the past decade. It is almost at the foothills of the picturesque Dandenong Ranges, a popular tourist attraction. Driving east down Mountain Highway, there is a spectacular view of the ranges, colloquially known as ‘the hills’.
The beauty of the surrounds was at odds with the ugliness of Hopkins and Millar’s relationship. Nicole Millar was a woman trapped in a life of relationships with violent men. She had struggled with alcohol and drug use and the general challenges of being a single parent. She tried her best but had often sought the assistance of agencies such as Anglicare to help cope with her violent relationships and parenting issues.
David Hopkins, who has a twin, was one of seven children. He had a history of problematic behaviour, stretching back to year 8 when he was expelled from technical school after abusing the principal. Hopkins worked in a range of unskilled jobs before building up a successful business in shedding. However, this business collapsed due to his drug addictions. Hopkins had three sons of his own, with two previous partners.
Hopkins was a heavy drug user and often assaulted Nicole during their two-year relationship. His anger, especially when under the influence of drugs, was violent and unpredictable. In a 2009 incident, Hopkins rampaged through the house while Nicole’s son was at home, breaking items including a bedroom mirror. In early May 2010, two of Nicole’s three children saw that their mother had a bruised eye and a cut between her eyebrows. She claimed the injuries were a result of her tripping over, but Nicole’s older daughter confronted Hopkins and he admitted that he had hit her mother with a book while he was high on magic mushrooms.
Hopkins had also visited his partner at her workplace and shouted abuse at her from his car parked across the road. She was working at an automotive parts business as a delivery driver. On 25 May 2010, one of Nicole’s work colleagues witnessed an incident between Hopkins and Nicole. The male employee went to confront Hopkins but he drove off. That same employee rang Nicole later that day at her home to check on her welfare and heard a male yelling at her in the background.
On that same day, in the afternoon, Hopkins also menaced Nicole at one of businesses she delivered parts to. The business owner saw Hopkins physically push her onto a display vehicle in the car yard. Hopkins held Nicole down, placed a forearm across her chest and said aggressively, with a pointed finger to her face, ‘Don’t think you’re gonna be safe tonight because I’ll come round and kill you.’ He then repeated, ‘Don’t think you’re gonna be safe tonight.’
Sadly, intervention was not a deterrent for Hopkins to stop his violent abuse of Nicole. Her boss phoned Hopkins to request he leave her alone and let her do her duties. Hopkins replied, ‘I will be chasing her for the rest of her fucking life, she’d better get used to it.’ Ms Millar was visibly shaken and scared. She had told several people she was terrified of what Hopkins could do to her and her teenage son.
On 1 June, one week after Hopkins threatened Nicole at her workplace, the couple seemed to have reconciled. Nicole and Hopkins dropped Nicole’s son at school, and then pulled into the Woolworths on Mountain Highway, Bayswater. Nicole’s red Holden Apollo was parked in the main car park of the supermarket for around five minutes. It is not known what was said between Nicole and Hopkins in that time. Nicole then reversed the car and drove into the service station on the same site.
At 8.22 a.m., Nicole stayed in the car while Hopkins exited to refuel. He was pumping gas into the car for 30 seconds before he did the unthinkable. Hopkins walked around, with the petrol nozzle in hand, to the passenger-side door and sat in the car. He also had a knife with him. With the nozzle in his right hand and the knife in his left, Hopkins started pumping petrol all over Nicole. She hurriedly tried to escape by opening the driver-side door but Hopkins stopped her and started to stab at her neck and throat with the knife. It was a busy time of the day with many witnesses watching the horror unfold. The whole incident was being captured on CCTV too. Nicole was screaming and pounding on the car horn.
Hopkins took a cigarette lighter from his pocket and set his partner alight. The whole inside of the car erupted in flames. Hopkins got out of the car, removed his jacket and shoes and began pacing by the car. All the time, Nicole, on fire, was desperately trying to get out of the car. She fell out of the driver’s door, which was open from her previous attempt to escape and she ended up in a sitting position on the ground.
There were people ringing 000 and trying to aid Nicole but in more unimaginable cruelty, Hopkins began threatening anyone who came near.
‘Fuck off, I’m going to kill you,’ Hopkins snarled. ‘Fuck off or I will stab you,’ he said, brandishing the knife at onlookers.
The witnesses at the petrol station were powerless to help, despite their desperate attempts.
As his partner was screaming in pain and dying, Hopkins walked up to her, close enough so she could hear and yelled ‘burn bitch burn’, ‘I hope you die’, ‘burn, let her burn’ and ‘hurry up and burn’.
Hopkins kept people at bay for three minutes and 21 seconds. The whole time Nicole Millar was screaming for her life.
Bayswater man Darren White was running late for work when he drove past the petrol station and saw Ms Millar on fire. Hopkins was standing close to her. Darren got out of his car to help but then realised that Hopkins was preventing anyone from assisting Ms Millar.
‘I originally thought he was helping her but then I saw he was fending people away with a weapon so I ran back to my car, a Jeep four-wheel drive, and thought if I could hit him or make him run away we could help her,’ Mr White told the Knox Leader.
Darren’s quick-thinking forced Hopkins to run from the scene. Once Hopkins had fled, Darren and several other men rushed to Nicole’s aid, gently moving her ‘charred and incredibly damaged body’ (the words of Supreme Court Justice Betty King who would later sentence Hopkins) away from the car and covering her with wet clothes and water until the ambulance arrived.
Croydon man Dean Filmer was filling his car with petrol as Nicole was set alight. He was one of the men who desperately tried to help Ms Millar. He told the Knox Leader it was Ms Millar’s screams that stayed with him.
Nicole was taken to the Alfred Hospital where heartbreakingly, she pleaded with an anaesthetist, ‘Please don’t let me die.’ Nicole could not have survived her injuries – all of her body was burned. She was placed in an induced sleep and died later that day.
What happened between Hopkins and Nicole in the minutes from 8.16 a.m. to 8.22 a.m. in the Woolworths’ car park is unknown. Was there an argument? Hopkins has never explained, claiming he can’t remember the events. He had a cocktail of drugs in his system: cannabis, methamphetamine, Viagra, speed and alcohol.
Leader Community Newspapers journalist Adrian Bernecich was the first reporter to the scene and arrived just after 9 a.m. From the Knox Leader office in Boronia, less than 10 minutes away from the petrol station, Mr Bernecich raced to meet photographer Lawrence Pinder, who was already there.
Mr Bernecich recalled:
We weren’t allowed anywhere near the car with witnesses still talking to investigators. But I can still remember the smell that wafted over the car park carrying a strange eeriness with it. Every instinct told me to look for the body, but there was also a part of me that didn’t want to see. I tried to talk to some of the witnesses including one man who we later found out tried to intervene while the man was attacking the woman. Police were running about relaying messages on the whereabouts of the suspect, doing their best not to let me hear anything.
My first instinct was to talk to as many people as possible but there was no way there was going to be anything ‘on the record’ until the police figured out what was going on. But I continued on, and walked from police officer to police officer trying to get some sort of reaction.
All of a sudden, we heard shouts as police and the dog squad began running west down Mountain Highway … someone had spotted him. The mini-sprint ended at a nearby church where police and a slowly growing contingent of reporters and spectators began milling as officers tried to calm the man down from two separate sides of the corner block.
I kept trying to find the best angle to see if I could get a view but police were ushering people to the footpath on Mountain Highway. It must have been two or three hours because a number of those looking on were confused as to why it was taking so long. Different units kept coming into the property with different apparatus. It was like they were trying everything in the book to coax this man out. But as we later found out, it wasn’t that simple given his state of mind.
After a two-hour standoff at the nearby Bayswater Church of Christ, Hopkins was arrested by police. Vision taken by Channel Nine and published in The Age shows Hopkins in a blood-soaked T-shirt and surrounded by police. Witnesses told police that Hopkins was pacing and growling like an animal.
Hopkins was charged with murder at a hospital bedside hearing on 4 June 2010. He pleaded guilty to the crime but later asked Justice King to let him change his plea to not guilty, on the basis of mental impairment or a dissociative state at the time of the murder.
Justice King would have none of it. She rejected Hopkins’s attempt to put his blame for the crime elsewhere.
‘Mental impairment relates to a disease of the mind. He does not have a disease of the mind,’ Justice King said. Hopkins had consumed a cocktail of drugs in the 24 hours prior to Nicole’s murder, but the fact that he had been calm and lucid leading up to the incident led experts and the court to believe that he had not been in a psychotic state during the murder.
In sentencing Hopkins on 19 October 2011, Justice Betty King said:
What you did to this woman on this day was unspeakable. You had demonstrated animosity towards her previously, you had threatened her life previously, but nothing would have prepared her or anyone else for a scenario such as you unveiled on this day and in the most public of manners … Nicole Millar died a horrendous death at your hands.
Hopkins’s evil crime had a devastating effect on the people who had tried to help Ms Millar, especially Dean Filmer.
‘It’s a good reason my head’s not working quite like it used to. It was something pretty incredible,’ Mr Filmer told Ten News outside the Supreme Court after Hopkins’s sentencing hearing.
Dean Filmer, Darren White and four other men who tried to save Ms Millar – Clinton Anderson, Beau Fleming, Christopher Murphy and Matthew Stylianou – received bravery awards in 2011.
Mr Filmer, a massage therapist who had his own business, could not work after Ms Millar’s death and spent six months in a psychiatric hospital with post-traumatic stress.
‘It’s just there all the time. It’s there when I’m asleep in my dreams, or if I have a shower or a wash. It is always on my mind,’ Mr Filmer told the Knox Leader. ‘I’m not the same and I’ll never be the same.’
Mr Stylianou said in his witness statement: ‘It has remained etched in my mind, her on the ground burning and asking for help. You see her burning, you try to get there, but you can’t.’
Nicole’s daughter Ashlea, who was 19 when her mother died, said her depression had been exacerbated by the trauma of the crime. Ashlea’s victim impact statement was read to the court and in it, she had written of Hopkins: ‘I thought that mum had finally found someone who loved her … I feel that my heart has been ripped out … how could he do that to mum?’
Justice King said to Hopkins, ‘The behaviour you exhibited that day is an example of the worst kind of viciousness and sadistic behaviour that this court is ever likely to see.’
Hopkins was sentenced to a minimum of 30 years before being eligible for parole. By then he will be 72 years old.



The Facebook Killer
Ramazan Acar
Melbourne man Ramazan Acar has been dubbed ‘the Facebook Killer’ after he posted a series of chilling status updates that weren’t a bluff.
The online and real world collided tragically for Acar’s toddler daughter Yazmina on 17 November 2010. Acar, estranged from Yazmina’s mother Rachelle D’Argent, turned up to their Hallam home to see his two-year-old daughter.
Relations between the young parents were strained. Acar and Rachelle met when they were teenagers – both just 15 years old – and the relationship was marred by violence and abuse. Rachelle ended the relationship in May 2010 and wanted a better life for her little girl. According to Rachelle, though Acar treated her violently, he had never been abusive towards their daughter.
On that fateful November afternoon in 2010, Acar breached a court-imposed intervention order to stay away from Rachelle for the 28th time in the three months since she had ended the violent relationship.
He arrived at her home that afternoon, drunk and angry. Rachelle stayed close when Acar spent 20 minutes playing with his Yazmina, known as ‘Mimi’, in his car. When he asked if he could take Mimi to the local milk bar to buy her a chocolate, Rachelle reluctantly let them go.
An expected 10-minute trip turned into hours and Rachelle phoned the police. All the while she was speaking to Acar on his mobile phone, begging him to return Mimi, Acar was tormenting his ex with threats.
‘How does it feel not to have your child for an hour, when I didn’t have mine for three months?’ Acar asked Rachelle. ‘Payback’s a bitch … how does it feel?’
In what must have been the most torturous wait a mother could ever endure, Rachelle continued to plead with Acar for her daughter, but still not ever comprehending the ultimate violence he was about to inflict on his own child. The tragic drama played out for several hours. Acar had been driving around Melbourne with Mimi in her car seat, his rage and revenge fantasies growing darker as the night wore on.
Updating his Facebook page via his mobile phone, Acar wrote what could be the most chilling status ever: ‘Bout to kill ma kid’.
It was the only way for Acar to hurt his ex-partner who had finally had enough and broken away from the brutal relationship.
In his sick and twisted game, Acar put his daughter on the phone to Rachelle and said, ‘Tell mummy you love her.’
The last thing Rachelle said to her baby was that she loved her too.
Rachelle was at a police station by this time and the calls were on speakerphone. She was powerless to protect her child from Acar’s revenge rage.
Acar called back to say he had killed Mimi.
Acar had stabbed his baby girl to death with a 30-centimetre-long knife and dumped her little body in parkland near a display home in the northern suburb of Greenvale.
A fledgling girlfriend of Acar’s, Gul Ocal, met him at a McDonald’s in Campbellfield, a northern suburb 16 kilometres from the CBD, at around 10 p.m. When she asked where Yazmina was, Acar told her she was dead, but then backtracked from his story. The pair drove to a more secluded location for him to dump his car. Acar burnt the car and left with Ms Ocal, who had no idea if the little girl was dead or alive. Acar was still playing games and texted Rachelle: ‘I hate you’, then phoned her to say Yazmina was in heaven.
Police intercepted Acar and Miss Ocal in the northern suburb of Epping. While police searched for his daughter’s body, Acar sat in custody, in a police car.
Acar was crying, according to the statement by a police officer with him, and asking himself why he had done it (murdered Yazmina) and saying he was ‘drunk and stupid’.
Acar pleaded guilty to the murder and in the tiniest of mercies, Rachelle was spared the further horror of having to give evidence in court against ‘Ramzy’, the father of her child.
At a hearing in 2011, the court heard that Acar coldly told Rachelle on the phone:
I’ve killed her. She’s just lying there next to me. All I need to know is should I dump the body somewhere and how much time do you think I am going to get for this? I killed her, man, I killed her. I killed her to get back at you. I don’t care. Even if I go behind bars, I know that you are suffering.
Acar’s counsel put forward the diagnosis of a personality disorder, which psychologists said meant he was not able to manage his anger. Acar’s habitual drug use also meant that his mental state was impaired, according to his defence team.
But in sentencing Acar to life with a 33-year minimum, Justice Elizabeth Curtain said:
You committed this murder for the worst possible motives: revenge and spite. I accept the Crown’s submission that this was a chilling and horrific murder. More than that, the victim was your infant daughter, and she was killed by the one man in the world whose duty it was to love, nurture and protect her.
In her 2012 study ‘Just Say Goodbye’ on intentional murders of children by a parent going through a separation, Dr Deborah Kirkwood put Acar in the most extreme category of domestic killer. According to Dr Kirkwood, a research officer at the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria, Acar is an example of men who believe that killing the child is the ultimate way to hurt the mother.
Dr Kirkwood also proposes the theory that the killing of children by their fathers is, in itself, an act of intimate partner violence that has not been properly recognised by professionals.
Acar’s callousness sparked anger in the community and on the internet with hundreds of people flocking to online crime communities to call for the death penalty to be reintroduced to Australia. There were Facebook pages dedicated to people’s disgust for him, including one called ‘Bring back the death penalty for Ramazan Acar’.
Prisoners like Acar do not fare well in prison. As is well reported and portrayed on television and in films and books, there is a pecking order in prisons and offenders who harm and kill children are the lowest of the low. In fact, when he launched an appeal against his sentence, his counsel Gavan Meredith said his client’s sentence was excessive and that Acar had ‘been singled out for particular treatment’ in jail.
On 2 February 2012, Acar’s application to appeal his sentence was rejected. Justice Mark Weinberg said, ‘There is no reasonable prospect that the Court of Appeal will impose a less severe sentence.’
In an exclusive television interview with 60 Minutes in 2011, after the sentencing, Rachelle D’Argent spoke to reporter Liam Bartlett of the horrific events leading up to Mimi’s murder and her absolute hatred for Acar.
‘He makes me sick, sick to my stomach. And I hate him. I hate him and I will never ever forgive him, ever, ever, ever, ever,’ Rachelle said.
When Bartlett questioned Rachelle about why, if Acar was so violent towards her, she had left Mimi in his care, she said he had never harmed his daughter.
‘He held her in the air like a jewel … what could I do at the end of the day, that’s her dad as much as I hate to say, I hate it, but it was her father.’
Yazmina’s murder was revenge, pure and simple, according to Rachelle. ‘There was only one thing left that could hurt me,’ she told 60 Minutes, ‘and that was him taking her away from me, not for an hour, for a day, but forever.’
It will be 2044 before Acar is eligible for parole. He is one of the most reviled killers in Victoria’s Port Phillip Prison.



The Treasure House Murders
Mary Boanas and Rose Fisher
The double murder of a reclusive Melbourne mother and daughter in 1956 dominated newspaper headlines at the time and is still unsolved to this day.
On 14 December, the bodies of Mary Boanas, 83, and her daughter Rose Fisher, 52, were found in their Brunswick Street, North Fitzroy home by a relative who had come to check on the pair.
Mrs Boanas, an invalid, was found dead in her bed from an apparent head injury. Her daughter was found facedown on the kitchen floor with a coat placed over her. She had severe head injuries and it appeared she had been startled from behind as she prepared a meal for her bedridden mother. One newspaper gave a greatly detailed report and said the meal being prepared was sheep brains, which were found in the sink.
The mother and daughter were, according to relatives, distrustful of people and institutions and kept their money in their home. There was around £1500 worth of notes found in the house, equivalent to around $50 000 in today’s money. The house was also filled with expensive art, vases and jewellery.
When police were searching the house they found it furnished with ornately carved wooden furniture, brass and porcelain vases and intricately carved Chinese figures. The police also found diamond brooches, rings and other gold jewellery, worth thousands of pounds, hidden around the house. The house, a double-storey terrace in the inner-city suburb of Fitzroy, nowadays an expensive area populated by hipsters, students and professionals, was described in newspaper reports as being beautifully kept, with a stunning garden that was hidden behind a six-foot (1.8-metre) hedge. The women had rented out space in the house to boarders over the years and police started to concentrate their efforts on speaking to anyone who had stayed there.
Police believed someone who knew their habits – and the fact that they had many expensive items in the house – must have murdered the women.
Victoria Police Homicide boss, Detective Inspector C Petty said that although police didn’t have any definite leads, they did want to hear from anyone who had seen a car parked outside the house next door between 11 a.m. and 2 p.m. on the Friday, which is when they strongly believed the murders took place.
The murder weapon was also missing. A cobbler’s hammer from the house was thought to be the weapon that had been used to bash the women to death. The police were told that Mrs Fisher did her own shoe repairs.
The horrific scene, dubbed by newspapers as the ‘treasure house’, was discovered by Mrs Boanas’s sister Rose Moss. Mrs Moss had arrived at the address at 4.50 p.m. on Saturday, 15 December and found that the milk and a carton of eggs that another sister had left the day before was still on the doorstep. She had tried to visit the day before but her calls and knocks on the door were unanswered.
The women’s next-door neighbour described them as ‘charming, old-world-type ladies, who kept to themselves’ and remarked that they were both so frail that they wouldn’t have stood a chance against their attacker.
The women weren’t always so reclusive. They had lived for most of their lives in Beijing, China where Mrs Fisher’s husband owned a newspaper. The women fled to Australia in 1936 before the full Japanese invasion of China resulted in the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945). Mrs Fisher’s husband remained in China but was killed during the conflict.
Family told police, and the newspapers that were rabidly following the case, that the women became distrustful and fearful of people after their awful experiences in Beijing.
The search for the pair’s ‘slayer’ was likened to the scale of investigations into the murder of 14-year-old Shirley Collins in 1953 and the serious assault of a woman named Gloria Bentham.
The murder of Miss Collins remains one of Victoria’s most notorious unsolved crimes and one that Victoria Police’s Cold Case Unit, reformed in 2012, is desperate to resolve. Miss Collins’s body, which was beaten with a beer bottle and lump of concrete, was found in the driveway of an unoccupied holiday house in Mt Martha on 12 September 1953. Three days prior, Miss Collins had set off from her suburban Reservoir home to attend her first teenage party, walking with her mother to the bus stop. The bus would have taken her to Richmond West station in Melbourne’s inner-east, where it is believed she was abducted.
In 2012, the Sunday Herald Sun reported that a man, who police have not yet named, gave a deathbed confession to killing Miss Collins and gave quite specific details of what occurred. This man also confessed to the murder of 20-year-old typist Elizabeth Williams in 1949. John Bryan Kerr, a radio announcer, had been convicted of Miss Williams’ murder and sentenced to death, though this had later been commuted to 20 years’ imprisonment.
The case of Gloria Bentham was sensationalised in newspapers around Australia. Miss Bentham, 22, was found naked and badly beaten on the bank of the Yarra River at Burnley, Melbourne, on 11 March 1956.
A truck driver, Henry William Armsden, 19, was convicted of her attempted murder and sentenced to 13 years’ jail.
In the lead-up to his arrest, it seemed the whole of Australia was transfixed by reports of Miss Bentham’s progress as she recovered in hospital. Headlines such as ‘She’s getting better: flowers give joy to Gloria’ gave readers up-to-date news on the young woman’s plight.
Miss Bentham was out with a girlfriend and two American sailors on the night she was attacked. Statements from the sailors alleged that the girls approached Armsden to drive Miss Bentham home because she was intoxicated. He attacked her when she refused his advances and then left her for dead. He pleaded guilty in court and newspapers reported proceedings painstakingly, even making note that during medical and police evidence, ‘Armsden sat with his head down reading a cheap soft covered novel.’
Soon after the conviction, three media outlets, The Argus, the Sun News-Pictorial and radio station 3AW, were all convicted of contempt and fined £200, £200 and £100 respectively. The editors of the newspapers and the production manager of the radio station were also fined individually. The fines and convictions resulted from a picture of Armsden that was published in the newspapers. 3AW was cited for contempt because of a segment called ‘While Melbourne Sleeps’ where a detective was interviewed about events leading up to Armsden’s arrest. It was successfully claimed by the Crown that the material published and broadcast could prejudice a fair trial. The Argus had put a white cross through Armsden’s face in their edition but the Sun News-Pictorial had not covered his image.
Following the murders of Mrs Boanas and Mrs Fisher, police set about interviewing people who had connections to the ‘treasure house’, namely lodgers. One man spoken to was Ukrainian-born moulder, Paul Bent, 28, who had boarded several times with the women.
He remained on the detectives’ radar and in June 1957, he was arrested in Newtown, Sydney and charged with the murders.
A witness told police that Mr Bent had visited her to sell her some goods and mentioned that he was buying a hotel in Sydney. When the witness, a housemaid, asked him where he had acquired so much money, he told her that he was now a real estate agent.
Bent would have had knowledge of the women’s habits and their wealth and police were convinced he was the murderer.
Bent appeared in the Supreme Court in August 1957. An associate, migrant Michael Olijnyk, told the court that Bent had asked him to do ‘a job’, which was to rob the women. Mr Olijnyk claimed that Bent told him, ‘I know where there’s a place where there is £500, maybe more.’
Mr Olijnyk said that afterwards when he read the news that two ladies had been killed, he contacted the police.
Another man, Miloslav Kucera, took the witness stand and said he and another man had gone with Bent to a house in Fitzroy where Bent had told them there would be a lot of money.
Mr Kucera told the court that Bent wanted him and the other man to scare two ‘old women’ who lived at the house and take money. Mr Kucera, who at the time of giving evidence was serving a two-year jail sentence for housebreaking, said he told Bent he was not interested.
According to newspaper reports, it took the jury just four minutes to find Bent not guilty of one count of murder; the other charged was dropped by the Crown.
That wasn’t the end of Bent’s court appearances. On 11 March 1958, he was found guilty of stealing a transistor radio from a house in Nicholson Street, North Fitzroy, just minutes away from the ‘treasure house’. The theft in question happened on 13 December 1956, the day it is believed Mrs Boanas and Mrs Fisher were murdered.
Bent, who had been locked up for over four months while awaiting trial for the murders of the women, was this time freed by the judge on the proviso that he adhere to strict parole conditions for three years.
The murders captured the attention of Melbourne but faded quickly from memory.
The killer has never been brought to justice.



 
Who Killed Elaine Jones?
Melbourne couple Alan and Elaine Jones were like hundreds of thousands of people who escaped from the humdrum of the suburbs each year to the idyll of camping in rural Australia.
However, what happened to the Joneses in the rural New South Wales border town of Tocumwal in the New Year of 1980 was a violent nightmare that tore the happy fabric of their lives apart.
Mr and Mrs Jones were camping at the Town Beach Caravan Park in Tocumwal with their two daughters Nita, 15, and Jennifer, seven. Tocumwal, situated on the Murray River, is a popular tourist town and place to go boating and fishing. Back in 1980, it was a simple, relaxed location for a family getaway. The town’s population could increase ten-fold in the summer with thousands of tourists from Victoria descending on the area for the summer holidays as well as itinerant fruit pickers. The Joneses had been holidaying in the town’s caravan park for 18 years. The family was from Box Hill, an eastern suburb 14 kilometres from Melbourne’s CBD, but had travelled to Tocumwal to spend the New Year by the river.
On Thursday, 3 January, Elaine Jones, 39, left their tent around 9.30 p.m. to walk to the town’s shops for cigarettes and some chocolate. She set off along the quiet dirt road with a torch and was dressed in blue jeans, blue sneakers and a white knitted-style top. Elaine was a slim woman with dark hair and reasonably tall at 165 centimetres. Alan Jones was reportedly not feeling well so he stayed behind in the tent.
Elaine never returned to the campsite from her walk. Her husband alerted the police early the next day. Alan was frantic trying to find his wife. Taking his youngest daughter with him, he took their aluminium run-about boat out on the Murray to search for any sign of Elaine.
Tragically, Alan found his wife’s body snagged on a river log. When he was placing his wife in the boat Alan saw that her throat has been severed and her head bashed. It was the most shocking and distressing sight for the 51-year-old and in a tragic and rare twist, he collapsed on the boat and died instantly. The couple’s seven-year-old daughter was left alone with the bodies of her parents until she could switch off the boat’s motor, swim to shore and get help.
The shocking case made the front page of the Sun Herald on 6 January with the headline ‘GIRL’S RIVER TERROR – Mother slain, dad dies of shock’.
A family friend in the town cared for the couple’s two daughters until relatives could make the journey from Tasmania.
The police had the difficult task of trying to interview people. The investigation was hampered by the fact that hundreds of people had fled back to Victoria in fear following the news that Mrs Jones had been brutally murdered. And the itinerant fruit picking community also needed to be interviewed.
On top of this, the area’s already large tourist population had swelled with an extra 2000 visitors for the annual convention of the National Nudist Federation, which was being held at the sprawling Bangalee Nudist Holiday Village. Newspaper reports in the days after the murder suggested police were worried that the nudist convention had attracted the killer to the town.
More candid decades ago that they would be today, police were quoted in newspapers saying the murderer was ‘obviously a maniac’ and a ‘cold-blooded killer who must be caught’. Elaine had also been sexually assaulted.
Several campers and residents of the town told police that they had heard a woman’s screams on the night Elaine was killed. She had last been seen only 250 metres away from the shops.
The strongest lead for detectives came almost a week later when a local man said he had seen a stranger sitting in his car all day at the town’s shops. This raised suspicions with the local because he wondered why anyone would sit in their car in such hot weather. The man’s description was broadcast in the media but detectives believed he would have fled the area, along with hundreds of other holidaymakers, soon after the killing.
A camper also reported seeing a car’s headlights turn off moments after he heard a woman’s screams. The camper, who was staying at the same caravan park as the Joneses, went to investigate. He and some other campers said they heard two ‘blood-curdling’ screams, a minute apart, between 10.15 p.m. and 10.30 p.m.
Head of the murder investigation, Detective Sergeant George Harvie, of the Albury Criminal Investigation Department, said the headlights had been seen 50 metres off the dirt road that Elaine had walked down that night. Police believed Elaine was bashed unconscious and then driven to the riverbank where she was sexually assaulted, and then had her throat slit.
When found by her husband, Mrs Jones was naked with only one shoe. Police divers failed to find her clothes or handbag when they searched parts of the Murray River.
From an identikit and information appeals to the public, detectives interviewed a Melbourne man and did forensic tests on his car. There had been reports that a man had been harassing women on beaches near Tocumwal. However, the man was eventually ruled out as a suspect.
The case went cold and there were sporadic public appeals over the years. In 1998, the strongest new development occurred when the Herald Sun reported that police had re-opened the case and were investigating the notorious rapist and murderer Raymond ‘Mr Stinky’ Edmunds for the murder of Mrs Jones.
Edmunds, who got his nickname because some of the women he raped said he had repulsive body odour, was confirmed to have been camping on Ulupna Island, near Tocumwal, in the New Year of 1980, and had left the campsite the night Mrs Jones had failed to return to her family.
Exclusive reports in the Herald Sun revealed that in 1985 detectives came tantalisingly close to getting a confession from Edmunds. Police reporter Mark Buttler spoke to Ken Mansell, a detective who interviewed Edmunds in 1985 over the murders of Shepparton teenagers Abina Madill and Garry Heywood in 1966. Mansell said he felt Edmunds was on the verge of confessing to the murder of Mrs Jones but a rule that meant police could only interview a suspect for six hours had ruined their best chance at cracking the case. The rule, which has now been scrapped, meant that the extent of Edmunds’ offending could not be unearthed at that time. Mansell told Buttler that Edmunds had offered up information about the murder of Mrs Jones, as well as the 1973 abduction and killing of Bronwyn Richardson, a 16-year-old Albury girl. However the day after admitting to the murders of Miss Madill and Mr Heywood, Edmunds, on advice from his legal counsel, refused to say any more.
Shepparton, now a large rural centre, is in the northeast of Victoria, almost 200 kilometres from Melbourne. The Madill–Heywood killings haunted the Shepparton region for almost 20 years before Edmunds confessed to them. The teenagers went missing on 11 February 1966 when they left a dance in Heywood’s car. Their bodies were found three weeks later in a paddock in East Murchison, 32 kilometres from Shepparton. Abina Madill had been raped and then bludgeoned to death and Gary Heywood had died from a gunshot wound to the head. Abina’s former boyfriend Ian Urquhart was long suspected of the murders and had been brutally dealt with by police while being questioned. He lived under the cloud of being a double murder suspect and died in a car accident in Singapore six years after the murders.
It was the 1985 arrest of Edmunds in Albury for indecent exposure that cracked the case. A re-examination of the Madill–Heywood murders had revealed fingerprints on Mr Heywood’s FJ Holden car. These prints matched a fingerprint found at the scene of a rape in Melbourne’s outer east. When Edmunds’ prints were taken on his arrest for flashing in 1985, they matched those on Mr Heywood’s car and at the rape scene.
Edmunds is serving a life sentence, never to be released. He was convicted of the double slaying of the youngsters in 1986 and also received a concurrent 30-year sentence for three rapes and two attempted rapes. Police suspect Edmunds committed at least 30 more sex attacks throughout Melbourne in the 1970s and early 1980s.
In 2011, there was another public appeal for information about the murder of Elaine Jones, and the offer of a $100 000 reward for information. The then NSW police minister Michael Daley said, ‘Mrs Jones deserves justice and police will never give up on finding those responsible.’
But without any new information it appears that the secret of who brutally murdered the mother and wife in 1980 will die with the killer.



Family Killer
Matthew De Gruchy
The murder of a family, in the seeming safety of their home, strikes to the heart of most people’s deepest fears – especially when the danger comes from one of their own.
In 1996, a triple murder in the News South Wales city of Wollongong stunned the community and made national news. Three members of the De Gruchy family – mother Jennifer, 41, and children Adrian, 15, and Sarah, 13 – were found with fatal head injuries in their Albion Park Rail home.
Wollongong is a city by the sea, around 80 kilometres south of Sydney. Affectionately known as ‘the Gong’, the city was built on industry and coalmining and is home to Port Kembla, which has the largest concentration of industrial businesses in Australia. The city has now benefited from a diversification of businesses and is home to the University of Wollongong, which has established itself as a respected and cutting-edge education provider and hub of research. There is also a thriving arts and culture scene, and the annual Viva La Gong Festival showcases the best that ‘the Gong’ has to offer.
On 13 March 1996, Jennifer De Gruchy’s sister Liz Karhof was notified that there had been a dreadful incident at the De Gruchy house. Jennifer’s husband Wayne was away in Sydney on a business trip and Liz was asked to attend Shellharbour hospital because her nephew, 18-year-old Matthew, had been admitted. The full story for the call was not conveyed at first but when Liz explained that she could not come right away – she was babysitting two small children – the caller told her the most devastating news. Her nephew was in severe shock because he had discovered his mother and sister dead after he had arrived home from a night at his girlfriend’s house. At this stage it was not known that Adrian was also dead; when Liz arrived at the hospital she learned that her youngest nephew had been murdered as well.
Matthew had gone to a neighbour’s house around 8.30 a.m., crying and saying, ‘There’s something wrong with mum and Sarah.’ Police who arrived at the scene first observed that Matthew appeared shocked and distressed, lying on the ground and sobbing.
The brutal scene inside the De Gruchy home was at total odds with the aspirational, middle-class suburban setting at the Macquarie Shores housing estate, which was sparkling and new in 1996. Jennifer De Gruchy and her two younger children had been beaten with some sort of heavy weapon with such force that their fatal head injuries were described by a forensic pathologist as being similar to those suffered by car or air crash victims. Jennifer and Sarah were both found dead in their bedrooms. Adrian was found in the garage and had also been doused with petrol. Pieces of carpet from Jennifer’s room and a video recorder were missing from the house.
The night of the murders, Wayne De Gruchy had been in Sydney, having attended a corporate golf day. He had phoned his wife at around 6.30 p.m. to tell her he would stay at his parents’ house. This was something Wayne, a state manager for Pioneer Concrete, often did during the week.
Matthew De Gruchy told police that he had last seen his family alive the evening of the murders before he had gone to his girlfriend’s house. Matthew’s girlfriend, Alyssa Brindley, 16, told police that Matthew arrived late at around 11.30 p.m. Alyssa said that when she had asked Matthew why he was so late to arrive, he told her that his mum ‘was having prank calls and she asked me to stay’. Matthew later revealed that his mum told him one of the calls made mention of ‘three family members going to be deceased’. Alyssa told police she had spoken to her boyfriend at 8 p.m. and then tried to call him again at 10.30 p.m. that night but had received an engaged signal. She had not noticed anything particularly unusual about his demeanour when he arrived at her home – he hadn’t been upset or stressed or worried.
Matthew De Gruchy was described as a gentle and loving young man by relatives. Unemployed at the time of the murders, Matthew, from most accounts, was not much trouble. He liked to smoke Winfields and drink Jim Beam – there was also some cannabis use – but there wasn’t much else, on the surface, to suggest anything darker. However, Alyssa and his aunt, Liz Karhof, told police that he’d had fights with his mother over the use of her car.
The extended family of the De Gruchys rallied around the surviving members. Liz Karhof gave a detailed and emotional interview to the Sunday Telegraph a few weeks after the murders and described the unimaginable impact of the crime on the family. Thanking the community of the Illawarra and the police, Ms Karhof also made a plea to anyone with information on the brutal murders to come forward and help the homicide detectives. Tearfully, she told the reporter that she had been like a second mother to her niece Sarah and nephew Adrian. The bonds of sisterhood she shared with Jennifer De Gruchy were strong and the siblings lived within minutes of each other.
Liz said she and her sister had dreamed of growing old together and enjoying their children growing up and having their own families.
‘What makes their loss worse is that it has become such a public affair,’ she told the Sunday Telegraph.
Three months later on 23 June 1996, police charged someone for the murders: Matthew Wayne De Gruchy.
The act of children killing a parent or stepparent is known as parricide. According to the Australian Institute of Criminology’s Homicide in Australia 2008–09 to 2009–10 National Homicide Monitoring Program annual report, of the 185 domestic homicides in that time period, 20 were parricides.
Abuse is the main reason children kill parents, though in Matthew De Gruchy’s case, there was nothing to suggest that the killer had anything but a good relationship with his family.
Matthew also committed siblicide in killing his brother and sister. Siblicides are even rarer that parricides and between 2008 and 2010 there were just four cases, according to the Australian Institute of Criminology’s Homicide Monitoring Program.
In 2001, Sydney man Sef Gonzales, 20, murdered his parents and sister in their North Ryde home. Police searched for the intruders who massacred the family but their attentions turned to Gonzales, who was playing the part of the grieving son to the media and supporters. Gonzales was charged with the murders and went to trial in 2004 where it was revealed he had planned the killings for months.
In 2002, Matthew Wales killed his wealthy mother and stepfather and the murder case gripped Melburnians. Wales, who pleaded guilty to the murders, told investigators that he wanted to rid himself of the domineering and controlling influence of his mother, Margaret Wales-King, rather than cash in on her sizeable estate, worth millions.
Matthew De Gruchy’s father Wayne stood by his son. He simply could not believe that his whole family had been murdered by his own flesh and blood, and his eldest son was all he had left. Offering up his home – the murder scene – other property interests, and that of his brother’s as surety, Wayne was expecting to be able to take his son home with him after the July 1996 bail application.
At the Wollongong Court committal hearing, Wayne said that a few days before the murders Matthew had a disagreement with his mother over the use of her car but that it had not dissolved into an argument.
Wayne’s safety was the main reason his son was denied bail. Despite expert testimony for the defence that there were no major rifts within the family and that the defendant was not a danger to his surviving family members, Justice Timothy Studdert said he could not rule out the need to protect Wayne De Gruchy from his own son.
Police had determined that Matthew had bludgeoned his family sometime between 8.30 p.m. and 11.30 p.m. Matthew’s blood was found in various parts of the house, including a bloody palm print and blood smears in the en suite of his parents’ bedroom and another print on a can of petrol from the garage, where Adrian’s body was found.
A wheel brace and jack handle were missing from Jennifer’s Toyota Corolla and investigators strongly believed that these were used to kill the family.
Weeks after the killings, children playing at an old brickworks site, minutes from Matthew’s girlfriend’s house, found a number of items dumped in a dam. Police were alerted and when the area was searched, they found many items – loose and in a backpack and sports bag.
A torn-up note that appeared to be a checklist written by Matthew was also found, preserved in a plastic zip-lock bag. It read (in list form): ‘open gate; throw bottle down back; throw things down the wall; roof; track suit pants 1; knife 1; T-shirts 2; shoes 2; hanky; pole; towel; open blinds to see through; Sarah; Mum; Adrian; head butt bench; have shower; throw [illegible] down back; hit arm with pole; hit leg with pole; cut somewhere with knife’. This note formed a large part of the strong circumstantial case that police built on Matthew being the murderer.
Jennifer’s wallet, containing her driver’s licence was found, along with a video recorder (this VCR would feature at the trial when it would not fit in the same sports bag police claimed it was found in at the dam), scissors, a knife, handkerchiefs, video games and console, tracksuit pants, T-shirts, sheets and pieces of carpet. A sledgehammer was also found but no blood or DNA residue could be found on it as it had been submerged in water for so long.
The carpet found in the sports bag at the dam was found by a fibre expert to be a ‘highly probable’ match to carpet from the main bedroom of the De Gruchy home and to some tufts found in the Toyota Corolla. Matthew had used the car on the evening of the murders.
The teen’s murder trial began on 23 September 1998. Five men and seven women sat on the jury before Justice Michael Grove in the NSW Supreme Court.
Matthew’s father and extended family, with the exception of his aunt, Liz Karhof, supported him in court. Ms Karhof was convinced her nephew was guilty. His remaining family and girlfriend all gave evidence that Matthew was not a violent person and that he loved his mother and siblings.
Wayne De Gruchy gave evidence at his eldest son’s trial that he had received around $10 000 from an insurance policy on his wife Jennifer and denied that he had anything to do with the murders.
Wayne said his eldest child was not, to his knowledge, a violent boy. In a statement made to police on the day his wife and children were discovered dead, Wayne said Matthew had never been violent to his siblings, apart from ‘the usual brother-sister squabbling’.
The court heard of the horrific injuries inflicted on the victims. Forensic pathologist Dr Allan Cala told the court the blows were delivered with such force that the victims’ injuries were more like those seen on car or plane crash victims. Dr Cala thought the injuries could have been caused by a wheel brace or sledgehammer. He suggested the killer surprised the victims in a ‘blitz attack’ and said that it is possible they may have been asleep at the time. Jennifer De Gruchy’s head injuries were so severe that pieces of her brain had been forced out. Jennifer’s death was not instant – post-mortem examination showed that blood from her injuries had gone into her airway and had been inhaled.
Dr Cala had also attended the murder scene and said blood from Adrian’s injuries was splattered on the garage ceiling and some of his teeth were lying beside his body. A jerry can was nearby – Matthew’s fingerprint had been found on it – and Adrian’s body was doused with petrol.
Sarah, the baby of the family, had some injuries to her arm that suggested she had made an attempt to fight off her attacker.
Wayne was still backing his boy in his claims of innocence. Again, he described to the court that he believed his eldest son was not violent, was very close to his mother Jennifer and was part of a ‘happy and united’ family.
Matthew’s lawyer Malcolm Ramage, QC, introduced his client as a ‘frail, little sparrow of a man’. Matthew, who was pleading not guilty to the charges, wept in court as he gave evidence of finding the bodies of his family.
‘There was a lot of blood … I didn’t really know what to do,’ Matthew said in front of Justice Michael Grove.
Matthew said he loved his mother and got on well with her. Matthew told the court that the day before she died, they had been ‘fixing up the fish pond’ together.
‘I’ve said time and time again, I did not do it,’ Matthew said when asked by the Crown prosecutor Paul Conlon if he had murdered his loved ones.
The note found in the dam was a crucial part of the prosecution case and while Matthew admitted that the handwriting was his, he said he could not remember writing it, though the note could have related to preparations for his 18th birthday party. He denied the suggestion by the prosecution that the note was a checklist to conceal the crime.
The last three entries on the list – ‘hit arm with pole’, ‘hit leg with pole’ and ‘cut somewhere with knife’ were zeroed in on by the prosecution, who put forward that De Gruchy had originally planned to hurt himself and claim he was the only surviving victim – the ‘last man standing’ – of the attack.
On Wednesday, 14 October 1998, Matthew De Gruchy was found guilty of murdering his mother and siblings. The jury had deliberated for six hours and when Matthew was escorted from the dock, he made no eye contact with his father.
Liz Karhof’s victim impact statement was read out in the court. It was a heart-wrenching description of the horror she felt at seeing her sister and niece and nephew at the morgue and the subsequent trauma the murders had caused for her day-to-day life:
I actually put my hand over my mouth when I saw [Adrian] so that I would not scream out because his injuries were so horrific.
I went back to [the house] to clean it up so my brother-in-law could move back home … it took six hours to clean the blood from Jennie and Sarah’s bedrooms. It was one of the most painful days of my life.
The murders put a great strain on family life and personal relationships. I find it very hard to trust people.
In sentencing De Gruchy, Justice Grove said:
Nothing is known of what specifically triggered the outbreak of homicide nor has any motive for the killings been determined. Unless you choose to disclose it, it is likely that your motives will remain secret.
The destruction of your mother’s features was such that the coroner evidently required blood match samples to confirm her identity. Each of these deaths was accompanied by a brutality which beggars description.
Taking into account De Gruchy’s youth, Justice Grove sentenced him to 28 years’ jail with a minimum of 21 years dated from his arrest, making him eligible for parole in 2017.
Predictably, De Gruchy’s legal team appealed their young killer’s sentence, claiming there was no evidence that supported the guilty verdict. At the New South Wales Supreme Court of Appeals, Matthew’s lawyers presented several reasons why they believed the verdict was unsafe.
There was an issue of some strands of long hair on Adrian De Gruchy’s fingers that were found by DNA analysis not to be those of Matthew or the deceased. There were some questions of semantics – was Adrian grasping the hairs or had they simply been transferred to him from the killer’s clothes or body? But apart from the fact that the hairs were not Matthew’s, the defence could not offer any other explanation.
On the point of the hair strands, Justice J Simpson said, ‘Given the events that must have taken place in the house that night, it would not be surprising if some of Sarah’s hair attached to the assailant, who then transferred it to Adrian.’
The defence also brought up a suicide note by a vagrant man from the area, a Mr Wakehim, who wrote that he feared being blamed for the murders.
The brutal murders of David Thomas O’Hearn and former Wollongong mayor Frank Arkell were also discussed during the appeal. The defence said the trial judged had erred when he did not allow evidence about these crimes, which had occurred in the general area of the De Gruchys’ neighbourhood.
Both these murders occurred within a week of each other in 1998 – long after Matthew had been arrested – but the defence said the killings were in the general area of where Jennifer, Sarah and Adrian De Gruchy were killed and with ‘extraordinary levels’ of violence.
The killer of Mr O’Hearn and Mr Arkell was arrested in October 1998 – the same time as Matthew’s trial was underway. Wollongong man Mark Valera handed himself in to police and confessed to the murders, claiming that his alleged sexual abuse at the hands of his stepfather drove him to kill. Valera (formerly Van Krevel) said O’Hearn, who was gay, had propositioned him for sex and that was his motive for murder. Mr O’Hearn was not only killed – he was brutally mutilated by Valera. He was decapitated, his hand was cut off, and his penis was mutilated. Valera had also drawn satanic symbols on the wall of Mr O’Hearn’s Albion Park Rail home, almost two kilometres from the De Gruchys’ home.
Mr Arkell had similarly been brutalised and mutilated. His head had been smashed in with a desk lamp and ashtray and Valera had stuck pins in his eyes and cheeks. Mr Arkell, then a Member of Parliament was just weeks away from appearing in court on sex charges involving young males. He had been a person of interest of several investigations into child pornography and paedophilia over the years before his death.
Valera became one of the youngest people in NSW to be sentenced to life without parole, due to the brutality of his crimes. In a shocking twist to the case, his father Jack Van Krevel, the man he claimed had molested him, was found murdered just weeks after Valera was sentenced. Valera’s sister Belinda convinced Valera’s friend and fellow suspect in Mr O’Hearn’s murder, Keith Schreiber, to kill their father. Van Krevel said she had her father killed because he was molesting her preschool-age daughter and was the reason why her brother was in jail, never to be released.
In striving for an appeal for their client, De Gruchy’s lawyers also said that the trial judge had directed the jury to disregard a comment made by the Crown prosecutor Paul Conlon during his closing address. Mr Conlon had said the killer of the De Gruchys must have had ‘a disturbed mind’. No motive for the murders had been conclusively found by police – Matthew De Gruchy had certainly not provided one at any stage – and the defence argued that the comment by Mr Conlon was handing the jury one on a plate.
The appeal was dismissed with the judges deciding that on independent analysis of the evidence they were satisfied, with no reasonable doubt, that the Crown had established that Matthew Wayne De Gruchy was the killer.
De Gruchy appealed to the High Court for the jury’s verdict to be set aside.
His defence again brought up the ‘disturbed mind’ comment and said that the judge had made the situation worse for their client when he asked the jury to disregard the statement by the prosecution.
‘The appellant didn’t have a disturbed mind … he had a placid temperament,’ De Gruchy’s counsel Tim Game told the High Court bench.
‘In circumstances where you have a young man who had no motive to kill his family, then that makes it reasonable that he didn’t kill his family,’ Mr Game said.
His High Court appeal was dismissed and De Gruchy was left to face his lengthy sentence.
In 2009, De Gruchy faced court over the gang-bashing of one of the ‘K’ Brothers pack rapists. De Gruchy was one of four convicted killers charged over the jail-yard attack, which almost killed one of the brothers, dubbed the ‘Ks’. Their identities are secret because two of the four brothers were juveniles at the time of their offences in 2002. De Gruchy appeared at Goulburn Local Court charged with various assault offences, which were withdrawn by the alleged victim and the case was dismissed.
De Gruchy is currently serving his sentence at Cooma Correctional Centre, a medium/minimum-security jail near Canberra. His sentence will expire in 2024, but he will be eligible for parole on 21 July 2017.



Crime of Passion
The Murder of Dorothy Davies
Forbidden passions turned to cold-blooded murder on a winter’s night in Sydney’s Woollahra in 1944.
The eastern suburb of Woollahra is one of the premiere postcodes in Sydney. It is a very affluent area, just five kilometres from the CBD and not far from world-famous Bondi Beach. An historic Woollahra mansion, St Kevins, is the home of former prime minister Paul Keating (purchased by Keating and his then wife Anita for $2.2 million). Next door to the Keating abode is the former childhood home of the late Australian opera great Dame Joan Sutherland.
In the 1940s, Woollahra had an eclectic scene, filled with artists, professionals and boarding houses.
Dorothy Jean Davies, 22, shared a flat in the area with a female friend who worked for the Transport Department. Miss Davies worked as a delivery truck assistant at the Sydney Towel Supply, but had also previously worked for the Transport Department as a tram conductor.
In August 1944, Miss Davies told one of her three sisters Mrs Enid Poche that she was ‘going around’ with Richard William Underwood, 30. Underwood was a married tram conductor who used to work with Miss Davies.
Mrs Poche told Miss Davies to be careful, as Miss Davies was also engaged to a solider called Colin Dennerley, who was due back soon on leave from the Army. Mrs Poche asked her little sister if she thought she was being fair to Colin by going around with another man. Miss Davies replied, ‘No, perhaps not, but what can I do?’ It was the last time Mrs Poche saw her sister. Three days later, on 25 August 1944, Dorothy Jean Davies was dead.
Miss Davies was found dead on Edgecliff Road, Woollahra, not far from her home at around 8.30 p.m. Medical student Kenneth Rice found Miss Davies lying on the footpath groaning and rocking from side to side. She had been shot in the chest at close range and died soon after from her injuries.
At 11.15 p.m. that night, the police arrived at Underwood’s home in Sydney’s Waverley, not far from Woollahra. They told him that Miss Davies had been shot, to which he replied, ‘Is she dead?’ When told that Miss Davis had died, Underwood said, ‘I half expected something like this,’ and proceeded to weave a story of his own making for detectives.
At first Underwood told Paddington Detective Sergeant Aubrey Keating that he had arranged to meet Miss Davies at 8 p.m. but she hadn’t arrived. But then, acting nervous, he quickly changed his story and told police that while he didn’t shoot Miss Davies he was with her.
‘I was there when she was shot. I will explain it to you,’ Underwood said. He said he met Miss Davies at Wynard, near the CBD and was walking her home when a man rushed up and shot her. Underwood said that Miss Davies fell to the footpath as her attacker ran away and that he knelt down on his knees to try and lift the dying young woman.
‘That is how I got blood on my clothing,’ he told Keating.
This tale quickly unravelled and Underwood finally said to Keating, ‘You win, I shot her.’ He then claimed it was accidental when the pistol he was showing Miss Davies ‘went off’. When asked where the murder weapon was, Underwood told police that he had thrown it over a bridge into the water.
The true motive for Miss Davies’ death became clear when detectives kept pressing Underwood, who admitted he was jealous of her soldier fiancé. As with so many affairs, the relationship between Miss Davies and Underwood was complicated. While she had declared her passion for Underwood, Miss Davies still wore an engagement ring from Mr Dennerley. And while Underwood had told Miss Davies that he was divorced from his wife Olga, he was in fact only separated.
Newspapers at the time lapped up the sensational nature of the crime with headlines such as ‘Former connie “terrified” of suitor’ and ‘Shot girl who loved him; left her writhing on ground’. One report on her murder in Fairfield newspaper The Biz described Miss Davies as ‘a tall, attractive brunette’.
It was a love letter that sealed Underwood’s fate and exposed his motive for murder. While police were searching his home on the night of Miss Davies’ death, Underwood ripped up a ‘Dear John’ letter she had written to him.
In the letter addressed to ‘Dearest Rick’ (and pieced back together by the detectives) Miss Davies said she could not continue with the relationship. Extracts were published in newspapers during his murder trial in November 1944, and they revealed a tormented young woman: ‘You must surely know that every tiny moment with you hurts like the devil because I know I can never really be yours for always.’ Miss Davies was breaking up with Underwood:
God, Rick, darling, will you ever realise how much I love you, and understand how unfair you are to me when you expect me to just keep on going on and on as we have been. I am afraid I just can’t take it any more. Now you know why I want to break it off … I also hope you know now how much you really mean to me, so please help me – yours, Jean.
At a coronial inquest into Miss Davies’ death, which came before the murder trial, the dead woman’s three sisters all gave evidence in court about their sister’s fear of ‘another suitor’. Mrs Thelma Cowie said while she did not know Underwood, her sister had told her she was afraid of a man called Dick who worked on the trams.
‘He had put it to her that he was divorced, but she found out different, that he was not divorced, but separated,’ Mrs Cowie told the court.
Another sister Mrs Edna Everingham described a conversation she’d had where Miss Davies described Dick as very persistent. ‘He told her that if he didn’t get her, no-one else would,’ Mrs Everingham told the coroner.
There was one witness to the crime, law clerk Mr Roy Shostak, who said he was on a tram in Edgecliff Road at 8.29 p.m. and saw a man and woman on the footpath. He told the coroner he heard a sound ‘like a cracker or a tyre blow out’, then saw the woman scream and slump to the ground. Mr Shostak said he could not see the man’s face as his back was to the tram.
Underwood’s guilt was compounded when a tram driver and friend of Underwood, Colin Campbell, said the accused had called at his home on the day of the shooting to get a Colt revolver, which he had left there.
Richard Underwood was sentenced to death for the murder of Dorothy Davies but this was commuted to life imprisonment on 7 March 1945.
Underwood’s wife, Olga, was granted a divorce from Underwood in 1954. By that time Underwood had served 10 years in Sydney’s Long Bay prison. Mrs Underwood, asking for the judge’s discretion, said she had been living with another man since 1950 and was expecting a baby. The judge granted Mrs Underwood a quickie decree nisi in 21 days, rather than the usual six months.



Cowra
Small Town Brutality
For a quiet town, Cowra has had more than its share of brutality.
With a population of just over 10 000 people, Cowra is located in the central-west region of NSW and is well known for its beauty and relaxed nature.
But there’s a dark side to the town. It is historically significant as the site of a World War II prisoner-of-war (POW) camp that was the scene of an incident known as the ‘Cowra breakout’. In August 1944, over 500 Japanese POWs attempted a mass breakout from the camp. Simultaneously, some Japanese prisoners still inside the camp tried to kill themselves; 235 Japanese and Australian soldiers died during the incident.
In June 2008, the community was blindsided when one of its own, a 69-year-old man, murdered his wife and two grandchildren, and tried to kill his own daughter. The scene of brutality that the police encountered was sinister and shocking for any setting, let alone this quiet town.
Senior Constable Shelly Walsh said ‘have a good day at school’ to her children, a son aged seven, and daughter, five, as she dropped them at her parents’ house in the town. It was something she did often. Shelly was stationed at Parkes Police Station but was in the process of being relocated to Cowra. The children would stay overnight and their grandparents would take them to school the next day. Her parents, John, 69, and Mabel, 52, had moved to Cowra from Sydney a decade before.
Shelly tried to call the house several times that morning with no answer. Her father finally answered the phone at 11 a.m. and said that his wife was unwell. By that stage, though, John Walsh had already killed everyone in the house.
When Shelly returned to her parents’ house on the afternoon of 30 June, she found her mother dead on the bedroom floor with her back propped up against the bed. Her father had said that she was sick and resting.
Shelly noticed her children’s school uniforms were still laid out where they had been left the night before. Rushing to the children’s room, she found them dead, tucked up in their bunk beds. While Shelly was making this horrific discovery, her father lunged at her from behind with an axe, trying to kill her too.
Shelly wrestled with her father and managed to get the axe away from him before fleeing for her life, with an axe wound to her head. Shelly banged on the door of a neighbour’s house, screaming, ‘Dad has just killed mum and the two kids!’
It was unfathomable that someone could do what Walsh did. He had hit his wife with a lump hammer and stabbed her. He had then drowned his little granddaughter and killed his grandson with the same hammer used on their grandmother. Walsh had even drowned the family dog, carefully wrapped it in plastic and placed it under the children’s beds.
By the time the police arrived, Walsh was gone. Police told the town to lock their doors and stay inside. A brutal killer was on the loose. Walsh’s photo was shown on the television news in an attempt to find him fast. Police were protecting Shelly’s ex-husband, also a policeman, in the belief that Walsh was on his way to kill him too. In fact, Shelly had told police that as her father was attacking her, he had said, ‘When I am done with you lot I am going to Newcastle to kill your ex-husband.’
Walsh was tracked down later that night in a Hay motel, 400 kilometres from Cowra. The motel owner, a former detective, recognised him when he checked in and phoned police.
It is possible that in his own twisted mind Walsh had thought he was saving his family by killing them. He had given no real reason for his crimes but when his daughter was fighting for her life from her own father, he had said, ‘We are all better off this way.’
At Walsh’s sentencing in 2009, Justice Lucy McCallum said the lack of explanation for the crimes was most disturbing:
The killings remain unexplained. The only reason stated by the offender for killing JH and KH [the children’s names were subject to a suppression order during the trial] is the baseless and arrogant assertion that his daughter would not have been able to care for them on her own. His acts were wicked in the extreme.
The court was told that Walsh, originally from Northern Ireland, had planned to drive across Australia to Broome and ‘start a new life’. Walsh received two life sentences and will die in prison.
Speaking to A Current Affair after her father was sentenced in 2009, Shelly Walsh said her father would not tell her why he brutally killed the family.
‘If you’re here looking for a reason why, I don’t have anything to offer,’ Shelly said her father told her during a prison visit.
In 2010, Shelly spoke to her local newspaper and said she believed her father’s untreated depression was a catalyst for the shocking murders. Shelly said she believes her father’s depression was linked to her brother’s suicide many years earlier.
‘My father was never violent until that terrible day, but was always a controlling and powerful figure who was never questioned by the family,’ Shelly said.
Disturbingly, Walsh’s younger brother was convicted and jailed for murdering his own family in August 2007. James Conan, then 66, stabbed his 21-year-old partner Kirsty O’Connell in a frenzied attack and then after pausing for a cigarette, smothered their four-year-old son Patrick and then bathed him. Conan, who changed his surname in respect to Conan the Barbarian, was obsessed with Vikings and had laid his son out in a ritualistic way with toys surrounding him and a dagger next to his little body. NSW detectives travelled to England in 2009 to interview Conan about his brother and their lives.
Nowadays, Shelley is involved in victim advocacy.
‘The importance of victim welfare can never, ever be overrated,’ Shelly told The Advocate newspaper in 2011.
Shelly is now an education officer in the NSW Police and works for change within the force so that a greater emphasis is directed to victims.
The brutal crimes of John Walsh brought back the memories of the unsolved murder of two of the town’s young women in 1987.
The murder of Catherine Holmes (née Pollard), 28, and her close friend Georgina Watmore, 24, was one of the most violent crimes the state of NSW has ever seen. People who saw the crime scene said it resembled a slaughterhouse.
The women were attacked in the early hours of 15 April in Catherine’s house. They were found brutally bashed in the front bedroom. Catherine had suffered an estimated 15 blows with what was believed to be a tomahawk. Georgina had been bashed five times.
Later that day at 3 p.m. a co-worker Robyn Moulder went to check on the woman to find out why they hadn’t turned up to a shift at the Edgell cannery, where they both worked. On the way she met Catherine’s neighbour Leslie Marsh, and the pair went to the house together. Calling out, they received no answer so Leslie went inside and was confronted by the horrific scene. When the women were found, Catherine was already dead and Georgina was barely clinging to life but died en route to the hospital.
There had been an informal get together at the house the night before after Catherine and Georgina had gone out for dinner with a group of friends at a local hotel. Catherine was also a bartender at the hotel – the Lachlan Inn – and was well known among the patrons. Her children, aged eight and nine, had been staying the night with her mother.
Four friends had joined the women back at the Jindalee Circuit address. They all reported to police that the party was relaxed and there was no hint of trouble when they left at around 3 a.m. The house was part of a housing commission area on the outskirts of the town and it was a fairly quiet place.
Police could find no sign of forced entry to the home and the back door of the house had been left unlocked. The killer had trailed blood through the house and escaped via the laundry and out the back door. The blood trail went to the roadway.
When the women were first found, Catherine was in the bed under the sheets but Georgina was hanging off the bed, barely alive.
Police conducted an exhaustive investigation and spoke to over 1200 people both in NSW and interstate to try and solve the case. To think there was a violent killer on the loose filled the town with terror. Newspaper reports in the days after the murders described Cowra as a ‘small, sleepy country hamlet’.
A neighbour told police she had seen a man in a cowboy hat sitting in a park across the road before the killing. It was the slimmest of leads for the police to go on.
In May 1987, the NSW Government posted a $50 000 reward. As part of the reward, there was the offer of a free pardon to any accomplice who did not commit the crime and who provided information. (That immunity was withdrawn in 2010.)
At a 1988 inquest, coroner Jim Smith said he was satisfied that there had been a thorough investigation by the police.
Smith said the offender must have known the victims – the brutality of the attacks indicated an emotional involvement – and scotched rumours the murders were drug related.
In 1989, a Sydney man Paul Gerald Mason was questioned about the Cowra killings after he was charged with the murders of two young women and an eight-month-old baby.
In May 1989, Mason bludgeoned pregnant Mary Clark to death with a pickaxe in her isolated farmhouse north of Canberra. He also tried to murder her one-year-old son. Then in July 1989, Mason murdered Ruth Ferguson and her baby son at Pambula Beach on the NSW south coast. Mrs Ferguson and her baby Mark were found by her husband in the boot of her car. She had been bludgeoned to death and her son strangled. Mason knew his victims well. He had gone to school with Mrs Ferguson and had met Mrs Clark’s husband through their mutual love of rock climbing and the outdoors. Mason’s father had described the Clarks as his son’s ‘very dearest friends’.
It stands as one of Australia’s most baffling crimes. The sheer brutality of his attacks on the women and their babies was horrific. Mason was arrested at the police station at Woden, Canberra on 29 July.
According to police, Mason was questioned about the double murder of Cathy Holmes and Georgina Watmore because of the similarities in the deaths of all the women. However, detectives found no connections between the crimes.
While in custody, Mason was found hanging in his cell. An inquest recorded a finding of suicide on Mason’s death and the murders of Mrs Clark, Mrs Ferguson and her baby were recorded as murders committed by Mason.
In 2010, NSW Police increased the reward to $200 000 in the hope that this would motivate someone to reveal leads that would uncover the killers of Catherine and Georgina.
At the time, Detective Senior Constable Matt Packham of the Unsolved Homicide Squad said the double murder remained ‘a blight on the Cowra community’.
‘The murder of Cathy Holmes and Georgina Watmore remains the subject of much speculation, innuendo and gossip within the township, contributing to the heartache and grief of the family and friends of the girls,’ Packham said.
‘We will continue to knock on doors, speaking to people, pursuing persons of interest and lines of enquiry, until this matter is resolved.’
The family and friends of the women are still waiting for justice.
Anyone with information on the murders of Catherine Holmes and Georgina Watmore should contact Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000 or at http://crimestoppers.com.au.



Fatal Ride
The Murder of Taxi Driver Wendy Bell
Sydney cab driver Wendy Bell was planning her exit from the job.
A gregarious woman who liked a beer and a good laugh with friends, 59-year-old Wendy had been paying off a little unit in Port Macquarie, NSW, and was ready to take life a bit easier. The cab-driving game wasn’t as enjoyable as it used to be. She had seen it change over the years. Taxi drivers were being bashed far too regularly and the recent murder of a cabbie at Collaroy Plateau, a northern beachside suburb, had unnerved her. Ezzedine Bahmad, a father of seven, had been stabbed and slashed 37 times before having his throat cut by Richard William Leonard in 1994. Leonard was aged just 21 when he murdered Mr Bahmad, and in a separate incident, another man Stephen Dempsey. Leonard was sentenced to life imprisonment, never to be released.
Wendy had even stopped working nights because she felt unsafe. While she loved the job she had done on-and-off for years since university, especially the social aspect of chatting with the customers, Wendy expected to be in her new locale soon.
On 4 May 1995, Wendy had been invited to go sailing with a good friend from the Manly 16ft Skiff Sailing Club. Wendy was a passionate sailor and loved being out on the water. At the last minute, she cancelled, opting to drive her taxi that day. Her upcoming move would mark the end of a 12-year stretch driving for Manly-Warringah Cabs and she wanted to make as much cash as she could to start her life on the NSW north coast.
Michael Shand Walker was waiting for a cab that same day. Walker, a Scottish migrant, had planned his trip for a long time. Walker was a published author – he once had a short story called Fatal Distraction published in Family Circle magazine under the nom de plume Naomi Sands. When he climbed into Wendy’s cab late that morning, the events that followed could have been straight out of the plotline of a novel.
A father of two, Walker, 42, was a conman who tried to make his fortune from insurance rip-offs. Walker had taken out four insurance policies on his life, worth a total $783 000 and he planned to cash in on these by faking his own death.
An innocent cab driver was to be the main character of Walker’s elaborate plot. He planned to hire a taxi driven by a male of similar height and build to himself and direct him to drive to Mona Vale Cemetery where he would murder the poor cabbie.
Walker had chosen Mona Vale Cemetery, in Sydney’s north, because he knew of a dip in the road there, where a vehicle would not be visible to passers-by. He had even earmarked a gravestone to use for his ruse.
Walker planned to shoot the cab driver, and disfigure the body and face to make it hard to identify. He then planned to put his jewellery and a medical bracelet that said he had a middle ear condition on the corpse. Walker had even plotted how he would dispose of the body: He would place the body in a surfboard bag, along with a briefcase of his personal papers. Dressed in similar clothes to the body, Walker would catch the last Manly ferry from Circular Quay and at some stage of the journey, dispose of the dead cab driver overboard so that the body would be chopped up by propellers. A spare change of surfer-type clothes would be on hand for Walker to change into, but not before he imagined he would sit next to an elderly couple inside the ferry, complain of feeling sick and then go outside for some air. He figured that by leaving his briefcase inside the ferry and making sure he was first off when it docked, he could disappear and begin a new life.
Walker had sorted out his will and changed it so that the monies from his life insurance would be paid into an estate, and not to his estranged wife. An uncle in Scotland, George McBean, was to act as executor of Walker’s will, though the man didn’t know it yet. Uncle George would only find out about what his nephew had done on arrival in Australia.
Walker believed he had planned everything. One of the life insurance policies even paid out an extra $100 000 if the policyholder died on public transport. He had stolen identity documents from a man staying in the same Sydney hotel and before he left his home state of Queensland, Walker had bought a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver.
Waiting at the taxi rank on 4 May, Walker was planning a ‘dry-run’ of his murderous scheme. But nothing went right that day for Walker and tragically for Wendy Bell, a split-second change to his step-by-step plan cost her life.
Walker had planned to get in the cab in front of Wendy’s but someone else got there first. It wasn’t until he sat in the front seat of the next available taxi that he saw that the driver was a woman.
In that moment, Walker decided to kill her anyway. Testimony from a fellow prisoner, who turned police informer for the case, revealed Walker’s split-second thinking. Walker told his fellow inmate, ‘I thought, “What the hell, I’m here now. I may as well take her for a dummy ride.” ’
Walker made small talk with Wendy, and asked her to take him to Mona Vale Cemetery to visit a relative’s grave. Walker even asked her to stop at a florist’s on the way so that he could buy flowers for the grave. Meanwhile, the revolver was hidden in his briefcase. During the course of their chat, Wendy revealed that she didn’t have any children or immediate family in Sydney. In Walker’s mind this was a green light for his crime – she wouldn’t be missed.
On arrival at the cemetery, Walker took the gun out of his briefcase and concealed it behind the bunch of flowers. Although he was sitting beside her, Wendy wouldn’t have been able to see what he was doing because the open briefcase hid his actions. Walking back to the cab after his faux grieving, Walker planned to shoot the unassuming taxi driver at the secluded spot. However, in a momentary reprieve for Wendy, a funeral procession drove past and Walker hopped back into the cab instead.
Complaining he felt ill, he asked Wendy to drive him to a doctor. He even asked her to pull the cab over so he could get out and be sick, and he pretended to vomit on the side of the road.
When Walker re-entered the cab he got in the back seat, saying to Wendy that he didn’t want to breathe all over her.
Walker was becoming agitated because his plans were going awry. And Wendy, who was attuned to human behaviour after driving cabs for so many years, was beginning to get concerned. She was driving Walker from one place to another, with no proposed end destination; the bill was already $42 on the meter. Then something only Walker and Wendy would know prompted her to hit the taxi’s internal alarm, which sent an alert to her base that she was in danger. Perhaps it was a discussion about how Walker would pay the cab fare that led to her anxiety about where this cab ride was headed.
Witnesses reported seeing the cab driving erratically and heading towards Dee Why Police Station, no doubt in an attempt by Wendy to get help. Before they reached the police station, Walker shot Wendy in the back and tried to commandeer the vehicle. The cab stopped abruptly when Wendy was shot and in a panic, Walker jumped out of the vehicle. As he pushed Wendy from the driver’s seat, her foot became wedged on the accelerator and the car took off again. Walker was trying to steer the car with his hand through the window but was being dragged alongside. At 12.22 p.m., the cab smashed into a tree right outside the police station. Shocked onlookers surrounded Walker and held him for the seconds it took police to arrive.
Walker confessed on the spot to police that he’d killed Ms Bell, extending his fingers to imitate a gun.
While in custody awaiting his trial, Walker escaped from Long Bay Correctional Centre and was on the run for several weeks. He made his escape on Friday, 3 May 1996, in a laundry truck and it was only noticed he was gone when he failed to attend a late afternoon assembly.
A week after his escape, the most recent photo of Walker was published in newspapers in an attempt to locate him. Authorities feared Walker would try to harm himself or someone else. They also thought he may head to Queensland, and they were right. He was recaptured a few weeks later on the Gold Coast.
More controversy followed for Walker when in February 1998 he sacked his barrister after learning he had driven taxis 25 years ago to make extra cash while studying law. The trial was postponed for a few days while Legal Aid organised alternative defence for him.
Walker’s estranged wife Robyn gave evidence at his committal hearing that he had plotted to kill on at least one other occasion. Mrs Walker told the court that in 1993 her husband suggested the pair take out life insurance policies. It was Mrs Walker’s death he planned to fake with a sensational plan to blow up a plane and make it look as though the pilot’s body was hers. He had concocted a scheme to take a ‘lovers’ holiday to a secluded spot on Stradbroke Island. According to Mrs Walker the pair did a ‘trial run’ of the plan in 1994 and her husband packed a picnic hamper complete with a semi-automatic gun and soft drink bottles filled with petrol.
It was just the two of them – the pilot had wandered away to sit on the beach while his chartered passengers enjoyed an hour’s romantic time together. Mrs Walker said her husband became agitated when he noticed a tent at the spot and realised they were actually not alone. She said she convinced him to put away his gun and that he was acting ‘crazy’.
Mrs Walker said that even on the return home, her husband was talking about another scheme involving a helicopter pilot. She told the court that it was at this point that their relationship fell apart and she left, taking their two children with her.
During his trial, Walker’s defence said the death of Ms Bell was caused by his warped state of mind – he suffered from depression, Meniere’s disease (a condition of the inner ear) and an addiction to prescription drugs. Walker also claimed the gun discharged ‘by accident’ and that he did not even know how to properly handle a firearm. When asked by prosecutor Mark Tedeschi to explain the safety measure on the gun, Walker appeared to recoil from the weapon he had been handed and told Mr Tedeschi, ‘I don’t want to touch that.’ Walker would not even look at the gun. He denied he had fired the gun three times in the cab. Mr Tedeschi said that something ‘much more sinister’ must have occurred to make Ms Bell drive her cab at speed to try and get help at Dee Why Police Station. He said that she must have felt sheer terror in the moments before she died.
Walker was found guilty of murder by a jury. At his sentencing hearing he told the judge, ‘I’m not a taxi-driver-stalking monster.’
Walker was sentenced to a maximum of 19 years in prison.
On 23 March 2000, Walker appealed against his sentence. His lawyers submitted that certain information from a police informer – a fellow prisoner – should not have been admitted into evidence. Walker also wanted the jury’s verdict to be deemed unreasonable (based on some of the evidence from the police informant), and set aside. The appeal was dismissed.
Walker’s maximum 19-year sentence expires in September 2016. His 14-year minimum non-parole period ended in September 2011.
He was transferred to a Scottish prison in March 2011 in an approved international prisoner transfer under Australia’s International Transfer of Prisoners Act 1997.
The Scottish Prison Service confirmed Walker’s transfer but due to the country’s data protection laws, could not say which prison he was transferred to or whether he has been paroled.



The Lakemba Murders
Kevin Irwin
The Dart family were the epitome of the industrious, respectable working class that populated Australia post-war. William Dart was a well-respected master plumber, who had his own small business with son Ronald. Dorothy Dart, 49, kept the comfortable Lakemba brick and weatherboard suburban cottage and had raised the couple’s children, now grown up. The couple’s daughter, Dorothy Jean, still lived at home but was soon to be married. She was an attractive young woman who excelled at sports and was civic-minded.
Lakemba had always been a solid working-class area and became a popular settling place for Greek and Italian migrants from the 1950s and then Lebanese from the 1970s. The suburb, 15 minutes southwest from Sydney’s CBD, is now home to one of the largest mosques in Australia.
Miss Dart, 20, and Norman Kahler announced their engagement on 27 December 1949. They were both looking forward to a happy future together. However, the life of this average suburban family was violently torn apart one week after the joyous news of the engagement.
On the evening of Tuesday, 3 January 1950, Mrs Dart was found battered to death and her daughter barely clinging to life in their Garrong Road home. Both women had severe head injuries and Mrs Dart had been scalped in the frenzied attack.
Police had been called by neighbours who heard piercing screams from the house at 8.15 p.m.
When police arrived they forced open the front door to find a nightmare scene. Mrs Dart was dead in the hallway. The walls, floors and furniture were spattered with blood. A trail of blood led them to young Dorothy who was unconscious in the kitchen, with gaping head wounds.
She was rushed to the nearby Canterbury District Hospital but died a few hours later at 11 p.m.
Police immediately began the search for the murder weapon, believed to be a lead pipe or some similar heavy instrument.
Mr Dart Sr was away on a fishing trip at Lake Burrill and son Ronald, who was married and lived nearby, was told of the tragedy and came to the scene immediately.
Dorothy Jean’s fiancé was inconsolable when told of her death. Police interviewed Mr Kahler at his home and he was completely bewildered as to why anyone would want to harm his wife-to-be and her mother.
‘Dorothy had no enemies as far as I know. She was a sweet-tempered girl,’ Mr Kahler told police.
‘I can’t understand why anyone would want to harm her. The whole thing seems like a nightmare. Her mother had the same disposition,’ he said. ‘The man must have been a maniac.’
In the days following the horrific crime, detectives were convinced that the viciousness of the attack meant that the killer had a personal grudge against the women and would have been known to them.
They focused on talking to men who were known to Miss Dart and thought that a rejected suitor could have been the killer. It had been reported that Miss Dart’s engagement ring had been smashed to pieces, along with her hand, in the wild attack but a post-mortem had shown her fingers were not broken.
Detectives tried to piece together the women’s movements before the killer arrived at the house. It appeared that Mrs Dart was reading a newspaper in the lounge and her daughter was knitting items for her cherished wedding trousseau in the kitchen.
When police first arrived at the house they noticed that the radio was turned on loud. Mrs Dart was deaf and it was likely that she did not realise her daughter was being attacked until it was too late.
The Darts’ next-door neighbour told police that after hearing screams from the house, he looked over and saw a man who appeared to be bending over and ‘prodding something’ on the floor.
Several other neighbours reported seeing a man leave via the front door but then run around the side of the house and escape over the fence.
The only solid clue, besides witness statements, that police found in the days following was a bloodstained dark blue polka-dot scarf discovered in the Darts’ backyard. It appeared the killer must have dropped it as he made his escape.
The press had dubbed the killer a ‘maniac’ and Sydney was shocked by the brutality of the murders of the unassuming women. If everyday people like them had been killed then surely it could happen to anyone?
Three days after the murders, a man presented himself, in the company of his parents, to Campsie Police Station. The man was Kevin John Irwin, 23, who lived the same street as the Darts.
On Saturday, 7 January 1950, the police charged Irwin with murder. That same day, over 1000 people attended the funeral of the Dart women. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that 500 people stood in sweltering heat outside St Andrew’s Church of England during the service. Mother and daughter were buried together.
Irwin was refused bail and remanded in custody. An inquest into the deaths was conducted in February 1950.
Irwin’s father John gave evidence at the inquest that on the night of the murders his son came home after 11 p.m. with his trousers damp, which was odd because he had left the house at 7.15 p.m. to go to the movies. Mr Irwin said his son told him he had changed his mind and gone to Manly to the beach and slipped in the water.
Mr Irwin even told the hearing his son had asked him, ‘What’s going on up at the Darts’?’
A Lakemba resident, Geoffrey Furnell, also gave evidence and said that he was walking along Garrong Road at 8.15 p.m. on the evening of 3 January, on his way to his home in nearby Railway Parade, and saw a woman struggling with a man on the front lawn of the Dart residence. Mr Furnell said he saw the man hit the woman with a cylindrical object the size of a rolling pin.
He went on to recall that the man dragged the woman back to the verandah, where there was a short struggle, and then he carried her into the house. The witness heard some more thumping noises and then he saw a man come to the window, press his face to the glass and then disappear.
Bloody heel prints had been found on the verandah and in the kitchen of the murder scene and the spotted scarf found in the backyard was confirmed by Mr Irwin to be similar to one he had recently owned. The heel of shoes handed to police, from the Irwin house, matched the bloodied heel impressions.
A crown of a wristwatch winder was also found amid the bloody scene in the kitchen. A detective from the scientific branch of the Sydney Criminal Investigation Bureau said that police gathered items from Irwin’s home including the clothes Irwin had worn on the night of the murders and a wristwatch. The detective confirmed that the winder matched the wristwatch that belonged to the accused.
Irwin’s father outlined the ‘peculiarities’ of his son. Irwin had been born with a double cleft palate, which had been fixed with surgery, though the young man’s speech had been affected. Mr Irwin Sr told the packed courtroom that there was a history of cleft palates and insanity in the family’s history. He also revealed that he and his wife – Irwin’s mother – were third cousins. Whether or not this was the reason for their son’s conditions, Irwin was also deemed by Crown witness Sydney psychiatrist Dr John George to have the mental age of a 13-year-old. However, Dr George said he believed the accused knew what he was doing at the time of the murders.
Irwin’s defence made a plea to the court that their client was of ‘unsound mind’ when he killed the Dart women and vigorously tried to have him declared insane due to his alleged mental capability.
A work colleague of Irwin’s testified that Irwin, a moulder, had been able to perform tasks with a fair amount of skill. Neighbours described Irwin as being fairly polite and ‘normal’, though he had been made fun of over the years by other children because of his speech impediment. Newspapers reported that Irwin was extremely nervous when in the dock and he paused often before tentatively giving one-word answers to questions.
Eighteen years after the murders of the Darts, a case in Melbourne made international headlines when a young man was acquitted in 1968 of murder on the grounds of insanity. Laurence Edward Hannell, 21, pleaded not guilty to murdering 77-year-old Mary Redfern in her Brunswick flat in 1967. Hannell had purposely cut the antennae to Ms Redfern’s television and then knocked at her window, asked if she was having trouble with her set and offered to help. When in the flat, Hannell tripped the elderly woman and then stabbed her several times in a motiveless attack. Hannell admitted to police he had killed the woman and that he did not even know her. ‘[The murder] just came into my mind and I carried it out,’ Hannell said.
Hannell, who lived in the same apartment block as Ms Redfern, was found to have an extra Y chromosome – an extra masculinity factor known as an XYY Syndrome. The syndrome can result in intellectual impairment, delayed development and being taller than average. Scientists believed that the condition meant that sufferers were unable to self-regulate their actions. At Hannell’s trial, a Pentridge Prison psychiatrist said that the condition meant that every cell in the man’s brain was abnormal. Hannell was ordered to strict custody at her majesty’s pleasure.
It was the first time chromosomal evidence was given in an Australian court. It wasn’t until 1960 that this kind of research was being undertaken on chromosomal defects to explain criminality.
Irwin, who may well have been a candidate for chromosomal testing, had made a confession to police, which he now said he did not recall, nor did he have any memory of what occurred at the Darts’ home. When he was first questioned by police, Irwin had denied that he had anything to do with the murders and said the blood found on his clothes was from a brawl he had been involved in the same night. He admitted he owned a pair of golf shoes the same as the style and make that matched the heel impressions at the murder scene.
The policeman giving evidence, Detective Sergeant Jack, told the court that Irwin had reportedly asked to see the officer by himself. Jack said, ‘He put his arm on the table, leant his head on his arm and burst out crying, saying, “I will tell you all about it. I killed them. I hit them on the head with a piece of pipe I took from the backyard.” ’
Jack recounted how Irwin had told him he went to the Darts’ place to use the telephone and young Dorothy had told him she was engaged. Irwin then alleged the women started talking about ‘my sister’s dead baby’.
‘I thought Mrs Dart was grinning at me and making fun of me and my sister,’ Irwin reportedly told the detective.
Jack told the court that Irwin recounted that he had excused himself, and gone outside the Darts’ house and picked up a piece of pipe, which he had hidden under his coat.
Irwin said that when he re-entered the house he asked Mrs Dart what she was grinning about and then struck the unsuspecting woman on the head. When Mrs Dart was first struck, her daughter ran to help and Irwin savagely beat her on the head too.
In line with what witnesses observed, Mrs Dart ran along the hallway, out the front door and on to the verandah but Irwin struck her again and dragged the terrorised woman back inside.
Jack said that at the conclusion of his confession, Irwin told him, ‘I know I’ll spend the rest of my life in jail for this, but don’t let them hang me. I don’t want to die yet.’
Irwin was found guilty of murder and sentenced to death. His sentence was later commuted to life.



The Gentleman Grocer Murder
Frank Newbery
Newcastle businessman Frank Newbery was known as ‘the gentleman grocer’.
Mr Newbery had operated his grocery store Frank’s Ham and Beef in the Newcastle suburb of Cooks Hill for 56 years and was a much-loved figure in the community.
Mr Newbery, a World War II veteran, still operated an old-fashioned cash register and his loyal customers loved the ‘old school’ service and feel of the corner store on Union Street that he had run since 1951. The 87-year-old lived above the store and had worked alongside his wife Elenore, who died in 1989.
Named ‘the best grocer in the world’ in 2001 by the Cooks Hill community when he racked up 50 years in business, Mr Newbery was always dressed in shirt, tie and vest and he retained the charm of the days when the corner store was the centre of the community.
Cooks Hill, an inner-city area of Newcastle, New South Wales had changed a lot over the years but Frank’s Ham and Beef always fit in well with the mix of businesses – mainly pubs, restaurants and a thriving community of small art galleries and artist-run projects.
Customers loved his home-delivery service over the years where ‘old Frank’ would actually pack the groceries away in people’s kitchen cupboards; such was his work ethic and belief in keeping his customers happy.
The community was rocked when Mr Newbery was found on the floor of his store, unconscious and covered in blood on 12 March 2007. He was found near his cash register, which had been raided. Mr Newbery had suffered a head injury and he died later at John Hunter Hospital.
Police believe Mr Newbery served his last customer about 4.10 p.m. Other customers found him collapsed under cardboard boxes about 20 minutes later, which led police to believe the murder was at 4.15 p.m. It wasn’t unusual for the store to be quiet between 3 p.m. and 5 p.m. and for so many years Mr Newbery had conducted his business with nothing but trust in the people who walked through the door. It took mere minutes for old Frank’s life to be snuffed out in a random act of violence.
The police theory was that his death was the result of a random attack, a robbery that went tragically wrong. There was $1500 found in Mr Newbery’s pocket. A post-mortem revealed that he had suffered up to five blows to the head from a blunt object, which was not found at the murder scene. The blows were brutal, and blood and brain matter were splattered metres away. He had tried to put up a fight – there were wounds to his hands – but Mr Newbery was never going to survive against the brutality of a younger, stronger person.
Separate witnesses told police they had seen a man in the store. The descriptions differed slightly but detectives believe it was the same man; he was described as having long hair and wearing a hat or beanie.
A 2012 coroner’s inquest ruled that no-one had been identified as a suspect in the murder.
There is still a $100 000 reward being offered by the NSW Government to help solve Mr Newbery’s murder.
For such a well-loved man and stalwart of the community, the manner of his death was most cruel and brutal and has baffled police despite thousands of hours of investigations.
Anyone with information that could lead to the arrest of Frank Newbery’s killer should contact Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000 or at http://crimestoppers.com.au.



End of Innocence
Child Murders in the 1970s
In the 1970s there were several high-profile Australian murder cases where teenagers and offenders barely out of their teens murdered other children.
Nowadays the sight of children as young as six out and about alone, riding their bikes or playing with friends, is a rarity. It’s a much-debated issue whether today’s parents are breeding a generation of ‘cotton wool’ kids but it would be hard to find many mums or dads in suburbia who would let their young ones go out riding on their bikes without an adult or walk to the shops alone.
The victims of these crimes were no different to any other children of the 1970s. Their families probably never dreamed such evil could visit their lives. Their children were just doing what other Aussie kids of the 70s were doing – enjoying a carefree childhood.
These cases are reminders that danger can be lurking anywhere. In the 1970s few parents would have thought twice about letting their children move freely around their neighbourhoods. How can anyone predict such a terrible event like the murder of a child?
Edward and Audrey Thrussell had moved from England to Sydney and settled in North Ryde with their three daughters. They had come to Australia for a better life away from the bleak economic and social climate of 1970s Britain.
On 9 January 1978, 16-year-old Julie Ann Thrussell, their eldest daughter, set off from her Cressy Road home at 9.20 a.m. to buy a pair of jeans at Grace Bros department store.
The first-year apprentice chef used the public path that deviated through a nature reserve – a distance of around 200 metres – and led to a bus stop that would take her to the store. She was enjoying her job at the Sebel Town House in Elizabeth Bay and all the independence that came with earning her own money and learning new skills. Julie had even studied a cake-icing course at night school and was looking forward to a career in commercial kitchens.
Julie was due to go to work at 3.30 p.m. that day but the teen never made it to her shift. In fact, Julie never made it home that morning from the shops.
A man who was in the area visiting his in-laws that day found Julie’s body on fire in bushland. Their Higginbotham Road home was a few hundred metres from the bush track where he made the horrific discovery. Julie was only half a kilometre from home. Police believed her killer had hidden in bushland and hit the unsuspecting girl on the head with a rock. She had then been dragged off the path, raped, doused with petrol and burnt alive.
Mr Thrussell had to undergo the horrifying ordeal of identifying his daughter’s body. The following day, still no doubt in shock, Mr Thrussell gave a doorstep interview to newspapers, while neighbours and friends consoled Mrs Thrussell and the other daughters aged 15 and 12 inside the house.
‘What are we going to do about this maniac? I don’t think he is going to stop here,’ Mr Thrussell said to reporters. He appealed to the public for help in finding his eldest daughter’s killer.
Mr Thrussell was a salesman who had been working towards building the ‘Australian dream’ life for his family. ‘I thought the kids would have a good chance in Australia,’ Mr Thrussell said. However, the Thrussells had been jolted violently from their hopes of a safe, happy suburban life in Australia.
It was a devastatingly brutal crime and police had to work fast to find the killer before he struck again.
The path Julie took on her last moments of life ran alongside the Field of Mars Cemetery. Two days after her death, a 19-year-old gravedigger’s assistant was arrested for her rape and murder. Christopher Douglas Dennis, who didn’t live far from his victim, appeared in the Ryde Court of Petty Sessions in handcuffs and flanked by six detectives.
Dennis was remanded in custody but managed to escape authorities for a few hours on 23 March 1978, when he broke away from a prison warder while being escorted to a medical examination in Sydney’s CBD. Police scoured trains and all seven theatres of the Hoyts Cinema before Dennis was found on a bus in William Street, a main CBD thoroughfare. The then New South Wales state premier Neville Wran demanded an immediate report from corrective services about the incident.
Dennis was sentenced to life imprisonment for the murder of Julie Thrussell.
In 1980, the Thrussells received $20 000 in criminal injury compensation from the NSW Government. It was the maximum sum payable at the time – $10 000 for each parent.
In 1992, Dennis’ appeal for release failed. Though there was evidence presented that he has undergone fairly successful rehabilitation while in jail, the judge felt the bid for release was premature.
Two other migrant families also found themselves the victims of an unspeakably brutal crime in 1978.
When Julie Atanasov and Magda Trajkov, both eight, failed to return from a playdate at a friend’s house in the southern Sydney neighbourhood of Bexley, their parents spent a most distressing night searching for their little girls.
On Sunday, 12 November 1978, the girls had walked to the house of one of Magda’s friends. The house was in Oriental Street, a five-minute walk from the Trajkovs’ Harrow Road home.
But worse was to come for the families who had both left Yugoslavia for a brighter future in Australia.
The families had been friends for many years and the girls would spend a weekend at each other’s homes every few months. The Trajkovs had settled in Bexley and the Atanasovs lived in Yagoona, a southwest suburb of the city. Mr Atanasov had established a successful car trailer business in nearby Bankstown and he and wife Bozna also had a four-year-old son. Mrs Atanasov and her children had returned just days before from a six-week visit to Yugoslavia to visit friends and relatives.
At 3 p.m. the girls left their playdate and started their route back to Magda’s house. They stopped at the playground of the local primary school for a while.
A witness last saw the girls talking to a young man in the grounds of the school between 3.30 p.m. and 4 p.m. Then the girls vanished.
Police searched through the night for the girls. At 10 a.m. the following day, two Bankstown police officers found Julie and Magda in a nearby reserve. Sergeant John McInerney and Constable Ian Dawson heard the weak cries of a child and it led them to the devastating discovery of the friends who were both naked and lying on the bank of Bardwell Creek. The girls had been smashed on the back of their heads with a rock. Julie was dead from a fractured skull and Magda was barely clinging to life. It did not appear that the girls had been sexually assaulted. As she was taken to hospital, brave Magda was able to give police a thorough description of the man who had attacked them. They were now looking for a man around 18 years old with light ginger hair, a moustache and a light beard.
More than 100 police officers scoured the bush reserve and creek area. The next day detectives arrested and charged a 17-year-old Bexley man with Julie’s murder and the attempted murder of Magda.
The youth, whose identity was supressed, confessed to the crime and told detectives, ‘I took the girls into the bush and tried to kill them by hitting them over the head with a rock.’
The youth was concerned about his father and did not want him present at the police interview. However, the youth’s father came to see him in the police station and asked, ‘Did you do it, son?’
When his son replied, ‘Yes,’ the father asked, ‘How could you do such a terrible thing to those little girls?’
An 11-year-old girl came forward as a witness and said she had seen the girls holding hands and skipping in the Bexley school grounds on the afternoon of 12 November. The picture of childhood innocence was heartbreakingly sad because just moments later the girl said she saw a man pulling either Julie or Magda back towards the centre of the schoolyard with the other girl holding onto her friend’s hand. The witness had not said anything to anyone when she got home because she thought the young man might have been one of the girls’ brothers.
The crime struck a nerve with the community who were sickened by the attacks on the little girls. Crimes like these feed into the fears of every parent who, at the back of their mind, is terrified that harm will befall their child.
At the youth’s 26 February 1979 committal hearing, Constable Dawson told the court about the day he found the little girls. Dawson said he had entered the bushland near the creek reserve and seen ‘the face of a child looking at me. It was covered in dry blood.’ He also detailed how he saw the body of a second girl, with a large pool of blood beneath her head.
Magda, the survivor of the horrific attacks, did not appear in court to give evidence because she was still too unwell. Her father presented the court with a doctor’s certificate to excuse his daughter from the court proceeding.
Police surrounded the children’s court building in Glebe during the hearing because around 30 people were protesting with placards and calling for the return of the death penalty.
The accused killer was committed to stand trial for murder and attempted murder. The teenager pleaded guilty to both charges and was sentenced to two life sentences.
Justice David Yeldham said, ‘No words of mine could properly describe the enormity of the crime.’
The year before, Justice Yeldham had also handed down two life sentences to another teen killer.
On 30 March 1978, an 18-year-old man gripped the dock railings and closed his eyes as Justice Yeldham told the former shop worker that he would spend the remainder of his days in prison.
In 1976, the then-16-year-old had sexually assaulted and murdered 12-year-old Sydney boy Garry Barkemeyer. Months later the teen, now 17, struck again and stabbed 12-year-old Wayne Nixon to death after sexually assaulting the boy as well. He was considered extremely dangerous by the judge and the doctors who gave evidence for the court case.
On a Friday afternoon, 9 July 1976, the offender (who cannot be named for legal reasons) lured Garry Barkemeyer into a hidden part of Glebe’s Jubilee Park with the promise of a few dollars to help him stack boxes. Garry had been with an eight-year-old male friend and the two boys followed the teen’s instructions and waited for him at some sheds under the railway line, which ran through the large park. The two playmates had been trying out a yo-yo Garry had just bought with his pocket money when they encountered the older boy, who was tall and had shoulder-length brown hair. The teen arrived 30 minutes later and told the younger boy to wait while he and Garry stacked the boxes. The boy later told police the teen had told him he was too young to help.
Garry was led away along a secluded path and murdered by the teen, who struck the boy on the head with a rock. He came back and told the younger lad that Garry had already left.
Garry’s mother Hildegard reported her son missing to police on Sunday afternoon. Mrs Barkemeyer was living at a women’s refuge in Glebe with Garry and her five-year-old daughter Fiona.
It wasn’t until the younger boy’s mother heard that Garry had not gone to school on the following Monday that police had any real leads on his whereabouts. Garry’s playmate led police to the area where he had last seen his friend. Police made the tragic discovery of little Garry’s body in the bushes near the railway line. The boy had died from massive head injuries and his clothes were in disarray, which led detectives to believe there was a sexual motive to the crime.
On 30 January 1977, Wayne Nixon was enjoying his last days of summer before he was to start high school. He was riding his new bike, to which he had strapped a transistor radio, and was relishing the freedom that comes with having a set of wheels and not a care in the world. He had set off from his Kingston Road home in the inner-city suburb of Camperdown to visit a friend who wasn’t home.
A witness saw Wayne being given a ‘double’ on a bike by a youth fitting the teen killer’s description, along nearby Cardigan Road. It was not certain whether it was Wayne’s bike he was on but it’s unlikely that the youngster would have left his new transport that he had been so excited about receiving for his birthday in the September of 1976. This was the last time Wayne was seen alive.
Wayne’s partially clothed body was found dumped in thick bush against a fence in Jubilee Park, Glebe, in the same area where Garry Barkemeyer had been murdered. Wayne had been sexually assaulted and stabbed in the chest and thigh. Wayne had several cuts on his hands that indicated he had bravely tried to fight off his killer.
The park was around 2.5 kilometres away from where he had last been sighted. Wayne’s mother Hazel told reporters that it was unlikely her son had gone by himself to Jubilee Park.
‘He used to go there with his friends but after the Barkemeyer murder I told him to never go there on his own,’ Mrs Nixon told the Sydney Morning Herald.
Wayne’s stepbrother Robert, 32, thought his little brother must have trusted whoever killed him.
‘He knew the facts of life. I told him what a homosexual was. He was not the sort of fellow to go off with anyone,’ Robert said. ‘To have gone off with this youth he must have known him for a period of time somewhere.’
Two days after his death, Wayne’s bicycle was found in the Paramatta River, behind a mental hospital a few kilometres from where his body was found. Police interviewed staff and patients of the hospital, hoping for more clues to the identity of the child’s killer.
A teenage girl gave information to police about the identity of the teen seen ‘doubling’ with Wayne just prior to his death. The witness selected the accused from a line-up and when told this fact by police, he reportedly broke down and confessed.
‘Yes, it was me on the bike and I killed him,’ the teen told detectives. ‘I stabbed him and that is all there is to it. I told lies because I never thought I would get caught,’ he was alleged to have said.
At a June 1977 court hearing, Wayne’s 16-year-old sister Nina gave evidence that she had seen the accused killer a few times before. Miss Nixon told a police prosecutor that she was with Wayne in the inner-west suburb Enmore in late 1976 when she saw the accused outside a hotel. She said the young man had said ‘hi’ and that ‘Wayne said “I know him” and then said “hello”. The other boy nodded as if to say “hello”.’
A black-and-white mug shot of the murderer shows a very young-looking 17-year-old staring at the camera. The term ‘baby-faced’ would not be incorrect to describe the youth.
The young killer was ordered to undergo intensive treatment while in jail.
Earlier in the decade, NSW was shocked by a murder that was committed by two girls. Dubbed the ‘bikini cord murder’ and the ‘babysitters murder’ by newspapers, the murder of three-year-old Daniel Hay defied the belief of most people’s imaginations.
On 19 December 1971, a 14-year-old girl and her 18-year-old friend Leslie Raymond were babysitting at the home of the younger girl’s sister in Wyoming, near Gosford. The girls had four children in their charge that night: the younger girl’s sister’s children, aged three and four, and her sister’s friend’s children, little Daniel and his four-year-old sister. The two couples had left the children with the teenage girls while they went to a Christmas party nearby.
Leslie Raymond was not known to the sister of the 14-year-old but the adults had no reason not to trust the pair with babysitting the children.
During the night, the girls went into the room where three-year-old Daniel was sleeping and tied a cord from a bikini around his neck and each pulled an end. The little boy was strangled to death. As if that was not horrific enough, the girls then hit him on the head with a saucepan, which fractured his tiny skull, held a pillow over his face and stabbed him in the stomach to make sure he was dead.
Afterwards, the girls tried to cover up their murderous deed by slitting a flywire screen on the window of the bedroom to give the impression that an intruder had killed the little boy.
At 10.25 p.m. the younger babysitter went to a neighbour and told her that someone had broken into the house and killed the three-year-old boy. But the girls’ story fell apart and the older girl broke down and confessed, saying that it had been her young companion’s idea to commit the murder.
It was alleged in court that in her record of interview, Raymond said the girls had been watching television when her 14-year-old friend said she wanted ‘to kill Danny’.
‘I was not really keen at first but I guess she talked me into it,’ Raymond said.
Raymond allegedly told police during the interview that she had tried to stab the boy with a knife from the kitchen.
The 14-year-old girl told police that it was Raymond who hit little Danny on the head with the saucepan and that she held his nose while the older girl tried to strangle him again.
It would have been hard for the police to hide their shock.
The girls each stood trial for the murder and both pleaded not guilty.
A psychiatrist employed to assess the 14-year-old found that she appeared to have a personality disorder but not a mental illness. He advised that the girl would need psychiatric care for many years.
Their trial judge, Justice Begg, was explicit in his words about the crime during the May 1972 trial. When sentencing the 14-year-old to life imprisonment, Justice Begg said the girl had taken part in a ‘foul and monstrous crime on an innocent and defenceless victim’.
Raymond was also sentenced to life.
The girls won appeals against their sentences and a retrial began in December 1972. Again, both girls were found guilty of murder. The newspapers also included the detail that it was an all-male jury this time.
The judge for their retrial, Justice McClemens, said the case was ‘beyond experience’ and one that could never be believed possible.
‘I have never known a case like it in 31 years on the bench,’ Justice McClemens said.
He also said that despite Raymond being four years older than her accomplice, he felt the younger girl had heavily influenced her.
It was reported that the younger girl had tried to take her own life the day after her sentencing.
In the days before NSW’s Children’s (Criminal Proceedings) Act 1987, juvenile offenders were named and their photographs printed in the press. Photos of the ‘bikini cord murder’ girls were used prominently at the time. When the youngest girl was found guilty, her face was plastered on the front page of newspapers. The photo of an angelic-looking, smiling blonde stared out from the cover of a daily tabloid.
On 28 December 1974, it was reported that the younger girl, now 17, was on the run from the Parramatta Girls’ Training Centre. The girl and four other inmates had climbed a three-metre-high wall in the exercise yard the day before. A spokesman for the Department of Youth and Community Services told the media the girl had been a model prisoner and that it was a shame that she’d ‘spoilt her record’. Police warned the public that the girl could be dangerous.
The girl was captured three days later at her parents’ home.
A 1978 Sydney Morning Herald article reported that the young murderer, now 20, was being prepared for release and may have been transferred to a minimum-security prison. It is the last news report the author could find on the girls who committed a crime that shocked even the world-weariest in the legal profession.
Nowadays the girl killers would be aged 56 and 60. Have they had their own children? Did they have their identities changed? Why did they kill a little child?
For a Melbourne family, the act of sending their child away on a school trip in 1977 ended in tragedy.
In October 1977, a group of around 40 children from a school in Essendon, in Melbourne’s inner northwest, went on a trip to Canberra, to take in the sights of the nation’s capital. Eleven-year-old Greta Penticoss was one of these children. The children were staying, along with the headmistress, two teachers and two parents, on the sixth level of the high-rise Gowrie Private Hotel.
The trip ended in the most horrific way when little Greta’s body was found on grass outside the hotel early on Tuesday, 4 October. She had fallen or been thrown from the hotel by her killer. However, she had not died from the fall. Greta had been sexually assaulted and stabbed to death after falling from the balcony.
The day after Greta was found, the policeman in charge of the investigation, Inspector Arthur Brown, said that police feared the killer would strike again. Brown said that the crime was ‘one of the worst, if not the worst, in Canberra’s history’ and at least 50 detectives were chasing the killer. At the time it was the largest-scale criminal investigation ever carried out in Canberra.
Police had a description of the man they believed was the killer – he had been involved in several other incidents at the hotel the night that Greta was murdered. While canvassing the other people staying at the hotel – there were permanent residents there as well as other visitors and groups – detectives were told that the man fitting the description of the killer had tried to enter a number of rooms while people were sleeping. One man reported hearing the keys to his door, which had been left on the outside, being turned and jangled. He got out of his bed and opened the door to see a young man moving quickly down the corridor. Keys had been left in the doors outside the rooms so that the teachers and parents could check on their charges easily overnight.
The mystery man was stalking the hotel. He entered one room and asked whether the child in there was a boy or a girl (it was a boy). The intruder entered another room with two boys inside and again asked their gender. A girl was woken up at 3 a.m. by a man who said he was a doctor and asked her to remove her clothes. In a sleepy state, the girl complied and was led from her room by the man who then put his hand around her neck. The little girl screamed, broke free and ran down the corridor to a room where a school parent was staying. The parent searched for the man but could see no-one. They thought the girl must have dreamed it. Unfortunately it was no dream.
Greta Penticoss was attacked soon after, probably while she was out of her room and heading to the toilet. The children were all staying on the sixth floor but the killer took Greta to the floor below, which was unoccupied. Police discovered her slippers there. It was believed that Greta fell from the balcony during the struggle with her attacker. He then ran down the stairwell, found the girl outside and attacked and killed her. Greta’s injuries were horrific. She had been sexually assaulted, strangled and stabbed several times.
Police warned people to stay vigilant. Students in residence at the Australian National University were told to lock their doors. The city was on alert.
Two days after the murder, an 18-year-old soldier from the nearby Duntroon Military College was arrested and charged with Greta’s murder and the attempted abduction of a 10-year-old girl. James Ernest Taylor took part in an identification parade and ended up confessing to the crimes. In his accommodation at the college, detectives found weapons, clothes and the torch Taylor had used while he was stalking the Gowrie Private Hotel.
Taylor told detectives that he had been having nightmares about raping and stabbing a girl and had taken to riding the streets on his bike at night to try and rid his mind of the thoughts. In a court report from the Canberra Times on 16 November 1977, Detective Sergeant John Dau told a committal hearing that Taylor had told him he did not like girls, or his mother who called him ‘dumb’.
Taylor was found guilty of Greta’s murder in April 1978 and sentenced to life. He appealed his sentence on the grounds that he had not comprehended his actions when he had committed the murder.
The Federal Court ordered a second trial for Taylor. In 1979 he was found not guilty of Greta’s murder because he was insane at the time of the crime. Taylor was committed to an institution for the criminally insane at the governor-general’s pleasure.
With all the killers mentioned in this chapter, one can only wonder: What became of them? Due to privacy and information access legislation it has been difficult to find information on what has happened to these murderers. One can only assume they were eventually released. Did their youth give these killers a better chance at rehabilitation or did it make them even more of a threat?



Violence in Canberra
The Murder of Beverley Keys
The fatal bashing of a Canberra hotel receptionist in 1961 shook the quiet capital, which was not used to such violent crime.
Beverley Irving Keys was found unconscious in her bed by her mother on the morning of Friday, 22 September 1961. Miss Keys had a large gash on her head and it appeared she had been attacked sometime overnight in her bungalow, while her parents and 20-year-old brother slept just metres away in the family home in Geerilong Gardens, Reid.
Reid is one of the most established suburbs in Canberra and located directly next to the city. It is named after Sir George Reid who was Australia’s fourth prime minister (he was in power just shy of a year between August 1904 and July 1905).
Miss Keys never regained consciousness and died in the Canberra Community Hospital 40 hours later.
At the time, the murder was the biggest investigation ever undertaken by ACT Police. Immediately after Miss Keys died, 20 detectives and uniformed police canvassed the suburb, and searched all over, including in sewer drains and manholes, for the murder weapon.
As with all other investigations, the acquaintances of Miss Keys were questioned and her family were fingerprinted and eliminated as suspects. She was described as a popular, friendly and well-presented young woman. She had spent four years living in England and had returned home to live with her parents in May 1961.
Detectives also spoke to known thieves and criminals in the city. Whoever killed Miss Keys had also stolen her pay packets and handbag.
One clue that bolstered the detectives’ hopes was the discovery of a cigarette butt – Carlyle brand – on the corner of the lawn opposite Miss Keys’ bungalow.
Miss Keys had finished work at the Hotel Rex in the city at 11.45 p.m. on Thursday, 21 September and arrived at her home in a taxi at midnight. She had been paid that day so she had her pay packet from the Hotel Rex, which was her regular employment. Miss Keys also worked casually as a receptionist at another Canberra hotel, the Ainslie-Rex, and had also been paid for work she had done earlier that day.
These pay envelopes had been stolen. The same night of the murder, another home had been broken into nearby and a transistor radio had been stolen.
Meanwhile, women in the suburbs were terrified by the prospect that a brutal killer was in their midst and prowling the streets as they slept. Five days after Miss Keys’ death, the Canberra Times reported that streetlights in the northern suburbs would be kept on all night. Member for ACT, Mr J R Fraser said it was at the request of ‘many housewives’. The newspaper reported that the lights usually went out at 12.30 a.m.
Police worked around the clock to capture Miss Keys’ killer and on 30 September, they charged 45-year-old cook Daniel Norris Nicholls with murder. It was an unusual arrest in that Nicholls was charged at a special bedside court at Canberra Community Hospital where he was recovering from a shotgun injury.
Nicholls became only the third person in ACT history to have been charged with murder. The first was a man called Bertram Porter, who in 1932 force-fed his 11-month-old son rat poison; he was charged with the boy’s murder, but was eventually acquitted on the grounds of insanity and sent to a mental institution. In 1957, Elaine Kerridge was acquitted of murdering her abusive husband with an axe.
Nicholls came to the attention of the police on 28 September, a week after the attack.
On that day, Nicholls was at a sprawling property in Top Naas where the owner had given him permission to shoot on the land. The landowner, Maxwell Oldfield, had taken up Nicholls’ invitation to look at fox skins in the cook’s utility truck but the mood changed quickly.
Nicholls pointed a shotgun at Mr Oldfield and demanded to be taken to the house for a meal and so that he could write a statement.
He spent two hours painstakingly writing a statement that outlined his innocence of the murder of Miss Keys. However, he did write: ‘Due to my past I must eventually become a suspect and undergo an ordeal I am not prepared to face.’
Nicholls wrote the statement in point form, which was basically the circumstantial evidence that he believed would render him guilty in the eyes of the law. He admitted, among other things, he smoked Carlyle brand cigarettes – the brand found outside Miss Keys’ sleepout – and that he had stolen from bedrooms in the past.
‘I am caught in a web of unfortunate circumstances which at this stage I feel I haven’t the strength or youth to fight. I could not face the thought of possible conviction and spend the remainder of my days in prison.
‘I wish this to be published so that a few – very few friends can sum up things for themselves.’
Nicholls fully intended to kill himself by shotgun after he had written his last testament and had it witnessed by Mr Oldfield and his wife Dulcie. The Oldfields must have been terrified, especially when Nicholls ordered Mrs Oldfield to tie up her husband’s hands. While Nicholls was tying up Mrs Oldfield’s hands, her husband freed himself and lunged for a revolver, which he fired into the wall. In a mad grab by both of the men for the shotgun, it accidentally discharged and Nicholls was injured.
Mrs Oldfield, the postmistress at Top Naas, phoned the police at around 9.15 p.m. ‘Come at once,’ Mrs Oldfield said. ‘The man who killed the Keys girl is at Max Oldfield’s.’
Mr Oldfield told investigators that Nicholls had begged the couple to ‘finish him off’. Nicholls was begging the man to shoot him or give him the shotgun so he could kill himself but Mr Oldfield refused. When police and ambulance arrived they found Nicholls writhing on the lawn.
At the inquest into Miss Keys’ death, her father gave evidence that at 9.10 a.m. on 22 September, he had noticed a Carlyle brand cigarette stub, some ash and ‘human excreta’ in his garden but did not realise the significance of them until his wife discovered their daughter in her bloodstained bed at around 10.30 a.m.
Associates of Nicholls told police that they noticed that the man had money on the day of 22 September when the day before, he had complained he was broke.
There was also the matter of the transistor radio that was stolen on the same night and found in the accused’s possession. The homeowner, Richard Prowse, gave evidence at a court hearing for Nicholls in November 1961 that he last saw the transistor on the windowsill of his 12-year-old daughter’s bedroom.
The lead investigator on the case, Detective Sergeant Ray Kelly, had no doubt as to the accused’s motives – theft and sex. Kelly said told the court on 26 October 1961 that he believed the young woman had been killed for ‘some reason of sexual gratification’ but would not give his opinion on which came first.
The judge presiding over Nicholls’ Supreme Court trial adjourned proceedings so that the defence could make more investigations to prepare its case.
Nicholls pleaded not guilty to the charge of murder and appeared before the Supreme Court in March 1962. He did not deny that he entered Miss Keys’ room and stole money and her purse but he claimed not to remember the events afterwards.
On 8 March, he was found guilty and sentenced to death. Newspapers reported that Nicholls was impassive when he heard the verdict and quietly left the courtroom, smoking a cigarette, to be escorted back to prison.
Nicholls successfully appealed his sentence and a retrial started in March 1963 but he was again found guilty. This time his death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment.



Betrayed
The Death of Linda Roberts
Brisbane woman Linda Jane Roberts was ‘the perfect daughter’, according to her close-knit family.
The flame-haired receptionist had a job she loved, a secure and committed relationship and a bright future.
Linda, 27, lived with her boyfriend Chris Peiro in the south-side suburb of Mansfield. The couple had been seeing each other for a year and were happy and in love.
So when Linda seemed to vanish into the night on Saturday, 18 August 2001, her family and boyfriend knew there was something very wrong. People like Linda did not go missing by choice.
Linda was reported missing by Chris Peiro when he returned home from a hunting trip with his father and could not contact her. Along with Linda’s father Elwyn, Chris found his girlfriend’s silver Nissan Pulsar car outside a Video Ezy store in Wishart, not far from her home, on Monday, 20 August. Her handbag and mobile phone were in the car but her keys and purse were missing.
Some friends last saw Linda late on the Saturday night she vanished. She had a pre-arranged date to meet the couple Sven Huebner and Amy Maher at a house they were minding in Holland Park, less than 10 minutes away from the place she shared with her boyfriend. According to Huebner and Maher, the trio had dinner and watched a video (Dragonheart) and Huebner told detectives (and anyone who wanted to know) that his friend had left after 11 p.m., intending to return the video on her way home.
‘She was fine, like she always was, and nothing happened that could have pointed towards what’s happened,’ Huebner was quoted saying in the Sunday Mail.
Linda’s family and police both feared she had met with foul play. A month after her disappearance, Upper Gravatt Detective Senior Sergeant Geoff Sheldon said it ‘could have been a single marauding predator, it could have been someone lying in wait for an opportunity or even someone she knew’.
Linda’s parents Elwyn and Noelene certainly expected the worst news but were desperate to find their girl. ‘Someone has taken her,’ Mr Roberts told the Sunday Mail a week after she had vanished.
Chris Peiro and some of Linda’s other friends did letterbox drops across south-side Brisbane suburbs in the hope someone would have vital information to help police.
In the week after her disappearance, Chris still clung to the slim chance that Linda would be found alive, although he believed she had been abducted.
‘She may have only stopped [her car] for someone in need, she wouldn’t have stopped for a stranger,’ he said.
The days and weeks dragged on for the family and detectives worked furiously to piece together the fate of the tall, beautiful woman who loved horse riding and the outdoors. The faint hope her loved ones held onto had been replaced by agony and desperation to find Linda’s body.
Police divers did several searches of a reservoir near the Wishart Shopping Centre. On 30 August, her watch had been found in an area of Tingalpa Reservoir but police had not revealed the find to the public until 15 October 2001 – two months after her disappearance. The police wanted people to report any suspicious activity they may have seen at the reservoir around the time Ms Roberts disappeared.
‘The discovery of the watch has given us some hope for at least closure,’ Chris said.
On Saturday, 17 November, a bushwalker discovered a body on a track in Mackenzie, in Brisbane’s south, a few kilometres from where Linda’s watch was found. Dental records confirmed the body was Linda Roberts. State Emergency Service teams and the Roberts’ family and friends had spent hours searching that area of bushland and to add to his grief, Mr Roberts wondered how he hadn’t found his girl sooner. ‘We went to that area earlier in the piece,’ Mr Roberts told the Courier-Mail. ‘I don’t know how we missed her.’
One week later, family and friends farewelled Linda Roberts in a private memorial. Her parents also visited the site where her body was found, laying flowers down at the spot and sharing precious, private last words with their daughter. Her employer DHL Couriers planted a tree at the Eagle Farm branch where Linda had worked as a receptionist. Her ashes were scattered in the yard of her family home and a favourite spot where she loved to go horse riding.
The cause of death could not be determined by post- mortem, adding to the mystery of Linda’s fate. While traces of blood on her car were matched to Linda, police could find no obvious signs of a violent struggle to back up a theory that she had been abducted.
Linda Roberts’ disappearance had brought back memories in Queensland of Sharron Phillips, who vanished from Ipswich in 1986. Ms Phillips, a Brisbane shop assistant, was last seen on the Ipswich motorway at Wacol, where she’d stopped when her car ran out of petrol. She went missing minutes after phoning her boyfriend from a public telephone to pick her up. Police believe someone she knew murdered her.
Despite exhaustive interviews and searches, the 20-year-old’s body has never been found. There was some speculation that evil duo Valmae Beck and her husband Barrie Watts were responsible for Ms Phillips’s murder. Beck, who died in 2008, was jailed for life, along with Watts for the abduction, torture, rape and murder of Queensland schoolgirl Sian Kingi, 12, in 1987. However, police said it was unlikely they killed Ms Phillips because they were living in Western Australia at the time.
A $250 000 reward was offered for information on Ms Phillips’ fate, as well as indemnity against prosecution for any accomplice.
Police said there were some similarities between the disappearances of Ms Phillips and Ms Roberts but they did not think the cases were linked.
The police investigation into Linda Roberts’ murder led back to the last place Linda had been on the night she vanished.
Sven Huebner, 32, and his girlfriend Amy Louise Maher, 21, had been very helpful and supportive to Linda’s family. They had assisted police with information, helped search in bushland and wept along with friends at the memorial service.
On 7 January 2002, the couple were arrested and charged with the murder of Ms Roberts.
Linda’s boyfriend, Chris, knew Huebner well and told a newspaper he simply could not believe his friend could have had anything to do with her death.
A young woman, Melissa Gazsik, was watching the news about the couple’s arrest. Melissa was formerly a very close friend of the couple. When she saw the news report she was compelled to phone police and give them a shocking story – Huebner and Maher had tortured her over a year before Linda Roberts had met her fate.
Melissa, a science-law student, had befriended the couple while they were studying at the Queensland University of Technology. She described Huebner, a highly intelligent double-degree science and business student, and Maher, who also studied business, as ‘her closest friends’ at that time. They had supported her through a difficult breakup with her boyfriend, which had left her feeling depressed. Melissa became part of a group of pals at university who delighted in discussing their sexual exploits, with Maher and Huebner eager participants. (Maher told friends of a ‘pulley system’ in the bedroom she shared with Huebner.) Melissa said she went along with the group so she could feel accepted, even giving Maher a chocolate penis for her 18th birthday.
The revelations that were forthcoming were nothing short of salacious and strange. The couple was obsessed with sex – with each other and in groups.
Huebner and Maher were an awkward-looking, almost nerdy pair but made sure their sex life was adventurous, often taking part in group sex and bondage parties with their friends.
But what followed next for Melissa Gazsik was nothing short of terrifying and gave detectives an insight into what likely happened to Linda Roberts.
Ms Gazsik’s evidence at a November 2002 committal hearing for the pair was compelling enough for them to stand trial for extra charges of torture, assault and depravation of liberty. Ms Gazsik told the stunned court that she had gone to bushland with Maher and Huebner on the pretext of the couple having ‘a surprise’ for her. Melissa thought this would relate to something to cheer her up over the breakup of her relationship. However, while she was hugging Maher, Huebner grabbed Melissa. She thought Huebner was joking at first but when he wouldn’t let go, Melissa told the court she scratched his face before she was pushed to the ground. She said she was choked to unconsciousness by Huebner but recalled being straddled by the pair and bound and gagged. Expecting to be killed, Melissa said she heard Huebner say to Maher, ‘Why won’t she die?’ before he placed a noose around her neck. Tightening the noose for a moment, the pair suddenly abandoned their murderous pursuit and Melissa broke down in tears.
Huebner and Maher, who moments before had tried to kill their friend, suddenly started apologising to Melissa and promised they would never harm her again. Then Huebner suggested the terrified woman have three-way sex with him and Maher. Declining the invitation, Melissa travelled with the couple to Huebner’s parents’ house so she could shower, and watched television with them before they drove her back to her Ipswich home.
Bizarrely, Ms Gazsik told the committal hearing that even though she felt betrayed by her friends, she believed that they had cared about her.
‘In their own way, they did it out of love,’ Ms Gazsik told the court.
In one of the strangest revelations in the case, the court heard that Huebner bought a teddy bear and card to give to Melissa after the session that threatened to end her life. The card read: ‘We love you and are always there for you.’
At a later appeal hearing for Huebner, Justice John Jerrard commented, ‘She was tortured, strangled and propositioned for a threesome – in return she gets a teddy bear and a card?’ His bemusement was in response to Huebner’s counsel claiming the gift proved his client had been trying to help Ms Gazsik.
Forensic tests of the house at Holland Park revealed traces of Linda Roberts’ blood on a rug, a curtain and other areas of the floor of the computer room.
In a police interview video that was shown at the committal mention hearing at Brisbane Magistrate’s Court, Huebner claimed he had been ‘play wrestling’ with Linda and she had knocked her head and it started to bleed. Huebner re-enacted events for police, saying the pair had toppled over and ‘I heard the bang and she hit something’. In a separate videotaped interview, Maher said Huebner started tickling their guest and Linda tickled him back before they both moved their wrestling to the floor.
The case just kept getting stranger. There were several more witnesses who told of the couple’s obsession with sex and bondage. In one particularly graphic witness account, friend Holly Williamson said she’d had sexual contact with Huebner and Maher on several occasions, including at a 2000 housewarming for Maher. At that party, Ms Williamson said while Huebner had performed oral sex on her, Maher stood by doing some ‘weird’ kind of martial arts.
‘[Maher was] doing this thing with her eyes closed. Sven said he was starting to teach her a bit about martial arts,’ Ms Williamson told the hearing.
She also said the couple enjoyed taking naked photos of themselves, which she had seen, but she had refused to join in with them.
‘There is no way anyone is taking photos of me because you don’t know where they could end up,’ she said.
There was mention several times of a ‘stalking game’ that Huebner liked to play where unsuspecting people were followed. Huebner had purchased a pair of night vision goggles, with the intention of using them in his stalking fantasy games and told police that Linda had gone out with the couple to test the goggles.
Scott Toovey, an ex-boyfriend of Linda’s who had remained close friends with her, said he had last seen her on the day she disappeared. According to Mr Toovey, who was aware Linda was going to spend time with Huebner and Maher, she said, ‘I hope we don’t do this stalking thing tonight.’
Mr Toovey told the court that Linda had known Huebner for 13 years, and she described their relationship as a ‘great friendship’ but, to his knowledge, the friends had never had sex.
Huebner and Maher both pleaded not guilty to the charges and their trial began in August 2003. Three days in, Maher changed her story that she had been in Linda Roberts’s car when Huebner dumped it at the shopping centre around the time the Crown alleged that Linda had been killed. Four days into proceedings, Huebner pleaded guilty to the manslaughter of Linda Roberts. His plea change came after four days of evidence, including testimony from Ms Gazsik, who retold the terrifying bush attach she had endured at the hands of the couple. The Crown rejected Huebner’s plea and carried on with the murder case.
Huebner now said it was a bondage demonstration that went horribly wrong and caused Linda’s death. He told the court at his trial that Linda had visited the house so he could show her some techniques. After the ‘play wrestle’, which had resulted in Linda hurting her head, Huebner said he showed his guest various ties and knots. Then he placed a rope around her neck and while Linda knelt on the floor, he attached the other end to a curtain rail. He said he left Linda in that kneeling position while he went to get some drinks. On his return, Huebner said he found Linda slumped forward with her weight on the rope. Huebner said he tried to revive Linda but to no avail. Huebner said he realised that she was dead and so he took her to the bathroom, removed her clothes and washed the body. He also cut Linda’s leg; the reason for this has never been adequately explained.
The jury had been spared much of the more lurid witness accounts that were heard at the committal hearing eight months prior. It had been decided by the judge that some of this information would unfairly prejudice the men and women who were to decide the fates of Huebner and Maher. An email exchange between Linda and Huebner gave some scant insight into his sex fantasies.
His emails to Linda revealed his fascination with the stalking game and that he had tried to entice her to join in.
In the months before her death, the pair had swapped emails. One dated 14 June 2001 from Huebner said: ‘Are you interested in stalking someone?’ In another email he said there was a ‘thing’ they should talk about in person: ‘You know that some things start out as fun and can bite you on the bum big time and I prefer to keep in control [of] who knows until it is over … just in case someone gets pooey … more exciting if it’s a secret.’
On 9 August, Linda responded to Huebner and made mention of their arranged meeting. ‘In my diary I have Saturday, 18 August booked in the afternoon for you to do that stuff. I didn’t know anything about a movie or is that a code for something? So please explain.’
There was no clue as to what the ‘secret’ was and the last email Huebner sent to Linda was on the Friday before she died. It was about arrangements for their dinner. ‘You should bring your bottle of Kahlua for tomorrow night so we can get tipsy and get in the mood to be silly together … Amy and I will polish off the bourbon we’ve got.’
On 23 August 2003, Huebner and Maher were convicted of Linda’s murder and sentenced to jail for life.
Chief Justice Paul De Jersey, in Brisbane’s Supreme Court, said the crime was an example of unmitigated evil. Justice De Jersey said the jury had seen through Huebner’s ‘tissue of self-serving lies’ and that his was a case of substantial intellect gone wrong. Justice De Jersey was no less critical of Maher, saying she had willingly been dominated by Huebner and helped him plan the meeting with Ms Roberts with the knowledge that murder was the likely outcome.
After the verdicts, Maher could be heard sobbing hysterically as she was led from the courtroom. Her father, Mick Maher passed Huebner as he left the court and said, ‘You’re a dog and I hope you rot in hell.’
For Mr and Mrs Roberts, the pain of their daughter’s cruel death was made worse by the fact that Huebner and Maher had helped them search bushland in the week after her disappearance. All the while, they had known she was dead and where her body could be found. And the only explanation of what had happened on the night Linda died came solely from the sex-obsessed duo.
The pair launched an appeal against their sentences on the grounds that the jury should not have heard the evidence from Ms Gazsik about her attack. Their lawyers argued that the attacks on Ms Gazsik and Ms Roberts’s death were not linked.
The pair’s convictions for murder were set aside in 2004 by the Queensland Court of Appeal. Maher was given bail and ordered to face a new trial for manslaughter and Huebner faced resentencing on a charge of manslaughter.
Maher, who had been on bail and living with her parents, did not have to face the manslaughter charge over Linda’s death. Instead, she was sentenced to 18 months’ jail for being an accessory after the fact in the manslaughter of Ms Roberts. She pleaded guilty to the charges relating to the attack on Ms Gazsik, including assault, deprivation of liberty and torture, and received three years and six months’ jail. Both sentences were suspended because of time already served and Maher walked free into the arms of her supportive parents.
Huebner was resentenced to 12 years for manslaughter and four years for the attack on Ms Gazsik. He appealed the sentence in late 2006 with his lawyer arguing it should be reduced because he had no intent to harm Linda Roberts.
In rejecting the appeal, Justice Cate Holmes, on behalf of two other judges, said, ‘Both sets of offending were … driven by the applicant’s [Huebner’s] enjoyment of inflicting pain and fear through bondage, both with an unwilling victim made to suffer for his amusement.’
Now far away from the possessive and dominating clutches of her former boyfriend, Maher wants nothing to do with Huebner. In a 2006 interview with the Courier-Mail after her sentences were suspended, Maher said she kept quiet about what happened to Linda Roberts because of a misguided loyalty to Huebner. She added that Huebner was the one who pushed her to help in the search for Linda and to maintain the charade that they knew nothing of her fate.
‘I hate him and I don’t want to be reminded of him,’ Maher said of Huebner.
Rebuilding her life and staying close to her family, Maher didn’t want people to think she was ‘cold and heartless’.
A community group that wants to raise awareness of personal safety has used Linda Roberts’s death as a case study. The group called Community Supporting Police has presented ‘Friendship betrayal – the death of Linda Roberts’ as part of its ‘behind the crime’ initiative that lets the public into the world of police investigations.
On its Facebook page, the group stated: ‘Presenters [detectives involved in the case] for this evening unravelled the web of deceit and lies behind Linda’s murder, to discover that, sometimes all is not what it seems with friendships.’
Linda Roberts was a much-loved woman who was betrayed by her close friends. Her story serves as a warning that people who we think are friends could be dangerous to know.



Every Parent’s Nightmare
The Murder of Little Sofia
A family goes out one afternoon to their local shopping centre. The little girl, aged eight, leaves them for just a few minutes to go to the toilet. She is snatched away, murdered and raped in less than 10 minutes. This scenario sounds like it could be the plot for an episode of Law & Order: Special Victims Unit or Criminal Minds but it actually happened in suburban Perth on a weekday in 2006.
The little girl was Sofia Rodriguez-Urrutia-Shu. She had gone to the Livingston Marketplace shopping centre in suburban Canning Vale on 26 June with her uncle, 14-year-old brother and 11-year-old sister.
Canning Vale is located 20 kilometres south of the Perth CBD and is full of new houses and young families. The shopping centre is typical of so many in the suburban heartlands of Australia – in fact, if you didn’t know where you were, you could be anywhere. The shopping facility is bright and busy. Many people would have believed, until that day, it was a safe environment for families.
Sofia needed to go to the toilet and with her family close by, walked away for what should have been a few minutes. It is an age-appropriate act of independence – a child going to the toilet by themself while their family hovers, waiting for them to come back. But for the Rodriguez-Urrutia-Shu family, evil lurked that day and their precious Sofia was killed in a random, opportunistic attack by a deeply disturbed and dangerous young man.
Dante Wyndham Arthurs, 21, an employee at one of the businesses at the shopping centre, spied the diminutive Sofia wandering back from the female toilets, grabbed her and dragged her into the disabled toilet cubicle. Sofia was tragically just steps away from the safe arms of her siblings and uncle.
What happened in that time between 4 p.m. and 4.10 p.m. on that Winter Monday terrified parents and shocked Western Australia. Who could imagine that this could happen in the afternoon at a busy suburban shopping centre? Certainly not Sofia’s family who, after a few minutes, became worried that she had not returned. Her brother Gabriel quickly searched the female and male toilets for signs of his little sister. Maybe she’d had to wait for a cubicle? Or seen someone she knew?
Gabriel told police he knocked on the door of the disabled cubicle, as it was locked, but there was no answer. Gabriel returned to his uncle and sister and they all searched for Sofia. Gabriel, retracing his footsteps, saw a man exit the disabled toilet and run past him. Gabriel then discovered his little sister’s naked body in the cubicle. He chased the man for a few metres but then in his confusion and shock, ran back to be with his sister.
The cause of Sofia’s death was later revealed to be strangulation and her petite legs and arms had been fractured by severe twisting, no doubt sustained in the frenzied attack that lasted just minutes and cost the happy schoolgirl her life.
In an interview with reporter Hamish Fitzsimmons for ABC’s 7.30 Report in 2007, then WA police commissioner Karl O’Callaghan described Sofia’s injuries as ‘shocking, including broken bones’ and added, ‘It’s a very disturbing crime … one of the worst that I’ve ever seen.’
Forensic evidence led police to Arthurs, who was arrested at his home, not far from the shopping centre, at 4 a.m. the next day. Arthurs told his lawyer and medical experts that he had no clear recollection of what he did to Sofia but that he recalled seeing his hands around ‘a throat’. He also told them he panicked when he saw that Sofia had stopped breathing. At Arthurs’ sentencing hearing that year, forensic psychologist Greg Dear told the court Arthurs had Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism. People diagnosed with Asperger’s usually find it difficult to have insight into their own and other’s thoughts and feelings, and have poor social skills.
Arthurs was charged with wilful murder, sexual penetration of a child and deprivation of liberty. The Director of the WA Department of Public Prosecutions controversially dropped the charge of wilful murder and sexual assault and Arthurs pleaded guilty to the charge of murder, to which he was sentenced to life imprisonment on 7 November 2007. Under WA law, a victim must be alive at the time of a sexual attack for charges to be laid and it could not be determined whether Sofia had been dead or alive when Arthurs raped her. The case was, at one point, in some doubt because the police interview with Arthurs was declared inadmissible because the police were deemed to have been too aggressive while questioning the young man. However, the forensic evidence was strong enough for the case to proceed without the video evidence.
Arthurs must serve 13 years before he is eligible for parole – something that police and experts believe, and hope, is highly unlikely. On sentencing Arthurs, by this stage 23, Justice John McKechnie told him, ‘I find you have a dangerous sexual motivation towards young girls that manifests itself in violent situations with young girls.’
Justice McKechnie also said, ‘There are some crimes, which are so evil, they shock the public conscience; one such is the abduction and murder of a child, accompanied by sexual interference.’
Justice McKechnie also made mention of the huge impact Sofia’s murder had on her family, the community and the peace of mind of parents around Australia. ‘There are few domestic scenes more commonplace than the needs of children to go to the toilet when shopping with adults. Your actions have made every parent feel less safe, less trusting, more worried,’ he told Arthurs.
Arthurs’ Asperger’s syndrome was mentioned in some detail during his sentencing. Justice McKechnie noted that none of the clinicians who saw Arthurs made a diagnosis of paedophilia and they observed that he had a low interest in sex and sexual matters. Justice McKechnie said, ‘Clearly Asperger’s syndrome puts your offending in context and provides to a degree an explanation for it … when your whole history is considered, it is not Asperger’s syndrome but your sexual interest in young girls that motivated you for this crime and caused it.’
Western Australia was the only state left in the country whose homicide laws made a distinction between the two offences of wilful murder and murder. Homicide laws in WA were overhauled in 2008 and the offence of wilful murder was abolished. The charge of wilful murder was more serious but, as in the case of Arthurs, having the two offence categories meant that those who had been charged with killing someone could argue whether it was murder or wilful murder and potentially get a lighter sentence.
Sofia’s family were reported to have been upset with the downgrading of Arthurs’ charges to murder. Spokesman for the family, parish priest Father Bryan Rosling, told the 7.30 Report’s Hamish Fitzsimmons that they were ‘relieved in the sense that they don’t have to be involved with the ordeal of a long trial and that their son, Gabriel, who is only 15, will be spared having to be a witness’.
After Arthurs pleaded guilty to Sofia’s murder, facts emerged about his past dealings with the law that showed that her murder could have been prevented. In 2003, Arthurs had been charged with the indecent assault of an eight-year-old girl in a Canning Vale park. It was alleged that Arthurs, then 18, grabbed the little girl from behind and dragged her off towards trees. However, the girl bit Arthurs and escaped.
In a decision that had ramifications that no-one could predict, police failed to forensically test blood-spattered shorts that Arthurs had worn. Problems were also found with the manner that police interviewed Arthurs about the attack. A review of the evidence in this case (the evidence did not include the shorts) caused the Director of Public Prosecutions to drop the case. After Sofia’s murder, forensic testing linked Arthurs to the 2003 attack and he confessed to it in return for indemnity from prosecution.
There was outcry from the public when they learned that Arthurs had tried to rape before. The Corruption and Crime Commission (CCC) investigated the handling of the 2003 case and found no misconduct on the part of officers. However CCC investigator Len Roberts-Smith, QC, in a letter to then police commissioner Karl O’Callaghan, said the decision to not forensically test the shorts was an ‘honest error’ and that no misconduct charges would be made against the police officers involved. The investigation also found that although the police officers who did the interview with Arthurs had not engaged in misconduct under the Corruption and Crime Commission Act, they had not followed police regulations.
In a 2007 radio interview for ABC’s PM, Karl O’Callaghan vigorously defended his members’ handling of Dante Arthurs, telling reporter David Weber that ‘it’s not a mistake and it’s not a blunder’ when Weber put to him that it was embarrassing for police. O’Callaghan told the reporter that it was very unlikely that if that 2003 case had gone forward, Dante Arthurs would have spent any time in jail. ‘It’s pure speculation to suggest that nothing further would have happened if he’d been prosecuted,’ O’Callaghan said.
In an exclusive news story printed just days after Arthurs was sentenced, Perth’s Sunday Times reported that Arthurs was stalking up to a dozen young girls before he murdered Sofia. Reporter Cortlan Bennett interviewed the parents of two sisters whom Arthurs had in his perverted sights. The parents of the girls were reportedly visited by police days after Arthurs’ 2006 arrest and told their daughters’ names were on a list found in the child killer’s possessions. Prosecutor Sam Vandongen told the court at Arthurs’ sentencing that a bag of documents with the details and phone numbers of young girls, photos and female clothing in child sizes was found during the raid on his Canning Vale home. Disturbingly, the article ‘Twelve girls on monster’s hit list’ described that the bag also contained ‘gloves, handcuffs, packing tape, a rope and a small knife’.
That wasn’t the end to the controversy over Dante Arthurs and whether he could have been stopped before he murdered Sofia. Before Arthurs went to court, a rumour spread like wildfire throughout WA in the weeks after Sofia’s death. The rumour became so persistent and widespread from being shared through email and internet message boards that there were fears that it could stop Arthurs receiving a fair trial. Even Australia’s then federal justice minister, Senator Chris Ellison, put out a statement in 2007 to officially deny the rumour.
The rumour was that Arthurs’ true identity was that of one of two young men who, when they were 10, abducted two-year-old James Bulger from a Liverpool shopping centre in 1993 and killed him. It was the crime that shocked Great Britain and the rumours are believed to have come from speculation that one of the boys was given a new identity and relocated to Australia after his release from prison in 2001. Arthurs was born in Perth in 1984 but that did not stop the speculation that travelled the world, via WA, that he was in fact, one of Britain’s most reviled killers.
Another reason the rumour had ‘legs’ was that in 2001 Arthurs had returned to Australia with his family after living for a number of years in Surrey, England. The family of Sofia were outraged, as were the public, when it was revealed that Arthurs had been interviewed by detectives from Surrey Police over an incident where he tried to abduct a female child. Even the WA Police said that they were not told of this incident by their British counterparts until after Arthurs had been charged over Sofia’s murder. An article from Britain’s most famous tabloid The Sun entitled ‘Brit cops free perv to kill girl’ said Arthurs was suspected of grabbing a young girl from behind in the village of Bookham, Surrey. The girl managed to struggle free. Arthurs’ home was searched and he was questioned but the identity parade that could have revealed him as the dangerous sexual predator that he is was reportedly postponed a number of times, and he was able to leave the country without any problem. As Arthurs was not convicted of a crime in England, Australian Police had no warning that a predator had landed in the country.
The police officers involved paid the price for their incompetence. ‘An officer who was overseeing the identification suite at the time has since resigned from the force and another officer was given words of advice as a result of a disciplinary inquiry,’ The Times quoted a Surrey Police spokeswoman. Sofia’s father said through a spokesman that he felt his daughter’s death could have been avoided had Australian authorities been alerted about Arthurs.
The community outpouring of grief over the murder was overwhelming for the family. Sofia’s family did not speak at her funeral but expressed themselves in a letter that was handed to mourners. The family are devout Catholics and were in deep shock over their daughter’s death. Sofia’s father had been on a business trip in Hong Kong when his little girl was murdered and he raced home to be with his family in the days after the shocking crime. Statements at the time came from the family through their priest Father Bryan Rosling.
Father Rosling said at the funeral that a ‘terrible evil’ had been visited upon Sofia and her family. The crime sent waves of revulsion through the state. Parents would not let their children out of their sight. Sofia’s funeral was on 3 July, at Yangebup’s Mater Christi church, where the family worshipped and Sofia attended the adjoining Catholic school. A website set up for the family, so that they could thank all the people who sent them letters, cards and flowers, is a heartbreaking read. Children, many who were Sofia’s classmates, expressed their sadness and love for the family in their childlike, misspelled fashion, that leaves no doubt that this crime left a permanent scar of the community. ‘You have the best angel in the wolde [sic]’, ‘I hope you are felling much better. We are finding it hard to because Sofia is such a little angle [sic] in our hearts.’
Over 450 people, rallied together by the Canning Vale Christian community in the days after the tragedy, gathered at the shopping centre in a show of care and prayer for Sofia and her family. A box of hundreds of paper hearts with handwritten notes was presented to her devastated parents. Amid the media glare and Australia-wide attention that was showered upon them, the family maintained their silence but were deeply touched by the gestures of love, prayers and support that were given to them.
The WA State Government launched the Public Sex Offender Register on 15 October 2012. The website, an Australian-first, is an online database of known sex offenders who are living in the community. It’s little too late for Sofia, but her parents have spoken of their hope that the register will save the lives of other children. In 2011, then WA police minister Rob Johnson met with the family and parish priest to explain the register. Mr Rodriguez told the West Australian in the days before the launch of the register that his daughter may have been saved if the legal systems in Britain and WA had worked better. ‘We don’t want any family to suffer like us,’ he said in the 13 October news report.
Another tragic twist to Sofia’s murder – as if there weren’t enough gut-wrenching facts – is that she and her family were set to officially become Australian citizens at a ceremony less than a week after her death. Sofia’s family went ahead with the ceremony for their daughter, which was held on 10 November 2007 at her primary school and in front of all her school friends, teachers and the school community.
The family were presented with a certificate specially created for Sofia and signed by the then immigration minister Senator Amanda Vanstone. It read: ‘In respectful memory of Sofia Rodriguez-Urrutia-Shu. A beautiful child who would have been a fine Australian citizen.’



Mercy Killing
The Case of Dr Maurice Benn
In the quiet Perth suburb of Nedlands in 1964, an extraordinarily tragic murder case gripped the country and the accused was the most unlikely of killers.
Dr Maurice Bernard Benn was one of Australia’s most eminent German scholars and the head of the University of Western Australia’s German department.
Scottish-born Dr Benn, 49, lived in Nedlands with his wife Irene, 36, and their four-year-old son Bernard. The couple had met and married in West Germany where Benn was on a study tour after World War II.
The couple were loving parents to their only child; however, as little Bernard grew it became apparent that his development was delayed. Bernard had an intellectual disability and his behaviour caused a huge strain on the Benns.
Despite the hours Dr Benn spent with his son each day, desperately trying to improve his cognitive abilities, little Bernard would stare blankly back at his father.
A talented pianist, Dr Benn would play music to his son hoping it would stimulate his senses. But the little boy could only sway from one foot to the other, rubbing his hand on his forehead and making sounds that could not be deciphered by the couple.
On the evening of 8 February 1964, Mrs Benn was in the shower when she heard a strange noise. She called out to her husband but there was no reply. Mrs Benn got out of the shower, put on a bathrobe and went to investigate. ‘Maurice?!’ she called loudly again.
Mrs Benn described that she walked out of the bathroom and found her husband looking ‘mad’ and as if he was in a trance. He was standing between the bathroom and their son’s bedroom.
‘I have shot Bernard,’ Dr Benn blankly told his wife.
Benn had killed Bernard by pointing a rifle at his head while he slept in his cot. The boy died soon after at the Princess Margaret Hospital for Children. Benn was charged with wilful murder, to which he pleaded not guilty.
Facing a jury trial – eight men and four women – in April 1964, Benn recounted the reasons why he had decided to kill his own child. He said he had felt an overwhelming fear about the future for his son – that he would need to be institutionalised. Benn also said he was worried about his wife’s state of mind and health. The stress and strain of caring for their son was putting her at risk of a nervous breakdown.
‘I felt my wife would not last much longer under the conditions she had been exposed to for the last two years,’ Benn said. ‘I felt she may become insane or commit suicide.’
Benn told the court he could not envisage a good life for his son.
‘I knew he’d never be normal, knew he was rapidly becoming uncontrollable,’ Benn said.
‘I knew killing the boy was at least a possibility, considering that he would have to spend his life in an institution, at first in an institution for retarded children, then later in an asylum.
‘I remember pointing the rifle at the boy’s temple,’ he said. ‘Then I remember the shot and I saw blood coming from the boy’s temple.’
Benn’s lawyer, Mr K W Hatfield, QC, told the court that Benn’s son was more than just a slow learner. The child was described by Mr Hatfield as having the attributes of a ‘wild animal’ and ran around with his tongue sticking out, ate with his hands, could not speak and did not have any real emotional or cognitive connection to his parents.
The stakes were at their highest for Benn – he was facing the death penalty. His defence suggested that something happened to Benn on the night of the killing – a traumatic, stressful event that caused him to undertake an extreme act. Mr Justice Hale disregarded the defence’s attempt to have Benn found insane, and therefore not responsible for his actions.
‘There is not any evidence at all that the accused ever had mental disease or that he ever suffered any natural infirmity of any kind,’ Justice Hale said.
Just months before, Mr Hatfield had defended serial killer Eric Edgar Cooke, who had terrorised Perth’s suburbs with his random shootings of five people on Australia Day, 1963. Three of the victims died and just weeks later he strangled a social worker to death. In August 1963, Cooke also shot dead a teenage babysitter and he was arrested when he tried to recover a rifle he had hidden in bushes in a suburban street.
Cooke was sentenced to death and hanged on 26 October 1964. In addition, it was revealed years later (by the tenacious work of journalist Estelle Blackburn) that Cooke was actually also responsible for murders that two other men had been jailed for. The extraordinary story was told in Blackburn’s award-winning book Broken Lives.
Benn was sentenced to the same fate as Cooke – death. (In fact, Benn would spend time with Cooke in the condemned section of Fremantle Prison.) Newspapers reported that Benn received his sentence calmly but his wife began sobbing and was comforted by female friends who had attended the trial to provide her with support.
In an exclusive post-verdict interview with the Sun Herald, Mrs Benn said, ‘Yes, Maurice did it because of his love for our boy and his love for me.’
She added, ‘When Maurice did it he was terrified and helpless with the problem of our boy, Bernard, and his future. Maurice is no murderer. He is no criminal.’
Mrs Benn recounted what a loving and devoted father Benn was to their son, who could not speak. She said her husband would take Bernard to the zoo and bought a wading pool for their backyard where father and son would paddle together on hot days.
Benn’s case highlighted the issue of the treatment of people with disabilities and the lack of community facilities. In a startling Sun Herald editorial entitled ‘Why parents kill retarded babies’ the mother of a teenage ‘sub-normal’ boy wrote that top administrators of Australian state health departments should be placed on trial, rather than desperate parents like Benn.
Mrs R V McCulloch, who was also the secretary and supervisor of The Handicapped Children’s Centre in Sutherland, NSW, said in the 8 April edition of the paper: ‘In 1964, when men are conquering space, there is no available residential care awaiting families who have been brought to the point of desperation trying to live with a mentally retarded child who is beyond control … this is why they shoot them.’
There had been some other high profile cases of children with a disability being killed by a family member. In 1952, a Sydney woman Laska Grace Savage was sent to trial for the murder of her newborn niece who was born with Down syndrome. Ms Savage had taken the baby girl from her sister, under the pretext of finding the eight-day-old baby a home and had killed the child.
She had the baby christened and then took the child to Sydney’s Central Railway Station, gave her two sleeping tablets and strangled her with some clothing.
Horrifyingly, Ms Savage had then dismembered the baby and disposed of the body in a public toilet. Ms Savage, who looked on her 19-year-old sister as more of a daughter, according to newspaper reports, told a police detective during interview, ‘I thought I was doing the right thing for my sister but I realise I have got myself into serious trouble.’
‘I don’t suppose a more tragic case has ever come before the court,’ Ms Savage’s lawyer said at her remand hearing.
The concept of ‘mercy killings’ were not acknowledged in Australian law at that time but Ms Savage’s lawyer told the court that if it was able to be applied to a murder then his client ‘acted with the highest and purest motive to save her sister whom she loves very much’.
It took the jury just 10 minutes of deliberation to find Ms Savage not guilty of the murder of her ‘imbecile’ baby niece. After the acquittal she told reporters at her Bondi home that she wanted to start a new life in Queensland after her ordeal.
‘I know I am free and it is a wonderful feeling, but it isn’t easy to wipe out the horror and ugliness that has gone before. I have black moments, when I feel all crunched up inside and I think of that awful day, but I know, as time goes on I won’t get so upset,’ Ms Savage said in March 1953. Her words made newspapers around the country.
In frankness that would be almost unheard of today, Ms Savage also said, ‘Some people might think I am not fit to look after babies after what has happened, but I love kiddies.’
Benn’s sentence was commuted to 10 years just a few weeks after the initial verdict. The university assured Dr Benn that he would be offered a teaching or research post as soon as he was released from prison. His plight attracted worldwide attention and lobbying from his university colleagues from around Australia for the Western Australian State Government to pardon Dr Benn.
It was revealed in newspapers that the jurors in the trial had been confused about court proceedings. According to reports, they thought a recommendation for mercy from the judge had to be unanimous and many of them were stunned at the outcome of their guilty verdict.
Mrs Benn visited her husband whenever she was allowed – usually every fortnight – and she was gravely concerned about her husband’s mental state. She wrote to the state premier David Brand to seek her husband’s early release. By 1968 the parole board had recommended that Dr Benn be released but the state government delayed their decision.
Benn worked as a librarian during his time at Karnet Rehabilitation Centre (now known as Karnet Prison Farm), where he was moved after 12 months at Fremantle Prison. The jail was on a par with Melbourne’s notorious Pentridge for its Dickensian conditions (Fremantle Prison was closed in 1991 and is now a world-heritage-listed site). Benn continued his academic work while incarcerated and had the use of the administration office so that he could write in peace and quiet.
Mrs Benn had been given a part-time role as a German language tutor by the university, which was working hard to have Benn freed and returned to his work.
As soon as he was released on parole in December 1968, Benn was appointed as a senior research fellow and he embarked on 12 months’ study leave in Europe.
In his widely read Sydney Morning Herald opinion column ‘Candid Comment’, R T Foster wrote of Benn on 8 December 1968:
This was a mercy killing with a difference. It was not to end an existence made intolerable by pain that Benn shot the little boy. He did so to spare the child and his mother from a cruel future. It was a grim and agonising deed wholly unjustified in any eyes of the law but condoned by many people in the west, including Dr Benn’s friends and the university … pressure for a pardon began almost at once and has continued ever since. But the Brand Government could not view the killing so leniently, possibly opening the door to other mercy slayings. It is acting humanely in freeing Benn after 4½ years.
Benn died suddenly in 1975, aged 60. His wife Irene was widowed before she was even 50.
His academic peers and students remembered Benn fondly, and with great admiration. Head of the university’s German department, Professor J H Lindsay told newspapers that Benn was ‘an extremely gifted linguist who believed that a cultivated person needed four or five languages other than their own’.
There have been other equally tragic cases that have ended up in Australian courts.
In 2007, Sydney couple Raymond and Margaret Sutton were placed on a five-year good-behaviour bond after pleading guilty to the manslaughter of their severely disabled adult son Matthew.
Matthew, 28, died in 2001, the day before he was due to have an operation that would leave him virtually deaf. Matthew was born with Trisomy 13 Syndrome – a condition that usually kills babies within their first year of life. Matthew was born with no eyes and had a profound intellectual disability.
The Suttons, who had dedicated their lives to improving their son’s quality of life, had felt deep guilt at not being able to protect their son from harm done to him by others in the group home where he lived. Matthew had also become violent as a response to coping with the behaviour of his housemates. The Suttons became very involved in the home and helped to interview staff and establish standards for the government-run facility. The couple tried their best to give their son the best life he could have.
The couple could not face the trauma and confusion their son would feel at losing his hearing and decided to ‘release him from any more pain and suffering’. On the night he died, Mrs Sutton gave ‘Matti’ some sedatives and her husband ended their son’s life.
Devoted parents to their boy, the couple had been seriously affected by the strain of making their son’s life comfortable and safe. Mr Sutton had turned to alcohol to cope and Mrs Sutton had suffered from depression and anxiety for almost all of Matthew’s life.
NSW Supreme Court judge Justice Graham Barr said it would be ‘cruel’ to send the pair to jail and their actions had resulted from desperation.
‘Nothing that the court could do by way of sentence could add to the offenders’ suffering,’ the judge said.
Another high-profile case was that of Daniela Dawes, who killed her 10-year-old autistic son Jason in 2003. Dawes held her son’s nose and mouth closed until he suffocated and then tried to end her own life by slashing her wrists. She almost died too. Jason was severely autistic and the family battled to get him adequate services. The family were told that he would need 20 hours a week of early intervention but they could only secure three hours until he was aged six, when they received more appropriate support. The lack of early intervention services from when he was diagnosed at 18 months was disastrous for Jason and the family were told his progress had been jeopardised by the delay. Dawes’ experience battling for services and respite was not uncommon for families with a child on the autism spectrum. She also had another child, a daughter, who was a teenager at the time of Jason’s death.
Dawes, who also suffered from severe depression, pleaded guilty to manslaughter and was placed on a five-year good-behaviour bond. An appeal by the Crown against the leniency of her sentence was dismissed in November 2004.
In 2012, the Australian Labor Federal Government announced the rollout of DisabilityCare Australia – a national insurance scheme to assist people with permanent and significant disability, their families and carers. It is the most significant social scheme since the nation’s publically funded health system Medicare was introduced in 1975.
For the Benns and others like them, the lack of support for people with disabilities and their families has had tragic consequences.



Child Killer
Gemma Killeen
The ‘selfies’ of Gemma Gaye Killeen show a pretty, young woman with not much to worry about apart from having a good time. Australia is full of these young people who document their lives through ‘selfies’ – photos of a person, taken by that person – on social media showing the best side of otherwise pedestrian suburban existences where life is lived for the weekends. The idea is to have the most attractive self-portrait possible, especially for the profile photo of a Facebook or My Space account. A photo of Killeen shows her with a subtle tan, blonde-streaked hair and peeking midriff as she smiles in her bathroom mirror. But at the time the photo was taken 22-year-old Killeen was no longer as carefree as her photos suggested – she was the mother of an infant son.
Te Reringa Kayden Ashley Wetere, known as Kayden, was a bright, active little boy, who was born in early 2009. Killeen became pregnant with Kayden when she was just 19 and her relationship with the baby’s father, Eddie Wetere, was precarious at best.
Like many young, single mothers, Killeen found the harsh realities of motherhood impinged on her ability to live the life she had enjoyed with Eddie Wetere and her friends. The on-off couple struggled to shift gear into parenthood when all their friends were carefree and able to party on the weekends. While the photos Killeen shared on her Facebook account showed her doting on little Kayden, the picture-perfect facade – so easy to construct over the internet – was disturbingly false.
On 25 November 2010, the day that was stretched out for Killeen, a part-time assistant accountant, was full of chores as well as some treats, including sunbathing and a manicure. An afternoon shopping trip to Hillarys Boat Harbour in Perth was also planned so that Killeen could buy a new dress. The night before had been fiery between Killeen and Eddie and, yet again, the battle about which of them would care for Kayden while the other went out was the source of the tension. Killeen had turned up at Eddie’s house at 2 a.m. that morning after a night out.
Killeen had slept in the spare room – the couple were not officially together at this time – after arguing with Eddie, who had been caring for his son while Killeen was out partying. It was becoming ever clear to Killeen that her relationship with her son’s father was becoming irreparable and that the chance for them be together in a committed romantic relationship was slipping from her grasp. This situation was making her increasingly desperate and she was being starved for the attention that she craved.
Mr Wetere left his home for work before 7 a.m. after kissing his baby son goodbye. He would never hold Kayden in his arms again.
Killeen and Kayden enjoyed a leisurely day. People who saw Killeen that day all recounted that she had been in a good mood. However, her mood changed rapidly when she tried to get in contact with Eddie. At 5.26 p.m., Killeen texted Eddie ‘hello’, which went unanswered just as several texts since 5 p.m. that day had not been responded to. Killeen wasn’t getting any attention from Eddie and though no-one can confirm what was going through her mind at that moment, it prompted the most unfathomable action a mother could ever do.
Killeen drove her Holden Nova to the north-side car park of Hillarys Boat Harbour. The harbour, a mix of restaurants, shops, bars and boat-related services, is a recreation drawcard for both visitors and Perth locals. It is a particular favourite with families and Killeen and her son would have drawn no particular attention.
However, instead of enjoying a paddle or play with little Kayden, Killeen took Kayden out of his pusher and placed her toddler at the rocky water’s edge, sometime between 5.35 p.m. and 5.43 p.m. Quickly, she returned to her car and drove to the other side of the harbour – the south-side car park. She then frantically started to call people, including her mother and Eddie Wetere, to tearfully tell them that Kayden was missing. They rushed to the scene to help Killeen find the boy. The panic a parent feels in the moments that their child is out of eyesight is sickening and strangers, as well as Eddie and Killeen’s mother, desperately searched for Kayden.
Killeen also went into a newsagency and told an assistant that her baby had been taken from his pram. Witnesses, including a security guard to whom Killeen also spoke about her ‘missing child’, said that the young mum gave the appearance of being upset.
Police raced to the scene after Killeen’s 000 call to say that her toddler had vanished. When police arrived, Killeen led them to believe that Kayden had somehow unstrapped himself from his stroller and wandered off.
It seems false abduction stories are used around the world by women desperate for attention, though most don’t end as tragically as Killeen’s tale.
In 2012, a British mother of five was jailed for six months after falsely claiming her two-year-old daughter had been snatched from her backyard. Janine Wiles, 24, claimed she saw a masked man walking off with her daughter but she ran after him and managed to grab the child from his arms. Her claims saw police spend two weeks, at a cost of £50 000, hunting for a child abductor and they arrested two men before the young mum admitted she had made the whole story up because she was depressed about the breakup with her partner.
Again in 2012, a teen mum from Illinois, USA, told police that her three-week-old baby girl had been abducted from the back of her car, but the newborn was found, alive, in a ditch on the side of a country road 12 hours later. In this case, the baby’s father was very much present and was shocked by his partner’s actions. In March 2013, Kendra Meaker, 19, was sentenced to three and a half years’ jail.
Kayden, described as a ‘happy chappie’ by friends of Killeen, was found unconscious at 6.25 p.m. by a couple who initially thought he was a doll floating in the water.
According to witness evidence, a group of about 10 people tried to save Kayden. One woman cradled Kayden’s head as a man did CPR on him for 12 minutes before an ambulance arrived. This couple’s efforts were described as ‘valiant’ by a judge later in court. One of the group, apprentice chef Zaym Chapman, then aged 17, told the court that he would ‘never forget watching a 22-month-old die’.
Each year in Australia, around 27 children are killed by one or both parents. The act, known as filicide, is committed in almost equal proportions by mothers and fathers, according to data from the Australian Institute of Criminology’s National Homicide Monitoring Program. Dr Deborah Kirkwood wrote a discussion paper for the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria about parents who kill their children and found that the prospect or experience of separation was a key factor in filicide by both men and women. Dr Kirkwood found that mothers are more likely to kill newborns, to kill to save children from imagined or real suffering and to also have a mental illness.
Killeen’s reasons for murdering her son are less clear. She was neither diagnosed with a mental illness nor found to be delusional at the time of the killing. Her Department of Public Prosecutions lawyer told Justice Stephen Hall that Killeen displayed a ‘lack of consequential thinking’. She was angry at Mr Wetere for ignoring her and she believed he had started a relationship with another woman. In her mind that day she wondered if he would help her more and be more interested in Kayden if he was scared into it.
When police officers told Killeen that her son had been found, she asked if he had drowned. This raised suspicions from the officers because they had not mentioned to Killeen where Kayden had been located. However, Killeen kept to her fake story and even sent text messages to her friends telling them that her son had been abducted and found in the water. Within hours of learning her son had died, she posted a message on her Facebook page, and then responded to messages left on the site for the next few hours.
During police interviews, Killeen continued to stick to her tale but quickly had to spin another line when she was shown CCTV footage of her exact movements earlier that evening. The footage showed her walking towards the water with Kayden and then returning to her car alone. It did not capture what exactly she had done with Kayden. Killeen eventually confessed – she had left Kayden on an impulse and her abduction story was flimsy. She pleaded guilty to her little boy’s murder and spared both families the emotional drain and trauma of a trial.
At Killeen’s sentencing hearing on 11 May 2012, Mr Justice Stephen Hall said it was an unusual case of murder. Mr Justice Hall took into account that Killeen said she did not mean to kill Kayden (though she conceded that she knew her son could not swim when she placed him by the water). He said, ‘When asked by the police what you thought would happen by placing him in that position, you said that you did not know. When asked for an explanation, you said that you had wanted things to go back the way they had previously been with you and Eddie Wetere.’
Killeen’s defence claimed that she lied to police because she realised that she was responsible for the death of Kayden and struggled to accept her actions on the day. But the prosecution said that Killeen’s actions up until Kayden’s death had been planned.
A psychiatrist’s report on Killeen’s state of mind that led to her fateful actions said she ‘displayed unplanned behaviour primarily motivated by a combination of stress over the demands of parenting and anger secondary to the stress of an allegedly sexually abusive relationship with the child’s father’.
Mr Justice Hall had strong words for Killeen. Mainly, there was a sense of disbelief that a mother could commit such an act. He called her actions ‘selfish and to some extent, vindictive’:
Even if you had made an impulsive decision to do something so terrible, even if your judgment was momentarily clouded by anger, it was in those moments that you remained in the car park that you had a chance to change the course of events. It is at such a time that one would expect the love of a mother for her child and the desire to protect her child from danger to rise up and overwhelm any other feelings. That did not happen. Rather, you got into your car and drove away. That you could do so, leaving behind your 22-month-old child in such danger, beggars belief.
Killeen was sentenced to life imprisonment with a minimum of 13 years. She will be eligible for parole in 2023 when she is 34 – still young enough to have another child.



Evil Greed
Angelika Gavare
Adelaide pensioner Vonne McGlynn had her daily rituals. The fiercely independent 82-year-old was a regular sight walking up and down Somerfield Avenue, Reynella, where she had lived on her own for many years. Her nearest neighbours knew her as well as the elderly woman would allow, and at the very least, it was the kind of street where people would nod and say hello to each other.
Reynella is a suburb located 20 kilometres south of Adelaide’s CBD, in the north of the City of Onkaparinga. Somerfield Avenue is a long, tidy and friendly street, well located near schools, transport and a hub of fast food restaurants on the main road.
Ms McGlynn would often venture to the local McDonald’s, around 1.5 kilometres from her home, and order her favourite breakfast: bacon-and-egg McMuffin. And Ms McGlynn was fastidious and very organised. Her home was neat and simple. She didn’t go for frills and her home decor hadn’t changed much over the years. Her kitchen refrigerator, which had been a gift in 1958, was still in perfect working order. She was, by all accounts from family and friends, very happy in her cosy little three-bedroom home.
Despite her age, Ms McGlynn was in generally good health and very active. She was an avid traveller and would often book short breaks away, usually day trips. Whenever she did, Ms McGlynn would dutifully notify the Red Cross, who gave her a welfare call each morning, to advise them that she did not require the service. Though she lived alone, Ms McGlynn was not a lonely woman. Her emergency contacts, provided to the Red Cross, were her younger brother Donald Smallwood, who lived interstate, and her next-door neighbours Roger and Sharon Zadow.
The Zadows kept an eye on Ms McGlynn. They had lived next door for 17 years. Mrs Zadow would cook extra meals for the plucky pensioner – curries were gratefully received – and when Ms McGlynn was away they would put her bins out and collect any mail. And it was reciprocated, with Ms McGlynn walking the Zadows’ dogs or feeding their chickens while the family was away.
In August 2008, Ms McGlynn broke her arm and this caused her to have to accept more help than she would usually have liked – meals on wheels for a while and some assistance to shower. Mrs Zadow thought a toaster might make things easier for Ms McGlynn and bought her one so that she could make quick and easy meals while she had her arm in plaster.
Mrs Zadow often drove Ms McGlynn to the doctor and on one of these trips the pensioner mentioned that a young woman had come around to her house, asking to be her carer. Ms McGlynn said the young woman had banged on the front door, saying she knew Ms McGlynn had broken her arm and asking whether she wanted a carer. Very careful about who she let into her home, Ms McGlynn told the woman through the security-door screen that she did not need a carer, but that didn’t stop the persistent stranger who then went around knocking on the windows of the house and insisting that she be hired.
‘You need a carer, I want to be your carer, you can pay me and I can move in,’ said the woman.
Former neighbour and good friend Therese Molloy also found out about this strange visit when she was chatting to Ms McGlynn in November 2008. It would be the last time they ever spoke. Ms Molloy urged her friend, who over the years had been a de facto grandmother to her three children, to tell the police.
While Ms McGlynn didn’t know the identity of the woman, she told her friends and brother that she thought she was from ‘down the street’. By all accounts Ms McGlynn was annoyed and upset by the incident.
On the evening of 2 December, Ms McGlynn had a conversation with her brother and told him she had hurt her wrist after a fall and it wasn’t healing well. The next morning, between 7 a.m. and 9 a.m. she received her daily call from the Red Cross.
So when on 4 December 2008, the Red Cross call went unanswered, the volunteer phoned the local police station. The volunteer knew Ms McGlynn’s habits and that it was highly unusual that she would go away without letting the service know.
The first police visit came around 10.30 a.m. that morning and the officers looked around the property and spoke to neighbours but did not enter the house. A short time later, an officer gained entry to the house by breaking a rear window and entering through the laundry. The officer cut himself in the process and went to the bathroom to wash his hand. He noticed that the house seemed tidy but there was a hole in the ceiling where a manhole cover would usually be.
Another officer arrived at 1 p.m. and left a card in the letterbox to say that police had called around and that they had damaged a window. There was no lack of officers checking on Vonne McGlynn’s home because at around 9.50 p.m. that same day three uniformed police officers went to the house after a neighbour had reported that the front door had been left open.
There was still no sign of Ms McGlynn but what would later become apparent when the police compared notes was that someone else had accessed the property between 11.30 a.m. and 9 p.m. because the house had been left untidy, with rubbish bags strewn over the floors of the rooms.
Several more visits occurred between 5 December and 9 December. Neighbour Mr Zadow mentioned to a police officer that there were tiles missing from Ms McGlynn’s roof and asked if he could replace them. The officer told Mr Zadow he could also board up the window that had been broken.
There was no sign of Ms McGlynn but someone had been in her home.
Meanwhile, on 9 December, police received a call from the Morphett Vale ANZ bank branch. A woman had attempted to withdraw $2000 from Ms McGlynn’s account using her keycard. The woman had presented a power of attorney form to the bank teller, who had seen reports of Ms McGlynn’s disappearance.
The woman was Latvian-born Angelika Gavare, a mother-of-two in her early thirties, who lived in Christie Downs and had never banked at the Morphett Vale branch before. Gavare had moved to Australia in 2001 on a spousal visa. Christie Downs was another suburb in the City of Onkaparinga region.
The bank teller phoned the missing persons unit of South Australia Police to report the encounter. The police officer she spoke to, Constable Robyn Ferraro, phoned Gavare to find out why she was trying to withdraw money from the missing woman’s account.
Gavare told Constable Ferraro that she was a friend who helped Ms McGlynn and that she had been asked by the pensioner to withdraw money to do some improvements on the Somerfield Avenue house.
Gavare was interviewed several times in December, including the day she had attempted to use Ms McGlynn’s bankcard.
The young mother told the police that she did not realise that Ms McGlynn was missing but that she had last seen her on 27 November and had been given the pensioner’s bankcard.
Gavare painted a picture to police that she knew Ms McGlynn very well and described her as an ‘independent and mentally OK’ woman who walked to the shops a lot.
‘All old ladies, they, you know, tell their stories,’ Gavare told police when she said she would have cups of tea with Ms McGlynn and chat at the Somerfield address.
Gavare said she had visited Ms McGlynn around eight times in two years. This was at complete odds with evidence from those closest to the pensioner, such as the neighbours, who, despite living next door for 17 years, told police that they has only ever set foot in Ms McGlynn’s home around eight times in total.
Meanwhile, Ms McGlynn’s brother and friends were desperately worried for the pensioner, fearing the worst. On 23 December 2008, Ms McGlynn failed to show up for an organised tour to Portland, Victoria, which she had previously booked and paid for. As Ms McGlynn was careful with her money and let people know when she was away, not going on the trip was highly suspicious.
There were public appeals for information and Mr Smallwood told The Advertiser newspaper that he thought his sister was dead.
‘She wasn’t wealthy, and I can’t see any motive for anyone wanting to harm her. But she’s not the type to just go missing,’ Mr Smallwood told The Advertiser.
Police had their sights on Gavare. The story she told with such confidence and ease did not seem right at all to investigators. They had built a profile of Vonne McGlynn and the story from Gavare about being given access to her accounts and home did not match the habits of the quiet and private pensioner.
When police visited Gavare’s home in the weeks after Ms McGlynn was last seen, they found some of Ms McGlynn’s possessions there including her passport, house keys and purse. There were personal bills and photographs as well – some of them were of the Molloys’ three children, who were like grandchildren to Ms McGlynn. And there was a toaster – the one that Mrs Zadow had bought for Ms McGlynn (she identified it for investigators). In fact, it was the discovery of the toaster and a nest of tables that led a police officer at the scene – Detective Sergeant Matthew Fitzpatrick – to strongly suspect that Ms McGlynn had been murdered.
Police kept working away in the background. The house in Somerfield Avenue was now a crime scene and the spotlight was firmly on Angelika Gavare.
Gavare’s link with Somerfield Avenue was her mother Inara Dombrovska, who also lived on Somerfield Avenue and knew Ms McGlynn by sight. Gavare had lived with her mother before moving to her own home in Christie Downs, so knew the area well.
The very worst news for Ms McGlynn’s brother and close friends came in late February. Some of Ms McGlynn’s remains – a leg and torso – were found in a place called Christies Creek and the location was right near Gavare’s Scottsglade Road home. The decomposed state of Ms McGlynn’s remains meant that a cause of death could not be determined, but it was obvious that someone had dismembered her body with a saw-like instrument. One of the body parts recovered included an artificial hip joint and its serial number was matched to Ms McGlynn.
Police also found fragments of a statue, which they believed to be from Ms McGlynn’s home, and a pram. The pram would become an important part of the case they were building around Gavare being the killer of the elderly woman.
Gavare was arrested and charged with the murder of Ms McGlynn.
What followed was a case that shocked South Australia and uncovered one of the most callous killers Australia has ever seen. The case ended up one of the most shocking and bizarre in South Australian criminal history, and that is no mean feat considering the state’s world notoriety for violent and gruesome murders.
Gavare made an application for a trial in front of a judge only because she feared any jury would be influenced by a series of newspaper articles about other murders of three other elderly women in their homes. There had been a spate of violent killings on lone women. Her application was granted and her trial began in front of Justice Trish Kelly in 2011.
The evidence that was so damning for Gavare came from those closest to her.
A key piece of evidence against Gavare was the pram found at the creek. Her sister Agnese Dombrovska saw a news report in late February 2009 about the police discovery of the pram. The dark blue cloth design with teddy bear print looked very familiar to her.
Phoning the police, Ms Dombrovska told them it was similar to one she had used to take her children to a playground near her mother Inara’s Somerfield Avenue home. The pram kept at her mother’s also had a missing screw, which caused a lower beam to dangle down. The pram found at the creek also had a missing screw.
Several witnesses reported seeing a young woman walking by the creek with a pram filled with oddly shaped garbage bags in the days after Ms McGlynn’s disappearance.
Director of Public Prosecutions Stephen Pallaras, QC, said Gavare used the pram to move Ms McGlynn’s body parts for disposal, as well as other items from the pensioner’s home that Gavare did not want.
Ms Dombrovska also said she was disturbed by the reaction of her sister, the prime suspect by that stage, when pressed about the missing woman.
‘She just laughed,’ Ms Dombrovska said. ‘She just laughed it off, and I found that a bit odd … it was not a laughing matter.’
And it was not only her sister to whom she had joked about the murder. An ex-boyfriend of Gavare’s, Ejaz Ahmed said he and the accused had used an electric chainsaw when they were renovating a bathroom at the time of Ms McGlynn’s disappearance. Mr Ahmed said he asked Gavare if she had done something to the old woman and she laughed and joked, saying ‘yes’.
Mr Ahmed ceased contact with Gavare after her arrest and was upset that she had implicated him in Ms McGlynn’s murder, including the grisly accusation that he had disposed of the pensioner’s head and hands for her when he was on a trip to Pakistan.
Gavare’s mother Inara Dombrovska testified against her daughter in court, which turned out to be one of the most dramatic moments of the trial.
Gavare had told her mother a story on Christmas Eve, just a few weeks after Ms McGlynn was last seen, about what happened to the elderly woman. Knowing her daughter had something to do with the disappearance, Mrs Dombrovska demanded her daughter tell her what happened otherwise they could not celebrate Christmas together.
It was then that Gavare told her mother she had had been watching Ms McGlynn for a while and had gained entry to the ‘old woman’s’ house while she was on her regular breakfast trip to McDonald’s. When Ms McGlynn returned home, Gavare told her mother that she made her ‘unconscious’ and searched through the house. Gavare left the pensioner in the house and then returned later that evening, where she claimed Ms McGlynn was now dead. Mrs Dombrovska said her daughter told her she then wrapped Ms McGlynn’s body in plastic sheets and had taken her away where the police would never find her.
No doubt reeling from the words coming from her child’s mouth, Mrs Dombrovska was further shocked when Gavare said she had faked the power of attorney form and intended to use it to sell the pensioner’s house.
Mrs Dombrovska also told police and the court that she saw a little wooden table with carved legs and a toaster on top of it when she was at her daughter’s home on 6 December 2008 to celebrate Gavare’s birthday. Gavare told her mother that she had bought the table in a garage sale. However, the table was, of course, from the house of Ms McGlynn.
Gavare’s day on the stand came and brought with it another shock turn. She had elected to give evidence after the prosecution had finished their case presentation.
Gavare told the court while she did forge power of attorney documents to get access to Ms McGlynn’s assets, she did not murder her. Gavare did admit that she lied to police. In a complete backflip from the original story she told police about being asked to renovate Ms McGlynn’s home, Gavare pinned the pensioner’s death on her ex-partner Giuseppe Daniele, who was the father of her youngest child.
Gavare’s story was that Mr Daniele killed Ms McGlynn in an accidental hit-and-run car crash before forcing her to help him to stage a robbery as a cover-up, which explained why she had the woman’s personal items at her home.
‘It occurred to me that I could use the situation for my profit,’ Gavare said in front of Justice Kelly.
‘I lied because I felt that since I started lying I could not stop lying and I had to continue with the story I made up,’ she said.
Gavare had also admitted she had a history of dishonesty, having been dismissed from her newsagency employment for stealing co-workers’ IDs and bankcards, as well as banking letters from a mailbox. She admitted that she had forged powers of attorney before.
Mr Daniele had been called to give evidence too and said his ex-girlfriend was a compulsive liar whom he had not seen for several years. He had an alibi for the timeframe of Ms McGlynn’s alleged murder and said he was at a nephew’s birthday party 30 kilometres away from Somerfield Avenue.
Gavare’s defence grilled Mr Daniele and put to him that he had threatened the accused if she did not help him cover up Ms McGlynn’s death. Mr Daniele said Gavare’s story was laughable.
He told the defence lawyer Grant Algie, QC, that he had never threatened Ms Gavare or knocked on her door on the night it was alleged Ms McGlynn was killed.
‘No you’re absolutely wrong … I get a bad vibe when I speak to Angelika,’ Mr Daniele said.
There was no love lost between the pair. Their short relationship, which resulted in the birth of their daughter in 2005, had ended badly and they were in the midst of a custody battle over the child. Mr Daniele’s sister had also given evidence to back up his assertion that he had been at his nephew’s 12th birthday party on the evening of 3 December. Justice Kelly remarked that she was satisfied beyond a reasonable doubt that he had nothing to do with the disappearance and death of the pensioner.
Gavare’s story was not holding up to scrutiny. There was too much evidence pointing to the fact that she was the killer.
While there was no forensic evidence to link her with the murder at the Somerfield Avenue house, blood was found in the boot of Gavare’s car that was a match to Ms McGlynn. A police officer also testified that when searching Gavare’s backyard he had detected a smell of ‘rotting flesh’ in her shed, which led him to search her car. The constable said the car boot was in pristine condition, unlike the rest of the vehicle, and appeared to have been vacuumed.
The prosecution alleged that the car had been used to transport Ms McGlynn from Somerfield Avenue to Gavare’s Christie Downs home.
There was also the internet browser history on Gavare’s home computer that showed she had searched for information on 4 December about ANZ accounts, which directly linked with paperwork she had in her possession belonging to Ms McGlynn.
The case transfixed South Australians who were kept up-to-date with the latest court reports from the city’s media, including newspaper The Advertiser. One of the most sensational days of evidence came on 17 August when a former prison cellmate of Gavare’s told the court that the accused had confessed to her and had found the murder ‘a bit of a turn on’.
Amanda Jayne Patterson, who, in the end, was not deemed by Justice Kelly to be a very reliable witness, appeared for the prosecution and said Gavare had told her about the murder while they were in Adelaide Women’s Prison together. Ms Patterson was also facing other charges for dishonesty at the time. Ms Patterson said Gavare told her she believed that if the police could not find the head or the hands of Ms McGlynn there would be no case against her. Gavare’s lawyer, Mr Algie, called Ms Patterson a liar and thief who could not be believed, which enraged the woman.
‘I don’t know how you sleep at night knowing you are defending a murderer!’ Ms Patterson shouted in court.
On 30 August 2011, the Supreme Court found Gavare guilty of Ms McGlynn’s murder. In her sentencing of Gavare on 4 November 2011, Justice Kelly said the killer had been motivated by ‘nothing more than sheer greed’ and said her crime was in the worst category. Sentencing Gavare to life imprisonment with a minimum sentence of 32 years, Justice Kelly called her a ‘greedy, narcissistic and deceitful woman’.
‘There is no evidence of any remorse or contrition. You have not even had the decency to give some small solace to the family and friends of Ms McGlynn by revealing how and where you disposed of the head and hands of this most unfortunate woman.’
Justice Kelly also noted that Gavare’s actions meant that her daughters would grow up without their mother and that they too were victims of the horrific crime.
On 4 May 2012, an appeal against her sentence was dismissed in the South Australian Court of Criminal Appeal.
To date, Gavare has not revealed where she disposed of the head and hands of Vonne McGlynn.



Murder in a Small Town
The Rowe Family Massacre
The small town of Kapunda (population 3000), on the edge of South Australia’s Barossa Valley, hit the headlines in 2010 for the worst possible reasons. Until then, the town held the creepy distinction of being the most haunted town in Australia, based on a 2001 television show produced and hosted by actor Warwick Moss. Somewhat of a cult figure for his deep and mysterious voice, Moss also hosted a television series The Extraordinary from 1993 to 1996, which was shown around the world.
The town’s ‘most haunted’ reputation comes from the history of the St John’s Reformatory, which was a house for ‘wayward’ girls and was closed in 1909. According to Adelaide-based paranormal researcher Jeff Fausch, who maintains a website on the history of the Kapunda church, just days after the Moss-produced program The Most Haunted Town in Australia, ghost hunters, paranormal enthusiasts and weirdos came in their hundreds to investigate the ruins of the reformatory and cemetery in search of the ghosts mentioned on the show. Obviously, townsfolk weren’t too pleased about the invasion of their quiet little community and resented the ‘most haunted’ tag.
A decade later, the town would be known in Australia, and overseas, for one of the most brutal multiple murders of recent years.
On 8 November 2010, the town was shocked to its core by the murders of 16-year-old Chantelle Rowe and her parents Rose and Andrew. The Rowe family had moved to Kapunda in 2007. Chantelle lived with her parents in a small, tidy house at Harriet Street and her older brother Christopher lived with his fiancée at another address in the town.
The scene that confronted police at the Rowes’ home was grisly and shocked even the most experienced investigators who had been to bloody crime scenes before. The injuries to the three victims were extreme and frenzied.
The bodies of the family were discovered when Mr Rowe, a carpet cleaner, did not turn up to work. His business partner went to the house at 11 a.m. to find out what was wrong and saw the bodies of Mr Rowe and his wife. No doubt in absolute shock, he rang police and one of the largest homicide investigations in South Australian history began.
At a press conference in the early evening of 8 November, South Australia Police Superintendent Grant Moyle, barely one month into his new position as head of the Major Crime Squad, told a group of journalists that the investigation and examination of the crime scene at Harriet Street would take quite some time, but he urged the community to be ‘vigilant with their safety’.
‘This is a small community and I would ask anyone who saw anything to let police know immediately. No matter how trivial they think it is, it could be the vital piece of information we are looking for,’ Moyle said.
At this stage it had not been revealed who the victims were or how they had died. Speculation was rife that it was a murder-suicide but journalists, to be expected, asked whether the police were looking for a murderer. The police were reserved in their response, saying that the investigation was still in its infancy, though to seasoned journalists, the emphasis Moyle placed on reassuring the community that there would be a high police presence in and around the town was somewhat of a hint that something very, very bad had happened at the Harriet Street house.
The details of the victims were not revealed until the next day and even then, the grisly nature of the scene was kept from the public, including the weapon used to kill the family and whether police had any suspects. Another reason for this was that Christopher Rowe, then 25, was on holiday in Queensland and had to be informed that his family had died. What Moyle did ask was that the community help police with information on anybody seen acting suspiciously or with bloodied clothes.
‘It’s a very complex scene to examine, as you’d appreciate – there’s three deceased in the house,’ Moyle said on the morning of 9 November at a press conference.
What residents had feared for at least 24 hours since the bodies were discovered was true. A killer was on the loose and it could be one of Kapunda’s own. Police were careful not to fuel the fears of the already terrified townsfolk. Investigators needed to strike the delicate balance of getting the community to help them catch the person or persons responsible and not raise panic to levels that would hinder the investigation.
Kapunda was a community in fear. People were scared and horrified by the murders and the police knew the clock was ticking and the media glare intense. They had to get a result … and fast.
And there was good reason for people to be scared. The family had been subjected to a frenzied attack. Mr Rowe was found lying facedown on the floor of the kitchen area. The well-respected businessman and community member had been stabbed, slashed and cut at least 29 times. One of the stab wounds had been so ferocious that a metal fragment from a knife had lodged in his skull. He had also been stabbed in the chest and a back wound had penetrated his lung and pulmonary artery.
Mrs Rowe was found lying facedown in the family room area of the house. She had been stabbed almost 50 times and had injuries from a sharp object all over her body including her head and neck, shoulders, arms, hands, chest and back. Again, the attacker had struck with such force that a fragment of metal was found stuck in Mrs Rowe’s skull. Like her husband, Mrs Rowe died of multiple stab wounds.
Chantelle, the pretty, popular and friendly teenager was found dead in her bedroom. She had also been stabbed multiple times – the coroner found at least 33 wounds. It was clear from her wounds that Chantelle had tried to defend herself. There were also signs that she had been sexually assaulted but this had to be officially confirmed. Whether she was alive or dead at this point could not be definitively determined.
For the forensic investigators, the crime scene proved to be complex. In a 2012 feature article on catching the Kapunda Killer for South Australia Police’s magazine Blueprint, Brevet Sergeant Peter McKenzie said that as soon as he saw the crime scene he knew that the people in there had been fighting for their lives.
‘It was the bloodiest scene I had ever encountered in my 20 years. Blood was in every room, on every wall,’ McKenzie told South Australia Police Director of Media Shelaye Boothey. Ms Boothey was able to speak in-depth to the key investigators involved and reveal details of the investigation and the thoughts of those involved that were previously unreported in the mainstream media.
‘There were more than a thousand bloodstain patterns. I made the separate, significant patterns my priority – there were 250 of them,’ Sergeant McKenzie said.
It was quickly established by forensic investigators that Chantelle would prove the focus of the investigation and officers from the Major Crime Squad set about interviewing the many people who knew the popular student. Chantelle’s body had been in a state of semi-undress when found and while tests had to be conducted to determine whether she had been raped, it was obvious that the killer must have had a personal connection to her.
As well as canvassing the neighbourhood and chasing up tips from the public, uniformed police interviewed and took statements from the people who had attended a gathering at the house on Saturday, 6 November, two nights before the murders. Several friends of Chantelle and her boyfriend, Dylan Pratt, had watched a movie and stayed overnight at the house. Police believed one of these young people could hold vital information on the murders. There were also a number of friends interviewed who didn’t attend the gathering.
It was from information gathered from Chantelle’s friends that the name Jason Downie was mentioned as someone who was on the outer edges of the friendship circle. He was a friend of Dylan. Police first interviewed Downie, then 18, on 9 November 2010. He told police in his statement that he knew Chantelle from school and that he had not attended the gathering at the Rowe home on the previous Saturday night. Along with many other statements, Downie’s was placed in the pile.
Forensic crime scene investigators were working hard to find answers at the house. In a twist of luck, some forensic spray used to reveal fingerprints, handprints and footprints had run down the door of Chantelle’s room and revealed a fingerprint on the very edge of the door. As would be expected in a family home, police had found fingerprints all over the house. But what made this a significant discovery was that the print was in blood matter on the door, meaning that it could be the killer’s. Although the print was unable to be identified, to police it meant that it did not belong to the family or anyone else who investigators had found had reason to have been in the Rowe home – such as Chantelle’s boyfriend Dylan, or friends who’d been at the party on 6 November.
Then semen was found on Chantelle’s body – she had been raped by her murderer. This information reinforced to detectives that it was Chantelle who was the focus of the crime.
Investigators had a list of suspects and it was the good old-fashioned policing – the ‘hunch’ – that led to Downie’s name being one of those who were DNA swabbed and fingerprinted. The hunch came from Major Crime Squad Sergeant John Keane. Keane thought it was a bit odd that Downie mentioned several times that he didn’t have a girlfriend and though he was aware that Chantelle and Dylan had a gathering, he hadn’t been on the invite list. Downie was also insistent on mentioning that Chantelle ‘wasn’t his girlfriend’, even though police had never initiated discussion that the two had anything but a friendship.
According to Keane, all the males at the party were to be DNA tested and he decided that Downie was also worth a more detailed look, especially after he had spoken to the apprentice mechanic’s boss. The boss told police that Downie had been at work on the day that the bodies of the Rowes were discovered but that he had arrived late and had cuts on his hands, which he said were from a motorbike accident. Downie agreed to give the police a DNA sample and have his hands printed. Detectives noticed the deep cuts on Downie’s hands while they were doing the prints and questioned the young man about how he had injured himself. At first Downie said he had fallen from a bicycle, and then he changed his story to the cuts being from a fall from a motorbike. When asked if he had been inside the Rowes’ home, Downie said no, but admitted he had been outside it.
Tests revealed that the print found on Chantelle’s bedroom door belonged to Downie. So how did it get there if Downie claimed he hadn’t been in the house? This result was very good for the police, who felt that they were edging closer to capturing the killer. When DNA from the semen sample came back as a match for Downie just over one week after the murders, police were confident they had their killer and made plans to arrest him.
On 16 November 2010, Downie voluntarily attended the Kapunda Police Station, escorted by a colleague. Police had asked Downie to come and sign his statement, which was something several other people who had been interviewed had already done. It was decided that this was the best, safest way to arrest Downie. Video footage of his arrival shows Downie pushing his sunglasses up to his head and then shaking hands with the detectives who greeted him at the door. It was reported later that Downie’s colleagues had joked that he was going to get locked up when they heard he had been asked to attend the police station. Little did they know their workmate was a prime suspect for murder most foul.
He was arrested moments later and so began an interview that was a web of lies. Detectives knew Downie was lying when, confronted with the fact that his semen was found on Chantelle, he said the pair had had consensual sex months earlier and that a condom must have broken. Downie’s mother Lorna Carter was by his side by this stage. He had asked to telephone her. Detectives had allowed Ms Carter to sit in on the interview with her son who was barely an adult but had allegedly committed the most brutal of crimes. He told police that on the night of the murders, he’d had an argument with his mother at midnight and then driven to Gawler and returned to his Kapunda address at 1.30 a.m. on 8 November. To explain why he had not been in his house he told police he had slept in his car. Police video footage of Downie’s mother, her face blurred to conceal her identity on television when it was later broadcast to the public, show the shocked woman pleading with her boy to come clean. Downie’s story flip-flopped from lie to lie, and he was unable to explain what he had done in the early hours of 8 November. He told police, ‘I lie all the time,’ and said that it was because he was nervous.
Downie had moved to Australia from Kilmarnock, Scotland with his mother, stepfather and brother in 2006. Downie wrote about his background on social networking site Bebo (a site where teens can customise a web page and chat to other users): ‘I grew up without a dad since I was two months old so I have been raised up by my mum all my life. I respect and love her to death, even though we have our bad moments. Love my family in Scotland – haven’t seen them for six years – love ya and hope to see you soon.’
Downie’s mother and stepfather separated in early 2011, deeply affected by his actions. In a letter to the court, Downie’s mother described her son as a person who caused no trouble at home and had been caring and helpful. Downie’s mother and stepfather told the court that they were both unable to comprehend the brutality of their son’s actions. To his extended family back in Scotland, Downie was known as a ‘quiet, gentle giant’.
When police officially released the news that they had arrested someone for the murders, more than 100 people gathered at Kapunda Police Station. Police had very real worries that vigilante action could be taken against Downie’s family for their son’s brutal actions and they made sure that the community got the message that retribution was not on.
Police had been given a quick lesson in the power, and problems, social media sites such as Facebook can have on investigations. Almost immediately after the identities of the Rowes were confirmed as being murder victims, a tribute Facebook page was set up, and is still maintained to this day with over 11 000 ‘likes’. Police closely monitored activity on pages that were either dedicated to the Rowe family, suspects or, specifically, Chantelle. Facebook sites can have drastic implications on a criminal case, especially once the identity of the accused is known.
Downie’s name, subject to a suppression order, was already being splashed around social networking sites, connecting him with the deaths. His identity was revealed publically in February 2011 after the suppression order was lifted and his photo published in the Adelaide Advertiser. Under the headline ‘Portrait of an accused killer’, a photo was published of Downie smiling at a work Christmas function in the Barossa Valley just days after the murders. It was also revealed that Downie also visited the makeshift shrine to the Rowe family outside their home in the days after the murders. Downie was videoed by a news crew placing a teddy bear and flowers at the fence of the Harriet Street house. He pretended to grieve with the Rowes’ family and friends, such was his disassociation – or purely evil nature – with his actions.
From his arrest to an appearance via video link at the Elizabeth Magistrates Court on 9 November 2011, Downie volunteered little information about his involvement in the murders; however, he did plead guilty. But despite his guilty pleas, Downie was still maintaining his innocence to his mother and brother. This contradiction saw Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) Stephen Pallaras, QC, ask Justice John Sulan to have Downie confirm his guilty pleas. This was to ensure that the killer was unable to avoid punishment on a technicality.
‘We are aware of a conversation had by the accused, with his brother, in which he expressed an attitude inconsistent with his plea,’ Mr Pallaras told the court on 7 February 2012. Mr Pallaras said the DPP wanted to ensure that Downie’s guilty pleas were not open to interpretation, and therefore a reversal to ‘not guilty’. Again, Downie pleaded guilty, to all three counts of murder.
Apparently Downie told his brother the ‘real killer’ was a man dressed in ‘dark clothing with a green shopping bag’, whom he had seen loitering in the area.
He also claimed in a letter written from jail to his mother that he had driven to the Rowe home and noticed blood on the walls, and then discovered their bodies. Downie said he found Mr and Mrs Rowe dead and Chantelle dying on her bedroom floor. In the letter he said: ‘She had cuts everywhere … she said “help” and she died in my arms. I fucked up, mum, I’m sorry, I should have rung the police.’
He said the police would not believe his story and that was why he pleaded guilty.
Downie lied and lied to people – police, his family, his psychologist – in the months following his arrest.
Exactly what happened in the Rowes’ house on that terrible night was revealed in the courtroom, mostly through the evidence of investigators and a psychological report on Downie.
The scrawny teen, now 20, was obsessed with Chantelle. He was jealous of her relationship with Dylan Pratt and it was this desire that led him to the Rowes’ house. Chantelle, according to information gathered during the investigation, had tolerated Downie because he was a friend of her boyfriend. When police first interviewed him, Downie said he didn’t know Chantelle very well, yet police discovered he was in regular contact with her on Facebook and paid her unwanted attention. But the teenager who was a friendly young girl only politely maintained a distant friendship with Downie.
Throughout 2010, until the murders, Downie became more obsessed with Chantelle and was starting to really pester her. Chantelle had mentioned to her boyfriend and friendship group that Downie was annoying her with the constant contact on Facebook. In his sentencing remarks, Justice John Sulan said he was satisfied that Chantelle did not encourage Downie or at any time ‘engage in a relationship with you’. Downie was in some sort of fantasy that Chantelle would become more than a friend to him and when this didn’t happen was becoming frustrated.
Police believed that there was a certain degree of calculation on Downie’s part before the murders because he knew Dylan would not be staying at the Rowe home that night. Downie had caught up with Dylan on the afternoon of Sunday, 7 November and Dylan had mentioned that Chantelle was unwell. According to what Downie told a psychologist after his arrest, he drove around until the early hours, anger building up inside him that Chantelle was not interested in him.
It was during sessions with psychologist Richard Balfour that Downie gave some insight into what happened, though he still could not be truly honest about his motives. Downie told Mr Balfour that he wanted to confront Dylan Pratt at the Rowe house on the night of the murders because he was jealous of his relationship with Chantelle. Justice Sulan dismissed this motive because of the evidence that Downie had known that Dylan would not be at the address.
‘I am satisfied beyond reasonable doubt that it was your intention to make sexual advances to Chantelle and to have sexual intercourse with her,’ Justice Sulan said on 17 April 2012 when he handed down the triple killer’s sentence.
Parking his car streets away from the Rowe house, Downie entered the house through the bathroom window. Downie’s shoe print was found in the Rowes’ bath with no blood on it, and investigators concluded that this was his entry point. There is only Downie’s word, and the forensic evidence, on what happened in the house – and his story was ever-changing – so the exact sequence of events will never truly be known. Downie told Mr Balfour that the house was dark and Mr Rowe woke and turned on all the lights. Mr Rowe confronted Downie in the passageway and as he moved toward the intruder, Downie said that he panicked and ran to the kitchen and grabbed a knife. As Mr Rowe pursued the teen, he was stabbed frenetically by Downie, and he finally dropped when he was stabbed in the back. Mr Rowe was eventually found facedown in the kitchen.
Downie then described to Mr Balfour that Mrs Rowe came down the corridor and he attacked her. Mrs Rowe was found facedown on the floor of the dining room, dead from multiple stab wounds.
Worse was to come. Downie said Chantelle saw him stab her parents and then hid under her bed. After he had slaughtered her parents, Downie went into her bedroom and stabbed her several times while she was still cowering under the bed. Downie told Mr Balfour that as he pulled Chantelle out from under the bed, he noticed that she was silent and not moving. Justice Sulan said, ‘[Chantelle] must have been terrified by what she had seen.’
Justice Sulan’s recount of Chantelle’s last moments chilled the courtroom during Downie’s sentencing: ‘Her eyes were closed. You then checked to see if her parents were dead. Chantelle was lying motionless on the bed. Her top lip was quivering. You told Mr Balfour that you then removed Chantelle’s clothes from her. You thought she was dead.’
But Chantelle was not dead. She regained consciousness and asked Downie what he was doing to her. Standing up, despite her stab wounds, Chantelle tried to get away but Downie ran to the kitchen, got another knife and stabbed her again. The rage displayed by Downie was, according to what he told Dr Balfour, directed at his friend, Dylan. Downie then pulled off Chantelle’s jeans and raped her. It could never be determined whether Chantelle was dead or dying as Downie violated her. Pathologists found Downie’s semen in her vaginal area and rectum. Investigators were sickened and shocked by the attacks, especially that on Chantelle, who at 16, was just a child. Downie redressed Chantelle in her jeans after he had raped her.
Downie then made attempts to clean up the bloodbath he had just created. ‘A somewhat ineffectual attempt,’ said Justice Sulan. ‘Words cannot adequately describe what [police] found. There was blood in almost every room, on the walls and covering the floors.’
Forensics found bloody shoeprints and footprints of Downie’s around the house. A photo of Downie and Chantelle showed him wearing the shoes investigators believed he wore during the murders. They obtained an identical pair from retailer Big W and tested those against the shoe patterns found and got a match. They retrieved Downie’s actual shoes when he gave them details of where to find them after the 7 February 2012 confirmation of his guilty pleas.
The knives Downie used have never been found. Police also believe he took Chantelle’s phone and her mum’s purse, possibly as trophies, and these have not been recovered either.
The brutality of Downie’s crimes was something normally associated with people from disturbed backgrounds or older, jail-hardened men. In his report to the court, Mr Balfour said, ‘The contrast between the normality of Mr Downie’s life prior to committing the current offences and the frenzied violence of his murders is astounding.’
Mr Balfour went on to say he had no doubt that most people who knew Downie would never have imagined he was capable of such ‘wanton violence’.
Downie had no prior convictions and had been a loving son and brother to his family. Mr Balfour said Downie had good prospects of rehabilitation considering his age and the situational nature of the crime, meaning he was triggered by a specific incident and feeling, rather than a psychiatric illness.
When asked by Mr Balfour why he had committed the crimes, Downie said, ‘Pretty much jealousy. I thought we [Chantelle and Downie] had something on. When I learned when she was with Dylan, I wasn’t happy. I pretty much got angry. Like I said to you before, I had nothing against the parents.’ Lanky Downie only weighed 52 kilograms so the ferocity of the attacks belied his physical form. The rage in him was explosive.
‘The reality is that Mr Downie’s crimes are not the by-product of severe psychopathology but stem from the fallibility and flaws of the imperfect human condition (i.e. biblical motives such as jealousy),’ Mr Balfour wrote. ‘He appears to have gone from infatuation to anger and resentment to homicidal rage, which led to a frenzied attack on the victims.’
Much was mentioned about Downie’s lack of emotion during police interviews and court appearances. Mr Balfour thought that this could be post-traumatic stress disorder caused by the gruesome nature of his crimes that caused him to shut down psychologically.
Police had other thoughts about Downie. ‘Pure evil’ was a term used by senior police investigating the murders.
Downie was sentenced to life imprisonment with a non-parole period of 35 years. Justice Sulan said Downie had a good prospect of rehabilitation but that his ‘truly horrific’ crimes needed to carry a severe sentence. Justice Sulan told Downie that he did not accept that his actions were from someone who wasn’t thinking rationally. Had it not been for his guilty plea, Justice Sulan said he would have handed Downie a non-parole period of 42 years. ‘Your cold-blooded, merciless attack on Chantelle, who was hiding under the bed in fear and who you dragged out, stabbed, sexually assaulted and then stabbed again and murdered, was a chilling act,’ Justice Sulan said. ‘You killed Chantelle’s mother simply because she witnessed your attack on her husband.’
Many people gave victim impact statements to the court, most notably Christopher Rowe who lost his entire immediate family through Downie’s actions.
In his statement, Christopher said, ‘In the future, getting married will be hard, having children will be hard … my mum and dad will not be there to be the grandparents they wanted to be.’
He also lovingly remembered Chantelle and said he had planned to teach her to drive when he returned from his Queensland trip. ‘Now I will not get the chance to do that.’
‘Chantelle took [lots] of photos of our family and now that’s all I have … I feel empty. No matter what anyone does, it’s not going to bring them back or change it.’
After the sentencing, Christopher, in a statement read by his cousin Kylie Duffield to media outside the courtroom, said he ‘struggled with his own visions and nightmares’ and he hoped others could begin to recover now that Downie had been sentenced, though he did not see the jail term as any sort of justice.
In an almost pointless exercise, Downie wrote a letter of apology to the family and friends of his victims. Written just a few months after the murders, Downie wrote: ‘From the bottom of my heart I am deeply sorry for my actions.’
He went on to say: ‘I have caused so much pain not only in my own family but many others … I deserve anything and everything that is going to happen to me.’
However, in court Mr Pallaras rejected the letter as another lie, saying it predated Downie’s claims of innocence to his mother and brother.
Downie’s mother has stuck by her son. The Adelaide Advertiser published a letter Ms Carter wrote to the court that expressed her shock at the actions of her ‘easygoing lad’. ‘I have never seen Jason angry, he wasn’t argumentative, he was just a happy-go-lucky boy,’ she said. Ms Carter has not yet spoken publically about her son or his terrible crimes.
Downie seemed to be a most unlikely killer, displaying no obvious signs of deviance or murderous rage. Psychologist Mr Balfour made the chilling observation that no doubt many felt in the aftermath of the murders: ‘The idea that an unremarkable member of the community can perpetrate such violence is unthinkable because it raises the possibility that all individuals are capable of violence.’
Downie will be in his early fifties before he is eligible for release.
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The Burwood Triple Murders: Ashley Coulston
Convicted killer Ashley Coulston pictured in 1993. Coulston murdered Kerryn Henstridge, Anne Smerdon and Peter Dempsey in 1992 in Burwood, Melbourne. He has also been questioned in relation to other crimes including the Balaclava Killer and Sutherland Rapist cases. Coulston was sentenced to life imprisonment with no parole.
Rob Baird / Newspix




Campaign of Terror: The Murder of Nanette Ellis
Left: Nanette Ellis, 41, was stabbed to death in her Boronia, Melbourne home in 1984. Nanette’s 16-year-old son Greg discovered his mum’s body. Her murder is still unsolved.
Craig Ellis
Right: Nanette Ellis’s yellow 1976 Corolla sedan, which had been subjected to a series of vandalism attacks in the weeks leading up to her murder. Detectives have not yet been able to definitively link the vandalism to the car with several incidents where rocks were thrown at Nanette’s car while she drove to work.
Craig Ellis




Suburban Axe Killer: Nathan Avent
Police escort Nathan Avent, then 23, from the Supreme Court in Melbourne, Victoria, 1995. He served 18 years for the 1994 axe murder of a 10-year-old boy and the sexual assault of the boy’s mother. He was released from jail in 2012.
Peter Ward / Newspix




The Crime that Shocked Victoria: The Assassination of Jane Thurgood-Dove
John and Helen Magill fear they won’t live to see the killers of their daughter Jane brought to justice. Jane Thurgood-Dove was shot to death in her driveway, in front of her three children, in Melbourne in 1997. The murder was a mistaken-identity hit meant for the wife of a criminal involved in Melbourne’s underworld who lived in the same suburban street.
Wayne Taylor / Fairfax Syndication




Night Terrors: The Sleepwalking Murder of Patricia Cogdon
Ivy Cogdon axed her 19-year-old daughter Patricia to death as she slept in their suburban Melbourne home in 1950. Mrs Cogdon was acquitted of the murder because she was a chronic sleepwalker and had no memory of the incident. The case made international headlines.
The Argus, 20 December 1950. Via National Library of Australia.




Too Trusting: The Killing of Suburban Lawyer Keith Allan
Left: Suburban Melbourne lawyer Keith Allan was murdered in a contract killing in 2000. Mr Allan’s body has not yet been discovered. Three men, including Mr Allan’s law clerk, were jailed for his murder.
Lyle Allan
Above right: Lyle Allan outside the Supreme Court, attending the first trial, in 2004, of his brother Keith’s killers. Lyle Allan does not hold out much hope that the killers will reveal the location of Keith’s body. Keith, a suburban lawyer, was murdered in a contract killing in 2000. Keith’s law clerk Julian Clarke had been stealing money from the firm and arranged the murder. Clarke and two others are serving sentences of more than 20 years each for the murder.
Craig Hughes / Newspix




Keith Allan’s law firm shop front in Avondale Heights, Melbourne, 31 May 2000.
Nicole Garmston / Newspix




Petrol Station Horror: The Murder of Nicole Millar
Left: The remnants of the car that murder victim Nicole Millar was sitting in when her de facto David Hopkins stabbed her, doused her with petrol and set her alight at a Bayswater, Melbourne service station in June 2010.
Lawrence Pinder / Newspix.
Right: Police corner brutal killer David Hopkins, covered in the blood of his partner Nicole Millar, whom he stabbed and set on fire.
Nine News




Ramazan Acar: The Facebook Killer
Ramazan Acar was dubbed ‘the Facebook Killer’ because he posted status updates about his daughter’s murder. Acar stabbed to death his two-year-old daughter Yazmina in 2010.
Trevor Pinder / Newspix




Rachelle D’Argent (left) outside Our Lady Help of Christians Parish church in Narre Warren, during the November 2010 funeral service for her daughter, Yazmina Acar. Yazmina’s father, Ramazan Acar, was convicted of her murder.
Ellen Smith / Newspix



The Treasure House Murders: Mary Boanas and Rose Fisher
Reclusive mother and daughter Mary Boanas and Rose Fisher were battered to death in their inner-city Melbourne home. The crime was dubbed ‘the treasure house murders’ because the women had wads of cash and expensive jewellery and Chinese vases in their home. The crime remains unsolved.
The Argus, 17 December 1956








Who Killed Elaine Jones?
Melbourne mother Elaine Jones was brutally raped and murdered in 1980 while on a family holiday in Tocumwal, NSW. Adding to the tragedy, Mrs Jones’s husband Alan suffered a heart attack and died when he discovered his wife’s naked body in the Murray River. Her murder is still unsolved.
The Sydney Morning Herald, 7 January 1980




Matthew De Gruchy: Family Killer
Matthew De Gruchy awaiting trial for the murder of his mother, sister and brother in their Wollongong home in 1996. De Gruchy claimed he came home and found his family dead. He was convicted of the murders and is eligible for release in 2017.
News Ltd / Newspix




Cowra: Small Town Brutality
Above: Police officer Shelly Walsh at the July 2008 funeral of her two children, aged seven and five, and mother Jean, 52, at St Raphael’s Catholic Church in Cowra. Shelly’s father John Walsh murdered the three.
Nathan Edwards / Newspix




The Cowra house where John Walsh murdered his wife and two grandchildren, and attempted to kill his police officer daughter Shelly Walsh.
Andrew Taylor / Fairfax Syndication




The Gentleman Grocer Murder: Frank Newbery
Students from Newcastle’s ALESCO Learning Centre pictured with local grocer Frank Newbery. The image was found on a card left outside Mr Newbery’s Newcastle, NSW store. Mr Newbery was murdered in March 2007 in the store he had run for decades. The murder is still unsolved.
Lindsay Moller / Newspix




End of Innocence: Child Murders in the 1970s
Christopher Douglas Dennis, 19, is escorted from Ryde Court in Sydney in 1978 where he was charged with the murder of 16-year-old Julie Thrussell.
News Ltd / Newspix




Police detectives investigate the crime scene where 12-year-old Garry Barkemeyer was found murdered near Jubilee Park in Glebe, Sydney in July 1976.
News Ltd / Newspix




Local children watch as police detectives investigate the crime scene where 12-year-old Wayne Nixon was found murdered near Jubilee Park in Glebe in Sydney, 1977, in the same area that Garry Barkemeyer’s body was found six months earlier.
News Ltd / Newspix



Violence in Canberra: The Murder of Beverley Keys
Hotel receptionist Beverley Keys was murdered as she slept in the quiet Canberra suburb of Reid, in 1961.
The Canberra Times, 28 September 1961








Betrayed: The Death of Linda Roberts
Left: Amy Louise Maher leaves prison in 2004 after being granted conditional bail until a retrial of her case. Maher and her boyfriend Sven Huebner were found guilty of murdering Linda Jane Roberts in 2001. Their convictions were overturned and Huebner was sentenced for manslaughter. Maher pleaded guilty to being an accessory to the manslaughter of Ms Roberts and received a suspended sentence.
Philip Norrish / Newspix




Elwyn and Noelene Roberts, the parents of Linda Roberts who died at the hands of her friends Sven Huebner and Amy Maher in 2001.
Jamie Hanson / Newspix




Every Parent’s Nightmare: The Murder of Little Sofia
Detectives lead Dante Wyndham Arthurs to a car at the rear of Cannington Police Station in Perth, 27 June 2006. In a crime that shocked Australia, Arthurs raped and murdered eight-year-old Sofia Rodriguez-Urrutia-Shu, in a shopping centre toilet.
Andy Tyndall / Newspix




Evil Greed: Angelika Gavare
Murder victim Vonne McGlynn’s home in Reynella, Adelaide. Angelika Gavare was convicted of murdering the 82-year-old pensioner in order to sell the property and keep the profits.
Greg Higgs / Newspix




Murder in a Small Town: The Rowe Family Massacre
Left: The funeral service book for Andrew, Rose and 16-year-old Chantelle Rowe who were murdered in their Kapunda home in 2010.
Tait Schmaal / Newspix




Supported by family and friends, Christopher Rowe (right), arrives at the Supreme Court in Adelaide for the trial of Jason Downie, who was sentenced to 35 years’ imprisonment without parole for the triple murder of Christopher’s parents and sister, Andrew, Rose and Chantelle Rowe.
Greg Higgs / Newspix



Emily Webb is a journalist, specialising in true crime. She lives with her husband and young children in Melbourne’s outer eastern suburbs.
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