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HARBOURING SECRETS


THE SUITCASE WASHED UP ON THE NORTH SHORE IN THE EARLY hours of Saturday morning, 17 November 1923. The tidal waters of Port Jackson pushed it onto the small and gentle curve of Athol Beach, Mosman, only a short distance across the harbour from Sydney’s busy metropolis. Greasy and stained from the seawater, the beaten-up case seemed out of place against the neatly clipped backdrop of Ashton Park.


At around 9.45 a.m., a large Sunday school group from the north-west suburb of Gladesville began arriving at Athol. Some of the children scattered across the beach, while others began playing in the bushland and gardens.


William Lodder, a young schoolboy from Drummoyne, was playing near the water when he spied the silhouette of an upright suitcase at the other end of the beach. The boy was drawn to it. Guided by the age-old childhood rule of finders keepers, he claimed the prize. He unfastened the clips on the case and swung its lid open. The odd dank smell intrigued him more.


Inside the case, an object shaped like a pork loin was wrapped in a towel and secured with a piece of string. Although seaweed and sand had been tossed about within the case, the parcel remained secure, chocked by a block of wood.


William lifted the parcel out of the case for closer inspection, holding it up by the piece of string. Pulled taut by the wet weight of the parcel, the string promptly snapped and the parcel dropped onto the sand. The thud made William feel more uneasy, and he later described to police an ‘unsettling smell’. He poked at the parcel with his toe. It felt strangely soft. His courage crumbled. Something seemed wrong.


Reluctant to touch the parcel again and too timid to look at it more closely, William raced up the beach. He urged a group of boys to follow him, hoping he could lead a party back for a more forensic examination of the fascinating and mysterious object. But the boys ignored William’s boasting and dismissed the object as swimming trunks wrapped in a towel. He quickly forgot about it.


About an hour later, Eunice Clare, a twelve-year-old schoolgirl also attending the church picnic, made her way down the beach flanked by a small posse of friends. Eunice was less hesitant than William: on sight of the parcel, she walked directly to it and commenced a systematic examination. She picked it up thinking it was ‘what appeared to be costumes rolled in a towel’. The parcel had now been exposed to the air for some time and the dank smell had dispersed a little. Eunice knelt on the soft sand. She began to unwrap the towelling, hoping some treasure might be inside – perhaps a forgotten piece of jewellery stashed carefully by a wealthy Mosman lady during a beach swim or, even better, money. Within moments Eunice stumbled back in fright as a baby’s head flopped loose from the wrappings.


Eunice was swift in sounding the alarm. Followed by her band of young cronies, she ran up the beach until they located the nearest adult – a man working near the wharf.


Athol Beach was only a short distance away from Mosman Police Station on Bradleys Head Road, so it did not take long for local police to arrive. At around 12.30 p.m., William O’Reilly, sergeant of the Mosman unit, walked the length of the beach starting at the wharf end. He easily found the suitcase, still resting near the high-water mark with a parcel alongside it; a baby’s head was clearly visible at one end. The string remained tightly wrapped around the towel coiled over the torso and legs of the child’s body. The scene was jarring. The child was clearly dead, but not repugnant: the small face was cherubic and uninjured. The child had been carefully swaddled, as if put to sleep, and then gently set afloat. The sight before Sergeant O’Reilly seemed somehow sacred: a baby Moses consigned to the Nile with only a basket of reeds for protection.


The police typed up statements of the children’s observations at the scene. At the bottom of these pages, small handwritten signatures reflect the two very different personalities of the young beachcombers whose discovery would launch the highest-profile child murder case in Sydney’s history.


Eunice’s signature, ‘E. C. Clare’, is indistinguishable from that of a well-educated adult of the time. Her cursive is perfectly formed and justified neatly to the right of the page. Each initial is expertly spaced with a full stop. In her sworn statement, Eunice is careful to note the presence of other possible witnesses and calmly explains her inability to recall more detail: ‘I picked up the parcel and saw a child’s head in it. When I saw that I put the parcel down again. A lot of other children were there and saw what I saw … I did not notice whether the towel was wet or dry as I was upset at finding the baby.’


In contrast to Eunice’s clinical notes, William Lodder’s statement reveals the true horror of what had occurred on Athol Beach: a young child had discovered the dead body of an even younger child. Despite him being almost exactly the same age as Eunice, the immaturity and innocence of William Lodder’s words is undeniable. His signature provides a clear reminder of how traumatic this discovery must have been for all of the Sunday school group. ‘W Lodder’ is written erratically, inconsistently. The oversized loops skip down the page in an impulsive way, much like William on his fateful skip down the beach.


That morning, Sergeant O’Reilly had handled the suitcase baby gently, reacting with a protective instinct that he couldn’t explain. He placed the child’s body back in the suitcase and proceeded directly to Mosman Wharf to catch a ferry to the city morgue. Like an ancient ferryman carrying a soul to the underworld, O’Reilly solemnly crossed the harbour. A police sergeant carrying a well-beaten port in his hand as if on holiday, but in full uniform, must have been a curious sight for his fellow travellers. He disembarked at Circular Quay and walked the short distance to the city morgue, located right near the water’s edge on George Street, where the metropolis of Sydney empties into the harbour.


Sergeant O’Reilly and Charles Broomfield, keeper of the morgue, began preparations for the formal medical examination. Both men were highly experienced and not likely to be shaken by the grim undertaking before them. O’Reilly was an officer of long standing, having risen to a senior supervisory position on the North Shore. Charles Broomfield was a second-generation morgue keeper, closely apprenticed by his father, with over twenty years’ experience in the job.


O’Reilly placed the child’s body face up on the examination table. He freed the legs and lower body from the towel. It was a baby girl. Her size indicated that she could be newborn. Both men suspected her body had spent a good deal of time floating in the harbour, given the quantity of seaweed and sand inside the case. It had definitely emerged from the water and had not been abandoned by someone trudging along the beach.


This fact added another level of strangeness to the discovery. Sydney Harbour beaches are rough, hazardous, and known for their aggressive and destructive rips that typically smash anything washed ashore. And the harbour is deep, capable of safely accommodating large-scale steamships and cargo vessels with the biggest hulls ever created. Should a parcel successfully sink, it is unlikely to surface again. The harbour does not usually surrender its captives so easily. To this day, its floor is a junkyard of wrecked vessels, motor vehicle bodies, and industrial debris from two hundred years of European settlement.


Yet the harbour had somehow been kind to this child’s body, and the mysterious suitcase raft had proved to be a more-than-adequate vessel. The body’s exposure to the sea had also afforded it a level of preservation and protection from the insect infestations commonly found in bodies left exposed on land, especially in the warmer months of a Sydney spring. There was no evidence of adipocere: the crumbly white particles, known as grave wax, that form through saponification – the same process used to make soap – when a body is stored in moisture-rich environments that lack oxygen. Against all odds, the unusual coffin had drifted atop the water and safely landed on a stretch of sand less than 100 metres long, located on one of the least hazardous beaches in all of Sydney Harbour.


Given their combined amount of experience, Broomfield and O’Reilly would have most likely conjectured back and forth about the child’s age. However, before the autopsy took place and medical expertise was brought to bear on the matter, it would have been difficult to estimate the bracket of hours, days, weeks or months.


It was Broomfield’s job, grim and methodical task that it was, to enter the baby’s particulars in the heavy-bound and oversized tome known officially as the morgue book. His formal entries resemble a macabre parody of a cherished mothercraft tradition of growth milestones in a family keepsake album. The morgue keeper, not the baby’s mother, recorded the weight, height and key measurements.


The body was 21.5 inches (over 54 centimetres) long, using the perinatal convention of measuring from the top of the head to the heel. Her weight was recorded to be a healthy and ‘well nourished’ 7 pounds 2 ounces (3.2 kilograms).


In addition to those of the body, details of all other items – including the condition of the suitcase and noteworthy observations of its characteristics and contents – were carefully recorded. In the presence of Broomfield, who also acted as a witness, O’Reilly examined everything again, more closely. He now had time to be more attentive, sheltered from the hot mid-November Sydney sun by the cool, contemplative stone environment.


While it would be the medical practitioner’s job to perform an internal examination of the body and thereby officially determine the cause of death, it was obvious to both officers that they were looking upon the result of something wicked and violent. A string was tied tightly around the body’s neck, the string still attached, a length of it dangling slack and twisted. The tip of a pretty and delicate piece of mauve stitching protruded from the mouth. Both officers recognised the design as one common to the decorative border of a woman’s handkerchief.


The body was dressed in basic and commonplace items of baby apparel for the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. A napkin. A garment known as a baby binder or corset, made of flannel, which wrapped around the torso and remained laced in the front. It was a slightly old-fashioned item as binders were not used by all mothers at the time, but investigators did not see the item as particularly significant. A loose flannel undershirt hung over the corset.


A small number of items remained in the suitcase. A block of wood. An empty gin bottle. Part of a cigarette packet. There was also a photograph – an eerie echo of the scene on the morgue slab: the baby girl lay alone, with no carer in sight, as if sleeping.


At 2.15 p.m. that day, the medical practitioner, Stratford Sheldon, commenced the autopsy. Sheldon was the closest thing that Sydney had to medical royalty. He came from a dynasty of doctors. His father, William Sheldon, was a popular North Sydney doctor. Both Stratford and his brother had become doctors with thriving independent practices in the city centre and in the burgeoning suburb of Granville in the west.


Sheldon was one of the best in his field, and his set of specialisations was directly relevant to the examination of a suitcase baby. He had a rare knowledge of deaths in Sydney Harbour and experience in undertaking post-mortems of watery deaths. In 1921 he had conducted the autopsy of Isabel Lippe, a Victorian woman involved in a complex and high-profile case. Lippe’s body had been found at the bottom of The Gap, a cliff edge on South Head with a reputation for both fatal accidents and suicide jumps from its 21-metre drop into the Tasman Sea.


Everyone in law enforcement wanted Lippe’s death to be ruled as murder. She had been pursued and deceived by a well-known con man, Charles MacAlister, and the police wanted a reason to arrest him. But Sheldon held firm in the face of immense pressure. After a long and complex inquest, he argued that by analysing multiple sources of evidence – the number and placement of broken bones, estimated time in the water and position of the body on impact – only one scientific conclusion was possible. Suicide. His post-mortem report ruined the case that police had been building against MacAlister. Sheldon’s opinion was respected but he wasn’t always liked by Sydney’s metropolitan police.


Sheldon looked first at the suitcase baby’s clothing, seeing that it comprised only the most basic of necessities. The empty gin bottle found inside the suitcase also suggested to Sheldon that indigence had played some role in the death. Gin was popular with the inner-city underclass because it was cheap. Its easy availability meant that gin had become a home remedy for common ailments from cradle to grave. The elderly used it to treat arthritis, while mothers used it as a sedative and tonic for restless and colicky babies.


As a legally qualified medical practitioner engaged to undertake work for the morgue, Sheldon was under instruction to determine the cause of death, and this meant performing an internal examination. Though the making of social commentaries did not fall within Sheldon’s immediate brief, he knew, before he even started his examination, that he was looking at the body of a child born into poverty. In his daily comings and goings as a city doctor, Sheldon would rarely if ever have encountered a baby so common, but in the morgue there was no social hierarchy. In this cold and damp place, the lowest and the highest of society assembled to participate in the ritual of the post-mortem. The perverse logic of the social welfare system in 1923 meant that while the suitcase baby had most likely not received any professional medical care in life, her body was being subjected to the best post-mortem that money could buy.


Sheldon estimated the baby to have been between three and four weeks old. On the umbilicus there remained a small amount of ‘dry epithelial string’. This meant the umbilical cord stump had healed, but only recently, because new tissue was visible.


Sheldon repositioned the baby’s body on the slab, elevating the torso to ensure the chest and abdomen could be sliced open cleanly and the ribs sawn through neatly. An internal examination found all of the organs to be healthy. The heart showed no signs of a common and potentially serious vulnerability such as a hole. The foramen ovale, a hole between the two halves of the heart which remains open before birth, had closed, as it should, shortly after birth. Sheldon was looking down on the body of what had been, at one time at least, a perfectly healthy baby.


While the general condition of the body indicated that the baby had been fed and cared for, the stomach was empty at the time of death. The baby had been dead when the suitcase was put in Port Jackson as there was no evidence of water in the lungs – a hallmark of drowning.


Using a magnifying glass and drawing the lamp as close to the body as possible, Sheldon leaned in to examine the lungs. In his final sworn statement, lodged with the Central Criminal Court, he said that he had found unequivocal evidence of death due to suffocation. Petechial haemorrhages were dappled on the tissue of the lungs; these red marks appear when blood leaks from ruptured vessels. Sheldon was methodical, noting the significance of this observation by drawing on other contextual evidence. As petechial haemorrhages can also occur as a result of cardiac arrest, Sheldon examined the heart closely to see if it exhibited signs of rupturing. It was unspotted and perfectly formed. Sheldon’s conclusion: death had occurred as a result of strangulation, with the airways purposefully obstructed by some external source.


The string was still tied so tightly around the neck that it told a story of the force and determination in the perpetrator’s mind. A white muslin handkerchief, decorated with the mauve stitching, was stuffed deeply into the mouth. It was as if the baby was frozen in time, trapped in a silent theatre of her last struggles for breath.


Sheldon’s summary of the post-mortem evidence concluded: ‘Either the string around the neck or the handkerchief in its mouth would have been sufficient to cause death.’ The murderer had not hesitated and had fully committed to the undertaking. There was no doubt the suitcase baby had suffered a horrible death. Not only had her body been discovered twice, but in a manner of speaking she had also died twice.
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CORNERING A SUSPECT


THE MATTER WAS TRANSFERRED FROM THE SMALL POLICE station in Mosman to a larger and better-resourced unit: No. 2 Head Station, Regent Street, Central Sydney. Sergeant Ernest Green, Sergeant Don Alchin and Constable Wright Sherringham assumed responsibility for investigation of the criminal case.


Each officer faced a professional challenge. Police force operations in New South Wales were governed by a ‘deploy first, ask questions later’ approach to rostering. Police historians note that it was not until the 1960s in New South Wales that more specialised areas of police work formally emerged as part of operations; as a result, leaders and managers often found it difficult to accumulate detailed knowledge in one area of law enforcement. In the 1920s, officers could literally be assigned to any criminal investigation, whether it matched their skill set or not.


Sergeant Green, the chief investigator on the case, offered special insights as a local. He was more street smart than book smart. Born and bred in Sydney, he knew the social and economic peculiarities of the city and its residents. Green had worked the constabulary beat of the inner-city streets and back lanes, and he understood what kind of seedy crime could happen there. He also knew infanticide cases were widely regarded in the force to be career poison because they were nearly impossible to solve. Many hundreds of unsolved case files for dead babies were attached to No. 2 Head Station already. He was not eager to be involved in yet another dead-end case.


Sergeant Alchin and Constable Sherringham were country boys recruited from rural towns over 300 kilometres out of Sydney.


Alchin was from Young in the south-west – a burgeoning flour and timber mill town surrounded by farming and grazing plains. He was mid-career, and represented an emerging breed of more specialised and expert officers. He was part of the NSW police elite hand-picked for a secondment scheme designed to deepen the level of deductive reasoning throughout the Australian force. By swapping roles with a counterpart in another state, each senior officer honed his investigative skills in a new setting. Only a few months before the discovery of the suitcase baby, Alchin led a high-profile investigation in Western Australia that had received national media coverage. A man (Don Pizzatti), camped in the bush to cut timber sleepers, was found dead with bullet wounds to the head. It had been a tricky case. Pizzatti had been reported missing by his fellow cutters, but given the dense forest, it had taken days to find him. A fellow sleeper cutter, a seventeen-year-old boy called Thomas Brookes, had been found with Pizzatti’s eleven pounds in savings. Initially, at least, it seemed a straightforward robbery and murder case. Thanks to careful and somewhat compassionate investigation by Alchin, the complexities of the case came to light. Brookes had been shooting roos. The death had been an accident. Brookes had stolen Pizzatti’s money after the accident. Brookes was also intellectually disabled. It was information critical to the deliberations in court. Brookes was found guilty of manslaughter and not murder. He would serve a few years in prison for robbery and for careless operation of his rifle, but was found not guilty of murder.


Alchin was as experienced as any officer on the NSW force at that time, but he was a poor fit for infanticide, a niche area of criminology. Alchin’s specialty was money-related crime and, much like Sergeant Green, he had a sense of foreboding about the case. He understood crime as a craft and an enterprise. Why the crime had occurred was less relevant to Alchin’s usual investigations, as the primary motive was always financial gain; it was how the crime had been committed that was important. Alchin was an expert in understanding the criminal mind, but his criminals were cunning, not complex. He knew how to capture petty pickpockets, to uncover fraud and graft, and to find bank robbers and safe crackers. Alchin knew the technical proficiencies needed to forge notes and mould pennies into florins. He had captured every kind of robber from street-corner swindlers through to large-scale fraudsters. In the previous year alone, he had developed water-tight cases against fencers of stolen watches in George Street, and decoded a major investment fraud in which a local Sydney charlatan duped one investor out of a staggering £125 000 in a primitive version of a Ponzi scheme.


As an experienced officer, Alchin knew what an infanticide case meant. In rare circumstances where a perpetrator was identified and located, it was almost always a woman – and he did not like locking up women. In his mind, women were generally victims not perpetrators.


In Sydney, Alchin had recently led an investigation into what journalists at the time ridiculed as ‘the doings’ of a philanderer. In reality, the crime was a sophisticated dallier-turned-crook scam. One persuasive fraudster had single-handedly swindled wealthy young women out of their fortunes by convincing them to sign over significant estates of property and family heirlooms well before the intended marriage had occurred. Alchin did something highly unconventional for a police officer – he brought together the two very different female victims of the same crime. He tracked down the abandoned wife of the romancing rapscallion and encouraged her to meet with her husband’s wealthy mistress. He then drove the heiress to the wife of the crook so she would witness the financial impact of the man’s desertion on not just his wife but also his brood of children. The experience so touched the heiress that she offered monetary assistance to the family of the very rogue who had swindled her.


Alchin had a reputation for being sharp-witted if unorthodox. He also had a reputation for his social conscience. The problem of destitution in the inner city, particularly among returned soldiers, had become increasingly visible in 1923. Five years since the war had ended, it was not unusual to see homeless veterans wandering the streets still in the civilian clothes they had been issued with on demobilisation. Alchin led an unusual and somewhat unsavoury recycling initiative to clothe the destitute by stripping suits from unclaimed cadavers at the Coroner’s Court and handing them out to ex-diggers.


Constable Wright Sherringham was, like Alchin, a determined and committed police officer. But in many ways he was Alchin’s polar opposite. Alchin was experienced. Sherringham was a novice. Alchin was a practical man and not afraid to bump shoulders with the masses. Sherringham was an unapologetic snob.


Sherringham had moved to Sydney from a tiny town in the central west of New South Wales, even smaller than Alchin’s home town of Young. Cumnock was dominated by pastoral families and was an archetype of early European agricultural settlement, having been built on the holy farming trinity of sheep, cattle and grain production. For an ambitious young police officer, however, it offered little opportunity. The Sherringhams were well known in the area as aspirational pastoralists who had made a shrewd acquisition of land. Wright Sherringham was well bred and had married into an equally influential family in the district. He also shared his father’s aspirational tendencies but he set his sights on law enforcement, not farming. While nearby Bathurst had a regional gaol and grand courthouse, offering opportunity for a young officer to cut his teeth in a criminal justice career, the constable had his sights set even higher.


In the suitcase baby investigation, the challenges to be faced by these three officers would not come from within the police force alone. The macabre use of a suitcase as a coffin was splashed as a sensational headline across all of the major newspapers and had been picked up by regionals as far west as the Kalgoorlie Miner and as far south as the Launceston Examiner. Journalists and their editors immediately recognised the potential for the story and began milking it. Rather than release one article encompassing all known details of the case, editors employed a tactic to stimulate appetite for the story and help build public hysteria. In modern-day news circles, this tactic is sometimes referred to as ‘salami-ing’ – one story, cut into thin slices, is slowly released over successive days, creating the impression that discoveries are being made by police on a daily basis and encouraging readers to keep buying the paper.


By the end of a fortnight of reporting, journalists had developed their own jargon for the event. The tomb of the small corpse was no longer a ‘suit-case’: it was imprinted on the minds of the public as a ‘baby-case’.


While journalists found the suitcase fascinating, Alchin, Green and Sherringham took a different view. Despite their varying skill sets and backgrounds, they agreed wholeheartedly on one thing – the suitcase would not be much use to the investigation. It was a modest, mass-produced, off-the-shelf port, identical to hundreds sold from the many department stores in all major Australian cities. The owner of the case had chosen not to add detailing to the exterior in the form of embossed initials or a personalised monogram – a fashion among both tourists and immigrant travellers at the time.


The investigators turned their attention to the other items. An empty gin bottle – no markings. An empty cigarette packet – a generic brand that could have been bought from anywhere. Sherringham, the least experienced officer present, asked his two seniors if this suggested a male perpetrator. Alchin, a thoughtful profiler of the criminal mind, said it was too early in the investigation to jump to that kind of conclusion. Green shook his head. This was a baby, and that almost always meant a mother, he said. The other officers had to agree. The string tied around the baby’s throat was an ordinary kitchen item – exactly the kind used by a housewife to tie a rolled pork loin.


The clothes were store-bought and not personalised in any way. Hand-stitched needlework, a popular pastime of many mothers and grandmothers, did not adorn the clothing. The same could be said of the towelling in which the body had been wrapped. It was a Turkish towel of woven cotton with a fringe at each end. There was nothing in these items that might offer some clue to the identity of the baby or the family to whom she belonged.


All evidence of the baby’s existence appeared to have been surrendered to the water. The inclusion of the single photograph suggested that no personal keepsake was wanted. The perpetrator had not just sought the death of the baby; they wanted to forget she had ever existed.


By the end of Tuesday, two business days into the investigation, the officers had begun assembling a likely location for the crime. The location of the suitcase near the harbour would have usually presented the police with a deluge of challenges. Port Jackson is about 55 square kilometres, and many tributaries feed into it, including the Parramatta and Lane Cove rivers. The suitcase could have been discreetly dropped into the harbour by anyone from any embankment or bridge near the shoreline, anywhere within the greater Sydney region. The Parramatta is the largest of the rivers culminating in a tidal estuary that feeds directly into Port Jackson. The suitcase baby could have commuted a long distance, swept by an energetic tidal movement to arrive at her resting place.


But the presence of the wood block undermined the idea that the murder might have occurred outside of the city. The block offered police the broad design of the crime, and suggested a story of desperation and deceit as well.


Sydney had relied primarily on wood pavers for road construction since the 1880s, and these blocks were indistinguishable from one another. Many of the city’s older roads were now rotting at the edges. Crumbled chunks of wood were in abundance and loose on the hems of the streets. The roads were also in a state of continual repair, with piles of fresh pavers stacked on street corners in preparation for resurfacing. But while the pavers were virtually everywhere in the city, they were not everywhere in Sydney – by 1923 they were confined to the metropolis. The paver therefore positioned the perpetrator with an efficiency akin to the tracking of a mobile phone by its proximity to tower signals. In the hours leading up to the disposal of the body, the perpetrator had in all likelihood been in the city and thrown the suitcase into an inner-city harbour.


The paver suggested desperation, as it had surely been grabbed opportunistically. The investigators suspected that the perpetrator had chocked it into the suitcase with the expectation that the mass would help to weigh the item down and ensure its sea burial. Ironically, the perpetrator had unwittingly made the vessel seaworthy by increasing its buoyancy. They had shown determination but had certainly not been artful in covering their tracks.


The most important piece of evidence would turn out to be no bigger than a fingernail.


The handkerchief that had been violently crammed into the mouth and upper throat of the victim was laid flat on the table of an interview room at No. 2 Head Station. It particularly intrigued Green, Alchin and Sherringham because of all the items it was the most personal and offered the most direct link to the murderer. In stark contrast to the wicked and violent crime, the item was pretty and delicate. Small mauve flowers dotted the corner, and even the coronial doctor had used a somewhat poetic description in his post-mortem report: ‘A decorative and delicate heliotrope border.’ It suggested something romantic or whimsical about the object and, by association, the perpetrator.


Sergeant Alchin noted how the pattern reminded him of a handkerchief owned by his wife, which she had purchased in the city centre. This observation initially stumped the investigators. The item was unremarkable, with little to distinguish it from the thousands of mass-produced embroidered handkerchiefs on the market.


It was the rookie, Constable Sherringham, eager to make an impression on his senior officers, who stepped forward to turn the handkerchief over. On one corner, visible only from the underside where knotted threads were present, ‘2/14’ had been written in tiny and almost invisible print where the fabric had been carefully hemmed in. The officers recognised what the lettering meant: a commercial laundry code. At some point in time, and perhaps not recently, the handkerchief had been professionally laundered.


The laundry code system was used to track individual orders, and represented an industry-wide practice common to commercial laundries across Britain, the United States and Australia. Each business assigned a unique identification number to each customer, which they used every time they booked in a cleaning order. These mark codes were a core part of business practice, allowing laundries to create economies of scale by washing large volumes of clothing based on the specifications of the items. Linens, cottons and woollens each required different levels of heat, and different quantities and chemical compositions of soap. By sorting orders into lots, then sorting them back into individual customer orders, laundries significantly reduced the cost per item. The mark codes were indelible and designed to sustain multiple wash processes so they could not easily be dissolved by the harsh commercial soaps and solvents used for stain removal.


The mark on the handkerchief suggested the possibility of solving what was widely identified across the police force to be an unsolvable crime. If the code could be deciphered, the perpetrator had effectively signed their name and address on the body of the unknown baby, indelibly, in laundry code ink.


But the investigators still had a problem – where and how to start looking for the laundry. During the 1920s in Sydney, cleaning services represented one of the strongest areas of small business and cottage industry growth. They were easy and low-cost to run, and required little more than access to piped water and adequate floor space. They were also in high demand, with residential households, commercial businesses (particularly catering and hospitality operators), itinerant workers and travellers all using commercial operators to launder their clothing and household linens. This demand had created huge growth in the sector, and businesses had mushroomed across the city to launder its unwashed and washed masses alike.


Investigating the origin of the laundry mark could involve interviews with hundreds of operators, requiring them to explain their bookkeeping and customer account records. While No. 2 Station was better staffed than most other police units in the state, it was still far from well resourced. Its officers’ capacity to undertake a time-intensive criminal investigation was limited, and with vice saturating the streets of the inner city, Surry Hills and Haymarket, the murder of an unknown and unwanted newborn represented the very lowest of police priorities.


To come up with a list of the most likely laundries, Green and Alchin narrowed the geographical parameters of the crime as much as possible. They already knew that the road paver suggested that the suspect had been in the city centre while disposing of the evidence. The suitcase seemed relatively new and had most likely been sold by a large department store; Anthony Hordern & Sons was the biggest in Sydney, with expansive retail frontage on the corner of George, Pitt and Goulburn streets at the southern end of the city centre.


With the examination of the evidence completed, the suitcase and the baby parted company forever. The suitcase and its contents were treated with great care. Each was carefully photographed. The practice of police photography at the time was artful, with meticulous attention paid to capturing the elements of dark and light in each item. Tagged and catalogued, the evidence was preserved in the catacombs of police storage.


While the authorities took great care in handling the evidence, no memorial nor respect was afforded to the baby, who was scheduled for disposal in an unmarked mass grave designated for paupers.
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WALKOVER


AS THE SENIOR INVESTIGATOR, SERGEANT GREEN SET THE PACE. He determined the direction of the legwork for the case. It would be outward-moving, starting in the city centre – terrain that was well known to him – and roaming as far as resources would permit.


Delegating the menial task of laundry doorknocking, Green sent Constable Sherringham out on foot to a local destination: one of the largest commercial laundries in the city and surrounding area, the Model Laundry Company. Sherringham took a fifteen-minute walk from No. 2 Station on Regent Street to the nearest laundry-receiving depot in Goulburn Street, Haymarket.


Violet Finney, wife of the laundry proprietor and manager of the receiving depot, oversaw customer accounts across the entire business and had a comprehensive ledger on hand. After a short interview Sherringham held the name and a street address of a ‘Mrs Gore’, with laundry customer number 2/14, firmly in his hand.


If Sherringham had not been fully cognisant of the clock ticking in the investigation as he’d walked into the laundry, he was certainly aware of time pressure as he left. On the surface, it appeared to be a walkover for the police – both metaphorically and literally. The murder weapon could be directly linked not only to a name but also to an address, and this had been handed to the officer at the very first interview. The distance between the laundry and the street address now represented a door-to-door stroll.


But there remained a challenge. The street address wasn’t residential but was for the Square and Compass Hotel on George Street, in an area known for its turnover of transient workers in temporary accommodation. Sherringham was now in pursuit of a suspect who might not be a permanent resident of Sydney. Had the suspect already fled? If the suspect was still at the hotel, could they be alerted by associates and dart out before he had a chance to interview anyone?


This would also be an unsavoury task for Sherringham. Although the hotel was used by produce purveyors who had travelled from around the state to trade at Haymarket, it was also known as a place where people liked to cut loose. It didn’t have the reputation of hotels located in the more dangerous Surry Hills, but gambling was common, and therefore the hotel was frequented by opportunistic thieves. Many police reports of excessive drinking and drunken brawls had been filed in the past year. The Square and Compass was precisely the kind of establishment of which the constable’s family, who perceived themselves as the landed gentry, would not have approved. It was therefore the kind of establishment of which Sherringham himself did not approve.


At that moment, the constable stood less than five minutes’ walk from the laundry depot and less than five minutes’ walk to the hotel. Sherringham was sorely tempted to go directly to the hotel, but he also feared that Green would be unimpressed by his failure to follow protocol. He was required to check in with a senior officer prior to attending. He hurried back to the station and reported to Green.


At around 5 p.m. that day, Thursday 22 November, Sherringham and Green, now both dressed in plain clothes, arrived at the Square and Compass. The proprietor pointed out a broad-shouldered man standing in the bar downstairs as Mr George Gore.


Sherringham and Green introduced themselves to Gore, and began asking questions. Gore asked them to follow him to the first floor of the hotel, where the accommodation was located. He approached a bedroom door close to the stairwell and knocked while calling out, ‘Can we come in, Jean?’


A woman’s voice answered, ‘No.’


Gore began to push the door open, cautiously, announcing loudly, ‘We are coming in. We are here, Jean.’


A woman stood next to the bed, her head down. As soon as the officers caught sight of her, they recognised her type. The thin frame, dark lipstick, well-cut dress and fashionable shoes – this was a woman who dressed to attract the attention of men. From head to toe, the girl was a flapper, albeit a bit of an ageing one.


Sherringham and Green looked at each other but before either could say anything – and indeed before they had even properly entered the room – the woman spoke rapid fire. ‘I know I have been accused of killing my baby but I never had one.’


Sherringham was floored, and although it was customary for the supervising officer to take the lead in interviews, his surprise at Jean’s utterance was so great that he spoke first. ‘That is a most remarkable statement for you to make seeing that you don’t know us and we have not spoken to you. Can you say what made you say it?’


The woman kept her head down and did not answer.


Sherringham, on the front foot again, repeated what he had said. ‘That is a most remarkable statement to make. Can you say what made you say it?’


The woman would not look up. She was staring at the floor.


‘We want to know what you know about a dead baby found at Athol on Saturday 17 November last.’


To this, the woman responded in a way that to the officers seemed a childlike attempt at subterfuge: defiant, but simple and unsophisticated.


‘I know nothing about it. I never had a child and a doctor can prove that.’


‘You take the name of Mrs Gore, don’t you?’ asked Sherringham.


‘Yes.’


‘And what is your first name?’


‘Jean.’


‘You took some laundry to 35 Goulburn Street to be laundered on 5 October last.’ Sherringham cleverly framed the words as a statement rather than a question. He wanted to communicate to Jean that the police already knew what had occurred – all they needed now was for her to confirm it all.


‘Yes.’


‘Among that clothing were a number of ladies’ handkerchiefs.’


‘Yes.’


‘Have you any of them now?’


‘Yes.’


Sherringham’s confidence shocked Green, but it seemed to be working – the woman seemed compliant. Her head was still down. But Green also knew from experience what inner-city criminals could be like. They were fast and sharp. He kept a close eye on George Gore.


Jean walked to a large wardrobe in the corner and pulled a pile of handkerchiefs from a drawer inside.


Outwardly, Sherringham and Green remained composed; however, they quietly made eye contact, sharing the acknowledgement that they had achieved a huge breakthrough.


Sherringham continued to take the lead. He pointed out the laundry mark on the corner of every handkerchief, each with a heliotrope border identical to the one that they had at the police station.


‘The handkerchief that was found in the mouth of the dead baby bears a similar laundry mark to these handkerchiefs. Can you account for that?’


Jean held her breath for a moment. Then she answered, ‘No.’ She followed with a response that was more considered. ‘I have a friend with a baby and I gave her some handkerchiefs but I knows she did not kill her baby. She gave it to a woman to look after.’


‘What is the name of your friend? Where can she be seen?’


‘I can’t tell you that.’


‘Why?’


‘Because if she killed her baby I would be the last in the world to give her away.’


Sherringham’s tone lowered to reinforce the gravity of the situation that Jean was now in. ‘This is a very serious matter and that is a most peculiar attitude to take up.’


Green and Sherringham insisted that Jean and George Gore accompany them to the station. The suspects were taken to an interview room and seated before a table. Sherringham picked up the line of questioning and brandished the physical evidence to heighten the suspects’ fear. He produced two photographs of the handkerchief. One clearly showed the laundry mark; the other showed the whole handkerchief laid flat, its heliotrope border almost squarely framing the image. He showed both photographs to Jean and Gore, laying them on the table in front of Jean. Her head remained down, but she cast her eyes up long enough for a glance.


‘That is a photo of a handkerchief found in the mouth of the dead baby at Athol,’ Sherringham told her. ‘Would you say it was a photo of one of your handkerchiefs?’


‘Yes, that is my laundry mark all right.’


‘Can you tell us what you have done with that handkerchief?’


‘Yes, I gave it to my friend that has a baby.’


‘Can you tell us her name and where she can be seen?’


The to-and-fro of the interview continued for some time. Green noticed the way that the woman responded to Sherringham. He was young, handsome. She seemed to be leaning forward more closely than was needed, every time that he spoke. She also seemed keen to keep the conversation going. But while she was responding to the questions, she was far from being cooperative. She refused to offer up any information about the friend she had implicated. She kept denying personal involvement in any baby murder. Green wanted a result. He took an unconventional approach. He went out of the room, leaving Jean and Gore alone with the constable. If Sherringham could get her to talk, it was very likely she would do so if the conversation seemed more private.


Slowly, Jean began to reveal details. To the questions relating to whom the baby might belong, where in the country they might now be, and when she had last heard from them, Jean now offered up a series of answers:


‘Cissie.’


‘A place beyond Gosford.’


‘I do not know who she has gone to there.’


Jean also stated that she had received a letter that very morning from Cissie, but had ripped it up because ‘it had nothing in it’.


To Sherringham’s surprise, George Gore started to do the job for him. Gore spoke tersely to Jean. More tersely than the constable had expected.


‘It is no use saying that, Jean. Why don’t you tell the man the truth?’


Jean, in response, said, ‘I am sure Cissie never murdered her baby. She would never do anything like that.’


‘That is all the more reason you should tell them where she is. Why don’t you tell them?’


‘I cannot do that,’ said Jean.


Gore then became angry. He seemed more concerned with saving his own hide than his wife’s. He clearly did not want to be implicated any further. ‘I think I can tell you where she lives.’ He wrote an address on a blank piece of paper lying on the table in front of him.


Sherringham nodded approvingly and thanked him.


Jean followed suit and began behaving much more cooperatively. She now seemed very concerned that Sherringham would perceive her husband as the cooperative one and define her as uncooperative. ‘I will tell you where she can be seen. But I do not want her to get into trouble. I am sure she did not kill her baby. She gave it to a woman to look after. Her name is Cissie Boyd and she takes the name of Mrs Jackson. She is living with a man named Shorrock on an orchard in Kulnura, out from Wyong.’
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GONE TO GROUND


SERGEANT GREEN COMMENDED CONSTABLE SHERRINGHAM ON his efficiency. In less than a day, Sherringham had progressed the case significantly. In the context of an abandoned baby investigation, his achievement was remarkable indeed.


Green, Alchin and Sherringham met in the evening of Thursday, 22 November to discuss the new information. Green said he believed that Jean was being evasive. He suggested that the name she’d offered was a red herring, and perhaps she had more to do with the baby’s murder than she was willing to admit. Though Alchin had not interviewed Jean, he listened carefully to the assessments of his fellow officers and agreed that her behaviour seemed guarded. He argued that it was not for the reason Green suggested. ‘George is not Jean’s husband, there’s just no way. I can guarantee she is married and the husband is off living somewhere else,’ he said with great confidence.


Around 9 p.m., Green sent the constable home for the night. For Green and Alchin, the workday was far from over. They travelled about two hours north on a train from Sydney’s Central Station to Wyong, a tiny town wedged between small crop-farming communities to the south and west, and the South Pacific Ocean to the east. They arrived just after midnight, walked a short distance to collect a car at the local police station, and set out on the 35-kilometre road trip to the small inland settlement of Kulnura and the farm owned by Shorrock.


The trip from the coast to Kulnura was difficult enough during the day, but close to impossible at night. This was not the outback, nor a country road bordered by sheep pastures, terrain with which Alchin felt well acquainted. Even to those unfamiliar with it, the outback offers the advantage of an open and visible horizon, but what lay before the two men was bush track, and barely so. It was relentlessly rough and rocky, and in some places hardly wide enough to accommodate the car. Overhanging branches scratched and clawed at the car as it wound along the curling road, vibrating and moving sideward as gravel rolled beneath its wheels. Through their boots, the officers felt the constant and loud rhythmic beat of the stones that showered the belly of the car. The officers pitched left to right and jostled hard against the seat as the car dropped into and groaned out of the many unseen potholes.


At least the clear sky that evening was fortuitous for the men. The near-to-full moon cast its glow across the face of Mangrove Mountain. By 1923, the inner-city streets of Sydney had the brilliancy of electric lighting and the certainty of purified gas lamps when electricity failed. The officers were grateful for the moonbeams in such a remote place as this.
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