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TRAGEDY STRIKES




Strike [verb]


1  to hit forcibly and deliberately with one’s hand or other implement.


2  a disaster or other unwelcome phenomenon that occurs suddenly and has harmful or damaging effects.


Merriam-Webster Dictionary





WHEN FOUR-YEAR-OLD MERVYN SLY WOKE ON THE MORNING of Tuesday, 12 January 1904 in the inner city of Sydney, he did not know how close he was to death. While he had been sleeping peacefully on the ground floor of his home, a two-storey terrace house at 49 Watkin Street, death had arrived, and stayed. It now lurked silently on the top floor.


Beyond the boy’s bedroom window, the borough of Newtown was charged with the restless and noisy energy of a busy weekday morning in metropolitan Sydney. Trains rattled loudly on their approach to Newtown Station. The air was filled with the sweet and heady smell of yeast from the bakery across the street. The flat and dull strike of a forging hammer pealed out from the blacksmith with the rolling rhythm of an off-key church bell. Even the soft snorting of horses from the stable on Wilson Street could be heard from the Sly residence on the corner. None of it, however, had been enough to stir the young boy from slumber.


It was around 9.30 a.m. Long lancet-shaped windows, arched like those found in a church, cast pillars of warm light across Mervyn’s face. Dust rose from the rag-filled mattress on which he slept and floated up in the air, then fell with the softness of light snow. An open window briefly swept a fresh cool breeze off the Pacific Ocean into the room.


The young boy had gone to bed without dinner, and the grumbling of his stomach finally shook him from sleep. As soon as he opened his eyes, he leapt from bed and ran outside to seek out his older brothers: Bedford, eight, and Basil, six. He found them at the home of Mrs Shaw, a neighbour.


The Sly family had lived on Watkin Street for less than a week, but in that time they had made an impression on their new neighbour. The Slys were Catholic, and this alone made them strange, according to Mrs Shaw. But other things struck her as odd. Mr Sly was a nervous man: he complained about the house, about rapping and tapping in the walls, wires on the roof and intruders at night. On occasion he even complained about his children. Bedford, the eldest son, also told tall tales about the goings-on in the house. He had told Mrs Shaw, in more detail than she would ever care to know, that he and his father had seen dark figures moving about the house at night.


Mrs Shaw had spent most of the past week chasing the boys off her property; she had also become unwillingly involved in the comings and goings of the Sly household. She had looked after the children when their parents went out – which was often. She had provided the address of a local doctor when the youngest child, Olive, had fallen ill – this too seemed a burden. It was lucky Mrs Shaw had been willing to help. Olive had almost died, and remained in hospital recuperating.


Mrs Shaw had even fed the Sly children. The three boys complained that the bread and butter in their home tasted grainy, that it was jagged and bitter on the tongue. It burnt them, they said. Bedford had taught his brothers how to steal bread from the pantry and sprinkle it with sugar to make breakfast. When they could not find fresh bread at home, Bedford taught his brothers how to beg. For the past week, this activity had almost always led straight to Mrs Shaw’s door.


On 12 January, sometime around midmorning, discussion between the three boys turned to the issue of their parents. Bedford said he had seen their father that morning when he had woken up. Their father had been dressed in his suit, and Bedford had seen him stride through the house with razor and strop in hand, shoes on and laced up, vest buttoned. Bedford told his brothers their father must have been going to work.


For some reason, Mervyn decided to return to the house alone. The little boy, dressed in a loose-fitting romper styled like a sailor suit, ran exuberantly through the terrace house. Finding no one in the kitchen or sitting room on the ground floor, Mervyn sped towards the steep and narrow stairs that led up to his parents’ bedroom. Mervyn most certainly would have gathered speed at the bottom to ensure his small feet and short legs could make the ascent.


Then, at the top of the staircase, the boy abruptly stopped, unable to comprehend the extraordinary scene that confronted him.


Perhaps he noticed the way the sunlight came streaming in through the curtainless windows. Perhaps he noticed that the sunlight reflected off the wooden floor and glowed red with the blood that saturated almost every surface in the room. Or perhaps the young boy was fascinated by the sticky sensation and sound of his feet as they tracked across the red liquid that surrounded his mother’s body.


Mervyn went in for a closer look. His mother was lying across a mattress on the floor. A spongy and slippery coil of muscle and connective cartilage lay in the space where the smooth skin of her neck had once been. The blood had pooled, soaked into the mattress and surrounded her head in a perfectly round congealed crimson aura. This must have been a terrifying scene for a young Catholic boy, familiar with sculptures and reliefs of the Virgin Mary and her sacred halo. He looked at a horrifying re-imagining of his mother: not Our Lady the Virgin, but a bloody Mary lying half naked on the bedroom floor.


Not able to fully understand what he saw but believing his mother desperately needed help, Mervyn ran back downstairs and outside to the comfort and safety of his brothers. He tugged at Bedford’s sleeve. ‘Come and see, there is something wrong with Mammy,’ he said urgently.


Bedford, taking his responsibility as an older brother very seriously and being the closest thing to an adult, went to see for himself. Basil took Mervyn’s hand. The two boys waited patiently, and fearfully, in the lane outside their home. Inside, Bedford made the second terrible discovery of that morning. He found not just their mother but also their father, in a similar condition on the bedroom floor. Somehow, little Mervyn had not noticed that his mother was not alone.


It took longer than it should have for the boys to get help. This was not because Bedford hesitated – he ran as fast as he could to Mrs Shaw’s front door. But she did not believe him. When he opened with, ‘Mammy and Daddy are dead’, she quickly drew what she believed to be the only logical conclusion: he was lying. Just another strange story from this strange boy, she thought.


But Bedford did not give up. He insisted his parents needed help.


Mrs Shaw did not enter the terrace house to investigate Bedford Sly’s claims. Instead she grabbed the arm of a passing stranger in the street, asking them to send word to the police.


She allowed the three boys to play nearer to her yard, and she told them not to worry. This was the extent of the comfort she showed them.


The three young brothers waited at the crossroad of Watkin and Wilson. Bedford stood in the shadow of the towering two-storey family home. Mervyn was bathed in sunlight. Basil waited between the two, flanked by light on one side and shadow on the other.
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THE CALL-OUT


LATER THAT MORNING, POLICE SERGEANT MATTHEW AGNEW arrived at 49 Watkin Street looking for a dead body.


The front door was wide open, but from the doorstep he could not see what was on the other side. The bright midday sun obscured his vision, and the interior of the house lay in shadow.


He knocked. ‘Is there anyone home?’ he called. ‘It is the police.’ He did not expect an answer.


An hour before, Sergeant Agnew had been on foot patrol in north Newtown, walking down the main thoroughfare of King Street. Before private household phones, the individual uniformed officer on foot or bike represented the next best thing to an emergency police hotline for the general public. Foot patrols were an important part of a policeman’s job. Throughout his thirty years in the force, Agnew had spent a lot of time ‘on the beat’ in the streets of Newtown.


The sergeant was accustomed to being approached by anyone, about anything, at any time. On this morning, he was being swept along by the last of the morning commuters; already late for work, they were headed southward towards the tram stop and train station near the Enmore Road junction. For this reason, Agnew did not see the figure approach. A well-dressed gentleman was crossing King Street while waving his arm in the manner of hailing a cab, but he was clearly attempting to hail the man in the distinctive dark blue heavy wool police tunic. It was not until Agnew heard, ‘Excuse me, Officer!’ that he realised he was needed.


Agnew broke off from the shoal of commuters and steered the gentleman to the ridge of dirt in the gutter, clear of the jostling crowd.


‘A woman has just asked me to fetch the police,’ the gentleman said. ‘I believe there’s been a death, down on Watkin Street.’ There was no suggestion of fear or distress in his voice, and he had no additional information to offer except an address.


At fifty-nine years old, and with the better part of his working life spent in the Newtown police force, Agnew knew that while no two cases were ever the same there were recognisable patterns. He had dealt with just about anything a Sydney policeman might come across: murders, suicides, assaults and thefts. He had seen grief and greed, rage and madness. As a constable, he had collared vagrants. He had pummelled belligerent drunks and brought them into custody. Agnew was willing to put his own life at risk if it meant keeping the public safe. Five years earlier when a pontoon collapsed suddenly on a harbour picnic and grown men were drowning, Agnew had managed to drag those who were twice his weight and half his age from the water. He had directly intervened in scraps between young thugs brawling outside Newtown pubs, a common event on a Saturday night. He had always been unafraid to throw punches if they were needed.


In his job, Agnew had come to know about both civic strife and civic life in the borough. Police had responsibility for frontline administrative Births, Deaths and Marriages work, and so handled the hatch, match and dispatch of local residents. They also took complaints about everything from blocked drains to noisy neighbours, and from sheep theft to dangerous dogs. In a single working day police might be required to register the birth of one child then inspect the death of another; chase a shoplifter; calm and release a distressed horse ensnared in a wire fence; and even test the scales at the local slaughterhouse to ensure the weights and measures were accurate. The police had also, just a week earlier, been made responsible for the labour-intensive task of compiling the Commonwealth electoral roll for the newly formed Federation of Australia. They were the frontline of a public health patrol too, monitoring possible outbreaks of typhoid, cholera and plague. There was very little about the borough that police hadn’t seen, hand printed, typed, stamped and prepared in triplicate for government.


Although Sergeant Agnew did not know exactly what he was about to face, he could calculate probabilities based on the location of the reported incident and the time of day. Police work had given him an intimate knowledge of death and an understanding of all the ways people could die. As a man who had seen his wife die, he knew death as a personal event. He also understood death as a map: an accumulation of details, data and demography across the borough in which he lived and worked.


On this mid-January morning he guessed that someone elderly or very young had passed away overnight, as they were more likely to do in the warmer months. The heat increased the risk of milk and other highly perishable food becoming contaminated, and children in particular were in danger of being poisoned this way. Typhoid was a possibility too, as was plague. Since 1900 Sydney had suffered several contagion scares, and although the Board of Health claimed the city was now plague free, police were required by the state to remain vigilant. Any new cases of high fevers, significant lethargy and/or diarrhoea required mandatory reporting to a health official.


While Agnew was calm as he walked to Watkin Street, he was also an experienced officer who understood the need to be prepared for any contingency. He took a quick mental inventory of his duty gear: a large leather baton in his belt, a six-shot Colt Navy revolver in his holster, and a shrill police whistle fastened to his tunic with a chain. He felt the heavy reassurance of the D-shaped iron handcuffs in his jacket. He was armed for almost anything, from subduing an offender with a truncheon strike to the back of the neck to shooting a nuisance animal in the street.


When he arrived at the address, he did not enter immediately; he waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark interior of the home. His vision was obscured even further by the odd shape of the residence. On a corner block positioned at the end of a long row of terraces, it curved crookedly to the right and out of his line of sight, as though unwilling to give up its secrets.


Peering inside, the first thing Agnew noticed was an oilcloth rug, large enough that it covered the floor in the front room. This immediately struck him as odd. Front rooms were sitting rooms and places to receive guests. Even the poorest of residents usually tried to decorate the space with arts and crafts, to make it more welcoming. This room, however, was bare.


Slowly the busy pattern on the mat became visible as his eyesight adapted. It was as if the hardwood floor was coming to life with a garden of chestnut-coloured roses – oversized flowers in bold symmetry. Though the lack of furniture was odd, the rug was not. Varnished oilcloths were common in homes in the area, with darker tawny and russet-coloured designs favoured by working-class families because they better concealed dirt marks from labouring boots.


In the front doorway, Agnew called out loudly so he might be heard upstairs. He listened briefly for any response. Silence.


Reassured there was no immediate danger, he entered the front room holding no particular concerns about what he might find.


The high-set position of the property and the steep downward gradient of Watkin Street allowed the sergeant to see the entire road and all of the neighbouring homes through elongated windows.


The Sly home faced onto Wilson Street, a long road populated with an eclectic mix of family and business interests, often blended together in the same premises. Coach builders, blacksmiths, bootmakers, bakers and embalmers could all be found near this corner.


Nineteenth-century Newtown is often described as ‘gritty’ because of the dirty streetscapes that typified an industrialising Sydney, but this is an apt descriptor for another reason entirely. Unlike nearby Glebe, Surry Hills and Haymarket, which had reputations for crime and graft, Newtown was known for craft. The air of the borough in the late nineteenth century was periodically filled with smoke and soot, the sweet smell of sawdust, the heady scent of baking bread, the sourness of leather and glue, or perhaps the occasional gust of a blocked drain or the shuddering stink of a water closet in need of emptying. As one historical account of Newtown at the turn of the twentieth century notes, ‘shops were the very foundation of the suburb’. The busy strip of shopfronts on King Street that ran through its centre was akin to a main artery that fed the families and businesses connected to it. Aspirational working-class families were positively drawn to the suburb and to houses like the one Agnew was now standing in. People came to create something new and become something new – and they hoped to make a little profit in the process.


On entering the second ground-floor room, Agnew’s actuarial and analytical senses were truly awoken. Almost unconsciously he gathered data, weighing his observations and calculating probabilities as he drew on his bank of knowledge.


A single boot.


A tailor’s pressing iron.


A piano in the corner.


The wall, half finished in a dirty wash of paint. Chalky to the touch.


Agnew stepped over a Bible in the middle of the floor.


Then the scene began to change. What was unfolding before his eyes seemed dramatically at odds with an industrious Newtown family home.


As he turned into the next room, he was confronted with a much more complex scene. Unlike the empty front room, this one was packed with goods. Mattresses were tossed in a shambolic jumble. A cooking pot suitable for boiling big joints of meat sat atop bedcovers twisted in a knot on the floor, and atop that were several loaves of mouldy bread. A dripping pan was in the corner as if thrown. A lamp lay on its side, as did a blanket box, kicked or dropped and simply left that way. Clothing was scattered from one end of the room to the other.


The dining table was set, with the remnants of a spoilt meal still on the plates. Pieces of buttered bread were discarded on the table and floor. More loaves of bread were mixed up in the maelstrom of clothing.


Cutlery scattered, as if dropped like fiddlesticks from a great height.


A kettle, upturned.


The sergeant’s sense of unease grew.


Within this chaotic scene were pockets of order. On the floor, neatly labelled, stacked and tied, were small towers of sheet music, pins securing their corners. In all this disarray someone had sorted these pieces, carefully separating the bagatelles from the nocturnes. It only added to the eeriness of the scene.


Oil paintings were arranged on the floor, dozens of them. The placement of some seemed purposeful, as if they were leaning against the wall to mark where they should be hung above.


A scene of farming life.


A view of dry plains.


Still life of flowers and fruit.


Very quickly, the sergeant drew a conclusion: dark and light, the graceful and the grotesque, had dwelled together within this home.


A triangular three-tiered whatnot shelf, designed for placement in a corner, stood awkwardly in the middle of the hallway. A brass plate sat on the top shelf; screws had never been sunk into its polished face, indicating that it had never been hung. It was engraved with an inscription: Mrs E G Sly, Teacher of music and dancing. The sergeant made note of the name Sly. At the bottom of the whatnot shelf was more rotting food.


Agnew had seen enough to make an educated guess: he had not been called here because of a crime, but because of the public health hazard the property posed. During epidemics of typhoid and diphtheria, houses in the district had been doused with Lysol, a state-enforced attempt to contain the spread of disease to neighbouring properties. If houses were considered to be beyond cleaning, they were demolished. Agnew had overseen this process during one of the bubonic plague outbreaks. The gentleman on King Street had mentioned death in this home, and Agnew was now pretty sure it must have been due to disease.


If that proved correct, he knew what would happen from here. First, he would find the body; second, the home owner. Agnew had a high degree of certainty that they would not be the same person. Most of the borough was leased to working-class families, with over 90 per cent of Newtown owned by a small cartel of landlords. Agnew may not have known this as a statistical fact, or read the long lines of numbers being slowly tallied by public servants to build trend data for the city, but he knew it as a fact of foot-patrol policing. Leases turned over quickly. Working-class families came and went. From Sergeant Agnew’s standpoint, a clear protocol would probably apply from this point forward. He would need to find the landlord and ensure he assumed responsibility for cleaning his property. The health inspector would also need to be contacted, and soon – this, too, was mandatory.


Agnew had seen just about enough. He abandoned his reconnaissance of the ground floor and decided to take a cursory look upstairs to assess the damage. As he circled the banister and began to climb, he stopped.


There were red puddles on the stairs. Blood dangled in a heavy droplet from the top step and had pooled on each one leading down. In a reflex action, Agnew rested his hand atop his revolver and proceeded cautiously up the stairs.


At the top, he stopped again. For a moment he thought these hardwood floors were also covered with a decorative oilcloth rug. A red one.


There was so much blood it coloured the floor with a macabre design. It was dark brown in thinner patches where the warm air had dried it more rapidly, while deeper plum and currant tones were present where the pools remained thick and wet.


Then Agnew noticed them. When he did, he was shocked at himself for overlooking them.


One man. One woman. Face up on the floor, a short distance from each other. Both completely soaked in blood. Their throats had been cut, though the woman had been subjected to far more savagery than the man.


In Agnew’s long career he had seen blood, and plenty of it. He had seen murder. He had even seen suicide, both failed and successful attempts. Some fourteen years before, down the street from where the sergeant now stood, thirty-year-old William Carlton had attempted to end his life by cutting his throat with scissors. His housemate found him passed out on the floor. Agnew’s quick dispatch of Carlton to the hospital had seemed to save the man’s life, but he had lost too much blood and died the next morning.


Agnew believed he knew what had happened here. A cutthroat razor was still grasped in the man’s coiled right hand. The two arms of the device were folded out like a pair of compasses about to take measurement. The cuts on the man’s neck were short and jagged, just as they had been with William Carlton.


The woman’s condition was a very different matter. A deep swipe of a cut, right across the neck, had created a most bizarre sight. The spooling thread of her windpipe looked like the thick string of a torn necklace, with her head resembling a threaded bead on the brink of breaking loose and rolling away.


Agnew believed he knew what he was looking at, because he had seen something like it before. Almost twenty years earlier in Newtown, a mathematics teacher at the elite Newington College, Arthur Blyth, had killed his wife, Edith, with a razor, and then himself. When Agnew had arrived at the Blyths’ home that day, the scene had been one of absolute mayhem. Neighbours were out on the street, eager to hail anyone for help. Edith’s mother wailed while she cradled her dead adult daughter in her arms. That scene had made sense to Agnew. It had been loud, chaotic and unholy, screaming at him in a way that seemed in perfect proportion to the crime. But there was a quietude here, in this home on Watkin Street, that made his skin prickle like gooseflesh.


Agnew worked hard to suppress his horror, returning to the observation and collection of facts. In a manner of speaking the woman was still in bed, lying on a mattress. However, the mattress was on the floor beneath the window; the bed frame sat empty in the middle of the room.


The woman was in her underwear. In the early twentieth century this was a very modest, full-length calico chemise that ran from the chest to the toes, with lacing in the front. Her boots were on, and these too were tied up. Whether Agnew as a male police officer derived any conclusions from that observation is unclear, but it was consistent with the custom many women used to dress at the time. They usually put on and laced up their boots before they slid into cumbersome skirts and blouses. Once a woman was dressed, it was difficult for her to bend over to tie laces or clasp buckles. At the time of her death, this woman had been getting dressed or undressed.


The man, on the other hand, had prepared himself for a grand outing. Shoes were shined. Waistcoat and suit had been neatly buttoned. His hair was slicked down. The only thing missing was his hat.


At first glance the position of his body seemed awkward, but on closer examination it was purposeful, almost ingeniously arranged. A long workbox, similar to those used by craftsmen to carry their tools of trade, had been placed beneath his neck so that his head remained sharply tilted backwards and at an obtuse angle. Agnew recognised the position: he had seen bodies posed by doctors and morgue keepers in the same way. This technique was routinely used to keep the neck and head of a corpse rigid on a slab, while doctors picked through chest cavities. It appeared the dead man had been precise and methodical in carrying out this act.


Agnew collected only two pieces of physical evidence from the scene. One was a sealed envelope on the floor near the woman, addressed to Mr J. J. O’Leary. The other was a piece of paper, roughly folded, on the floor near the man. As Agnew picked it up, he took a closer look at the corpse’s face.


Even under the mask of blood and despite the contortion of the features, Agnew recognised him.


In the past few days, other members of the Newtown police had come to know him quite well. Very early on Saturday morning, he had complained to the local police station about intruders in his home. Agnew had not handled the matter directly, but he had heard workplace mumblings about an odd man on Watkin Street who had ranted about telephone wires that emitted bad smells, of invisible adversaries that knocked on walls, and things that thumped and bumped through the house. Police had dismissed it all as nonsense, largely because of the man’s erratic manner.


Pieces of seemingly disconnected information slowly began to assemble in Agnew’s head. On Sunday, at Prince Alfred Hospital in Newtown, the sergeant had interviewed a husband and wife about their sick toddler. The incident at the hospital had been the kind of call-out that officers dreaded: ambiguous, involving difficult conversations with parents, and often ending with no clear sense that a crime had been committed. A couple had presented with a gravely ill toddler, her symptoms gastroenteritis-like. One doctor said they could be signs of a contagious outbreak; another said they were consistent with ptomaine (food) poisoning. To add further confusion, the parents claimed their child was ill because a stranger had fed her white lollies. But as of Sunday night, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, food poisoning appeared to be the final diagnosis. The toddler appeared to be slowly recovering, so the doctors concluded that her illness could not be anything too serious. To his horror, Agnew now realised that the two bodies sprawled on the floor in front of him were the very same couple he had spoken to only a few days before.


•


Sergeant Agnew exited the house and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, trying to clear his head. As he calculated his next steps, he heard a woman calling from across the street. Then a figure emerged from behind a fence, bouncing forward with a determined step. Her long gored skirt almost touched the ground and was pulled in tight at the waist; the length and breadth of the hemline gave her an uncanny resemblance to a bell, as if she was clanging out a warning with every step. She had clearly been watching and waiting for Agnew to walk out of the house and was now very eager to peal out the information she had, loudly, like a church bell chiming across the rooftops of the borough.


‘Officer!’ she said. ‘I’m the one who called for you. I’m Mrs Shaw.’


Agnew looked a little perplexed. He knew so many businesses in the borough, and Shaw was a common name.


‘I’m the blacksmith’s wife,’ she added, ‘the one up on King Street.’


Agnew nodded. He tried again to shake the heavy smell of blood that was trapped in his nostrils.


The woman continued talking. ‘I am sorry I did not see you arrive. I was out the back, trying to settle the children,’ she said, then quickly followed up with, ‘Are the man Sly and his wife all right in there?’


‘Their name was Sly, then?’ asked Agnew. ‘You can confirm that?’


Mrs Shaw nodded.


‘And no, they are definitely not all right. They are dead,’ the sergeant added matter-of-factly. ‘And I will need to speak to you shortly, Mrs Shaw, and get a full account of what you know of them.’


She seemed eager to continue talking. ‘They hadn’t lived here long. He is …’ She paused, then rephrased. ‘He was a strange one from the beginning …’ She paused again, as if unsure how best to explain things that could not easily be explained. ‘Day and night the place never seemed quite right. The doors always seemed to be open, and the lamps seemed to burn in the house all night long.’


Agnew was not interested in gossip, only in facts pertinent to the investigation. He had much to do, in a short space of time. ‘You will need to keep any children you may have indoors,’ he said. ‘There will be quite a lot of activity around the house for the next few hours.’


‘But what am I to do with them?’ she asked.


‘Mrs Shaw, surely you are capable of looking after your children and keeping them off the streets for a few hours?’ His voice was stern. His patience was clearly running thin.


‘You misunderstand me, Sergeant. I don’t mean my children, I mean their children.’ She jerked her thumb towards the open door of the house where Agnew had just been.


‘The little girl?’ he asked. ‘The one who was in hospital?’


‘No. Not that one. They came home without the child days ago. I haven’t seen her since. They also have boys. The three brothers are out the back of my place now. I can’t look after them.’


The sergeant steadied himself. It would fall to him to tell the boys about their parents. ‘Mrs Shaw, would you mind if I come in? I need to know the situation with the children more fully, and they need to be told very definitely not to go home.’


Mrs Shaw was quick to respond to this as well. ‘Too late for that. The boys know they can’t go home. They’re the ones that found their parents.’ She added, ‘The boys can’t stay here. And as far as I know it, they haven’t got family.’


Agnew had not thought it possible, but the scale of this tragedy had just grown much larger.


Mrs Shaw’s revelations had added a new burden to the already heavy task ahead of Agnew. He knew that if relatives could not be found for the children, they would be sent to what some locals colloquially called the Home of Hope. The official name of this institution was the Sydney Rescue Society Home of Hope for Friendless and Fallen Women. For those women who found themselves in the unfortunate position of being pregnant, unmarried and turned out by family, there were few options. The founder and owner, G. E. Ardill, said of these women and their children: ‘our work is with the wrecked, but rescued’. One less kind commentator noted of those who resided in ‘the Hope’: ‘not all were deserving, but all were in need’.


In modern social welfare jargon, people living in a residential care home might be called clients, boarders or residents. In 1904, the monikers for people in charitable institutions were far more brutal. Those at the Hope were called inmates. Sergeant Agnew had lived and worked in Newtown long enough to shudder at the thought of children going there. If the Sly brothers were placed at the Hope, it would be akin to a custodial sentence. Although the institution was called a Home, it bore no resemblance to one, and Agnew knew that very little hope was to be found there.
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THE DEADLINE


IN 1904, SYDNEYSIDERS WHO SUFFERED VIOLENT DEATHS RECEIVED three visitations. Police arrived first to process evidence, and arrest any suspects. Next, doctors were called to declare the dead. Then the undertakers came.


The order of these visitations was disrupted when it came to the dead husband and wife in the house on Watkin Street. The next person to visit the bodies was not a doctor but a reporter. A journalist, not a judge, was the first major pivotal force in shaping societal judgements about the Slys.


Middle-aged journalist Ebenezer Furley might have been described by his colleagues as seasoned or experienced, but as he woke late on Tuesday, 12 January, all he felt was tired and jaded. He had been up late to observe and report on the bureaucratic morass of the city council.


In 1904, Sydney as a city was at many critical turning points. It needed more energy, better communication and faster transport. Technological advancements offered the promise of transitions from post and telegraph to telephone, gas to electricity, and horse to motorised vehicle. The cost and responsibility for negotiating these transitions fell heavily on local councils. Civic concerns included electricity, gas lighting, telephone exchanges, sanitation, dust containment, transport, traffic management and horse manure collection. These vital services were expensive and burdensome to provide.


Furley, like many journalists at the time, found himself writing about boring but important matters. At the local level reporters read council minutes, sought interviews with aldermen, and studied statistics in an effort to identify prevailing trends and perhaps predict impending dangers. Sometimes this generated exciting news stories; for instance, the 640 convictions for drunkenness and vagrancy in the Newtown borough in 1903 were great news fodder, providing a clear sign that the suburb was on the brink of moral decay. Less successful were articles on the many permit applications to fish, pawn and hawk – ninety-six, to be exact.


Like all good journalists, Furley was in search of a story with real meat – not the actual meat that had formed the basis of many stories about Newtown and its surrounds in the years leading up to 1904. Hundreds of sheep and cattle, making their final commute to the Glebe slaughterhouse, were driven through the streets of Newtown and Leichhardt each night, right past the doorways and windows of sleeping residents. This created havoc for locals, yet the council had done little about it. Petitions to remove the abattoir from Glebe Island had been raised many times over the previous two decades, but despite a general consensus that its foul miasma was a health hazard, its relocation seemed no closer to being actioned. It made a profit and provided jobs; the fact that the predominantly working-class residents had to live and raise their children in this noxious environment seemed a small price for the city to pay.


City newspapers had even featured stories on Newtown butcher etiquette. Aldermen had debated long and hard whether King Street butchers should be permitted to continue hanging sawn carcasses from shop awnings, where they dangled like mistletoe over pedestrians. Some interests saw this practice as meat curing, while others argued it was better described as meat rotting. Furley sometimes felt as if all he ever did was monitor meetings, along with the ‘meatings’ of Newtown and Glebe.


On this Tuesday morning, after slowly finishing his cup of tea, he gathered his notebooks and satchel with no sense of urgency. It was late morning before he emerged from his house on 67 Watkin Street and began to slouch his way uphill towards King Street and the tram.


What he saw on the intersection of Wilson and Watkin stopped him dead in his tracks.


The streets were packed. He heard the word ‘murder’, then ‘suicide’. People were pointing at the second storey of the terrace that towered over the street corner. Eyewitness accounts suggest the crowd was composed almost entirely of women, and photographs taken of the street scene at the time confirm this.


Furley walked past 49 Watkin Street every day, but it was as if he was seeing it for the first time. A glint returned to the journalist’s eye. Here was a great story only five doors from his home. He could hardly believe an opportunity of this magnitude had just been handed to him.


He inched closer to the action. Out front of a nearby terrace he saw Mrs Shaw, well known to many locals as the wife of a local blacksmith. She was talking to a group of onlookers, some of whom he also recognised – rival reporters. She was scattering leads to them freely, like seed on the ground.


‘I know the landlord of the place personally,’ she said with some pride. ‘He is a coach builder called Lownds who actually lives right next door to my father.


‘The couple seemed respectable enough. She impressed me as being a woman who had been better off. They were very odd, though, and they seemed to have more than their fair share of trouble on their minds.


‘The man, the father, asked me to take his sons off his hands many times. The little one was sick, I think – the girl. She is in hospital. They never seemed to be home with the children at all. Bedford, the oldest one, always seemed to be begging at my door for food.


‘Only last night the man knocked on my door and asked me for the name of a doctor, for his wife.’


Furley could barely keep up with her, scratching his pencil as fast as he could in his notepad. He felt he was being handed a story that was slipping through his fingers. Everyone within earshot had the same information. He knew two things for certain: he needed an angle – a different story from what would be offered by other newspapers – and he needed it fast. It was already well after lunch; he had to draft a story quickly to make the early print run.


Furley’s mind raced. He tuned his ears carefully to Mrs Shaw’s tales, but also quietly observed the actions of the policemen on the corner.


The police did not consider this a ‘crime scene’ in the modern sense of the word. Frontline Sydney police work of 1904 was meticulous and thorough, but not forensic by today’s standards. To law enforcement, the notion simply did not exist that a space might need to be quarantined for the collection and preservation of physical evidence; the term ‘crime scene’ was confined to fictional murder mysteries. On rare occasions, police officers took photographs of a body or an object. They also sometimes made impressions of fingerprints, but usually in the controlled environment of a morgue or prison with a view to classifying and cataloguing the physical and genetic characteristics of people deemed criminals. Another thirty years passed before the notion of a crime scene became part of police vernacular, and only after celluloid film recordings were used regularly as evidence to support prosecutions in the United Kingdom.


Occasionally, the NSW constabulary even invited journalists to tromp right through crime scenes. In the Edwardian era, police often cultivated relationships with news media in order to maintain good standing with the public. Police supported the media in sharing what they had seen first hand. Haia Shpayer-Makov, a history professor at University of Haifa, undertook a comprehensive study of the evolution of British policing in the Victorian and Edwardian eras. She found that ‘the detective departments and the police as a whole depended heavily on the press for their reputation. Journalists thus played a major role in shaping opinion about detectives in Britain … the relationship between members of the two occupations was unique as well as complex.’ At the time, police practice in the United Kingdom was greatly influential in shaping NSW frontline law enforcement.


However, police were reticent to allow anyone into 49 Watkin Street. The Sly deaths had been discovered during the day beside a main thoroughfare, across the street from one of the largest bakeries in the area. Word had spread quickly throughout the borough, and Sergeant Agnew now needed to prevent looting while managing the traffic problems created by the crowd. Horses with delivery carts required a wide clearway, particularly when turning, but people were clustered in the middle of the crossroad because this offered the best view into both levels of the house. The rabble refused to move until they had seen the grand finale: the procession of bodies. One woman had even brought an upturned wooden crate to sit on, as if she was patiently waiting for the Newtown brass band to turn up and give a stirring rendition of ‘God Save the King’.


Around the time that Furley arrived on the corner, Agnew was preparing to leave. He posted two senior constables, Carter and Payne, outside the premises, and instructed them to manage the crowd and prevent members of the public from promenading through the house.


Agnew had to set the next legal wheels in motion. An inquest would be held as soon as possible; for this, a doctor needed to sign a declaration of death. A morgue was also needed without delay, as the combination of heat, humidity and the dead would soon create a public health concern. The sergeant set off to the closest medical practice: Dr Alfred Lewis Levy’s rooms on Church Street.


Furley joined the back of the crowd long enough to observe the activity directly around the house, and to check that the two constables were now the only police nearby. As the journalist watched Agnew walk away, he proceeded directly up Watkin Street as if hurrying to catch a tram on King. Both men moved with a sense of urgency, driven by their very different professional deadlines; the word ‘deadline’ now assuming an evocative and new meaning for each of them on that morning.


Being local, Furley knew just about every short cut. As he walked briskly up the street, he slipped into an alley used by the night-soil collectors, which led into the back of number


49. He was out of sight of the constables, in the yard where the three Sly boys had been playing only a few hours before. Looking around, the journalist felt confused. The terrace was a large property for Newtown, and he had expected to see evidence of a fairly grand family home. Instead the yard was strewn with building materials, alongside furniture that appeared to have been abandoned. A large pile of sand and another of dirt almost obscured the back door, while bricks, broken roof shingles, twisted tin pieces and little iron nails were scattered across the ground. This was hardly the place for a family, he thought. Yet, a quite grand perambulator was parked just outside the back door.


Furley tried the door. It opened. He held his breath and listened carefully for any signs of life. He needed to gather information quickly – the sergeant could return at any time.


Furley noted the scent first. He was accustomed to houses in this part of Newtown having a somewhat stagnant smell. Outbreaks of typhoid fever had been linked to the suburb’s rapidly constructed rows of terraces; built very close to the ground, they had little to no subfloor space. With most properties leased, and with landlords unwilling to pay for courtyards or kerbside drainage, Newtown had a background stench of rot. When it rained, as it had that month, water pooled in the thick clay soil under the houses; when it rained heavily, this heady soup backwashed into the streets and yards. In late summer and spring, when the heaviest rains fell, Newtown was known for miasmic moats that sometimes surrounded homes in Watkin and Wilson streets up to a foot deep.


But the smell at 49 Watkin Street seemed different. It was something that Furley, even as a local, could not fully explain.


As he walked inside, he noticed the Bible in the middle of the floor and snatched it up. Bibles often stored precious family artefacts, including locks of hair, carefully pressed flowers, notes or samples of embroidery. This edition was large, black and heavily bound with a Celtic cross on the front, popular with Irish Catholic families in particular. He flicked straight to what were known as the family pages: blank sheets bound into the Bible for the reader to transcribe psalms or verses of special significance. What Furley found there exceeded his expectations: the sketch of a genealogical tree. At its apex was the Irish name O’Leary. On the next line, in a very pretty and almost filigree form of looped script, was ‘Ellen Sly’. The same hand had written five children’s names, the darkness of the ink varying as the letters streaked down the page. From top to bottom Furley read: ‘John Bedford, Basil Cornelius, Mervyn James, Norman Bede, Olive Clotilde’. The journalist now knew this was a mother’s Bible; she had written the names of each newborn child at different times. If the gossip he had heard in the street was true and a murder had occurred in this home, he now held in the palm of his hand the beginnings of a newsworthy and tragic personal story. He felt the weight of the object in his hands, before placing it back down on the floor.


Furley moved forward to the main part of the ground floor. Just as Agnew had made careful observations, so too did the journalist – but, driven by different sensibilities and disciplines, the men viewed the scene with very different eyes. Furley jotted down descriptions in his notebook. Pots and bedcovers, loaves of bread and kitchen utensils in towers of disorder were described as a ‘veritable jumble’. It was not enough that it was chaos; it was ‘strewn’ and ‘inextricable’ as well. He quickly formed an impression of the family as being part of the dirty underclass. He scrawled ‘very poor and very eccentric’. Just as Agnew had done, Furley noted the great number of oil paintings on the floor.


In the dining room he observed the remnants of a moment that had passed but also seemed frozen in time. The unrefined ‘coverless table’, as he described it, was set with utensils, cups and plates, but they were chaotically arranged. It was as if someone could re-enter the room at any time, resume their seat, and continue eating their meal of rotten bread. Bedclothes, tossed on the floor, were ‘scanty, ragged and dirty’. Furley’s heartbeat quickened – this had the makings of a scandalous and gritty tale.


He headed upstairs. At the top, he could scarcely believe his eyes. His note-taking could not keep pace with his thoughts. There was ‘blood everywhere, on everything’, a ‘crimson stream’. His words flowed easily. The ‘thick congealing pool of blood half an inch deep covered a patch of the floor … the bed clothing was saturated with it’. Perhaps reflecting his own sense of malaise, the blood was noted to ‘drop with a doleful monotony’.


Furley’s eyes were drawn to the woman before the man – perhaps because the state of her body was more shocking, or because the Bible had given her a name, Ellen. He saw her semi-severed head for a second, then directed his gaze to other details. With an astonishingly cold focus, he noticed three rings on the middle finger of her left hand.


Next he turned to the man, who was fully dressed. The coat was moth-eaten. A razor lay in one hand. Furley scribbled ‘hole in shoe’, then ‘moth’. He steered his eyes from the gash on the man’s neck, but could not draw them away from that blank stare.


Time was running out. Soon the police would come in to remove the bodies. Still, Furley wanted more. He riffled through the dead man’s pockets. Could he find a pocket watch with an inscription, or an initialled handkerchief or perhaps a flask? He wanted something of great personal significance that told a story about the man’s true nature. Had he been a drinker? Had he been sentimental, carrying heirlooms and keepsakes? To what kind of family had he been born? Furley found an item that must have affected the seasoned journalist and touched him more than any other part of the pitiful scene – a bill from a loan company. It felt as if it was coated in glue; the blood had soaked into the pocket. This bill was an important find, providing the dead man’s name: Alexander William Bedford Sly. Furley also found a pair of spectacles, a tailor’s tape measure, and four pence. He shoved these items back into the pockets.


A picture of the dead man began to form in Furley’s mind. The tape measure revealed the man’s profession, while the pitiful number of coins gave insight to his financial state. Even the lowly rat catchers who combed the streets of Newtown were paid sixpence for each head of vermin.


The words did not come to Furley as fragments now, but as sentences that sprang forth from his mind. His hand trembled as he kept scratching out the skeleton of what would become his story: ‘From the surroundings it appeared that Sly had attacked his wife as she lay in the bed and that she had been powerless to resist him. Her wound was of such a fearful character that death must have been almost instantaneous.’ He underlined ‘almost’ – an important inclusion. This word would remind readers that the wife may have had time to truly feel terror and anticipate her awful fate. Furley continued to write obsessively: ‘After killing his wife, there is no doubt that from the position in which his body was found that Sly had stood up a few feet away and had drawn the keen razor blade across his own throat.’


Furley jotted down possible titles for the article: ‘A Ghastly Sight’, ‘Walls of Blood in a Family Home’, ‘Tragedy in Newtown’. This was not even melodrama; it was not sensationalist. This was a straightforward retelling of what he had seen with his own eyes.


Beside the dead man’s hand lay the broken end of what Furley initially thought was a child’s red pencil, but it was unlike any pencil he had ever seen. It looked more like a tool of trade. The strangeness of this did not sit well with him, and a series of questions niggled at him. Was it a marker of some kind, perhaps? Had children been casually playing near the bodies? He shuddered. Had the man tried to commit some final words to paper? The journalist could find no evidence of any letter.
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