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PREFACE

      ‘No, they don’t drop napalm straight onto the canopy any more because it stays up and burns and doesn’t get the noggie [Viet
         Cong soldier] on the ground,’ was the sage advice of the elderly warrant officer second class. ‘Now they drop drums of it
         through the canopy and come through after it and machine-gun the drums. Then it goes up and kills the enemy where he is.’
         He was talking to this writer in the Third Training Battalion, Singleton, NSW, in 1971. I reacted with horror. ‘That’s a bit
         brutal, isn’t it?’ I said. He raised his eyebrows, pondering for a moment the sentiments of this young second lieutenant who
         had never faced a homicidal adversary, and muttered: ‘Oh, there’s no nice way of killing a bloke.’
      

      I did not serve in Vietnam but got into the way of thinking. The Vietnamese communists were just enemy, figures to be shot,
         or blown to bits with claymore mines, or, if it was ever to get close and personal, bayoneted. Millions of young men adopted
         that mentality and many went into that conflict and did their country proud. Some 50,000 Australians served in Vietnam as
         hundreds of thousands of Australians had done in wars before them and killed because they were told they had to. Nobody really
         cared about the suffering. A roll of World War II combat footage was unearthed some years ago showing Japanese sailors in
         lifeboats being machine-gunned as they sat helplessly on the ocean, with the voiceover commentator saying they would be ‘joining
         their ancestors tonight!’ In the Gulf War in 1991, where I served as a war correspondent, the thinking was even more detached.
         A general described how a ‘smart bomb’ hit its precise mark, the air slits in a concrete bunker, and how the puff of smoke
         from an entrance signalled an explosion. There was no acknowledgement that in that instant some 30 Iraqis sheltering there
         had perished.
      

Those who survive such conflicts return and live normal lives, caring for mothers, aunties, children, participating in arts
         festivals and church raffles. They have stepped across the threshold and killed, then become human beings again, expected
         to be as decent and sensitive as anybody else. Dark, nightmarish feelings return later in life but returned service personnel
         were expected to deal with it. The conflict between the extremes – the harsh, unfeeling slaughter of fellow humans and the
         sensitive, Christian responsiveness to one’s fellow man – continues. When, in the most recent Iraqi conflict, photos were
         published showing ill-treatment of Iraqi prisoners, or beatings of Iraqi youths by British troops, their reaction was of horror.
         The Americans and British depicted in photo and video were identified and punished. An American soldier entering a house,
         unsure whether an Iraqi lying prone was dead or not, put a bullet into him and said: ‘He is now!’ In all these cases, the soldiers
         involved had adopted a ruthless warfare mentality. The armchair critics, not called upon themselves to face sudden death through
         an explosion or bullets, expected the young men representing them to switch like quarterhorses between two sets of mentalities.
      

      But that is war. War is hell, and for those caught up in it, the most attractive idea is to do what is necessary and then
         get out. The problem for society is when civilians adopt the same warfare mentality. One such group is the underworld. The
         serious gangster regards himself or herself as being in a state of constant war with society. The rest of the world can work
         for a living. They are what mafioso call the schmucks, the ordinary people who obey the law, keep bank balances, pay off mortgages
         over decades, mow the lawn, go to church perhaps. The criminals sit back, like so many predators in the wild, watching the
         schmucks and working out ways of depriving them of at least some of their accumulated wealth, violating them sexually or on
         occasions robbing them of their lives. Gangsters are ruthless with people who oppose them.
      

      Phuong Canh Ngo, the first Vietnamese to enter local government in Australia, was not a member of the underworld but in the
         years after his fall from grace suggestions have been made that he was not far removed from it. In the events that changed, and ruined him, he focused on one individual and planned his execution in
         as expert a way as he could. The gang led by Danny Karam during several years of ethnic mayhem in Sydney suburbia waged a
         more general kind of war, but ultimately it claimed as victims several individuals who had nothing to do with his gang. In
         the depressed social wasteland of the North Adelaide suburbs, one hapless group declared war on society by killing people
         and often collecting their social security benefits. As the evidence unfolded, the people responsible emerged as sad, hopeless
         cases drifting in a sea of desperation. Most had ordinary, sometimes traumatised, backgrounds, pockmarked by marital infidelity,
         sexual abuse and an absence of moral rigour. Something in them started to lash out, and lash out, and lash out, focusing on
         paedophiles as appropriate victims, then not really caring who the victims were, killing simply for pleasure.
      

      A second class of murderer comprises those who, supposedly fitting into sensitive, civilised society, succumb to particular
         stresses and adopt a warfare mentality. They are what might be called ‘psycho-murderers’, forever represented in popular culture
         by the shower-stabber in Alfred Hitchcock’s movie, Psycho. There is horror and condemnation from the schmucks, who often wring their hands and ask why, when they hear of psycho-murderers’
         exploits. Certainly it takes a lot of motivation to step over the threshold. But how many people, if they were really honest,
         would deny that at certain times, when their grievances have been so intense, they have fantasised about killing someone?
         Usually, reason intervenes. But not always.
      

      The threshold can easily be lowered to the point that a person who might have led an otherwise blameless life might be seriously
         tempted to go well beyond the normal parameters of society. When reason is eroded, the individual might well go beyond it.
         A man like Jean Eric Gassy, a professionally disgraced psychiatrist, might draw up a hit-list of everyone he thinks has wronged
         him and, freed of normal restraints, will try to execute those he has singled out. A young woman like Kathleen Folbigg finds
         that babies, their constant demands, broken sleep and other stresses are intolerable, and kills the babies, one by one. A disturbed young man, Mark Valera, hardly helped by a brutal upbringing, lashes out at a target, a paedophile removed
         from a position of prominence. Or another, Richard William Leonard, mentally warped, decides to kill a homosexual anyway,
         then just kill. Called to account, he might try to base his defence, or partial defence, on mental illness. But the definition
         of mental illness is awkward. The McNaghten Rules say that a person can have a defence if he (or she) did not know what he
         was doing, or did not know that what he was doing was wrong. These rules constitute a strict test, and necessarily so, otherwise
         the defence would be exploited.
      

      The third class which crosses the threshold and adopts the warfare mentality comprises individuals who, for one reason or
         another, want to kill one or more family members. Domestic murders can be placed into a separate classification because the
         relationships, other than with babies, are often so intense and tangled. A whole new series of dynamics comes into force.
         The individual might be lashing out against an overbearing or domineering parent, such as Matthew Wales in Melbourne, or decide
         on killing his family to eliminate similar oppression and get their money, as did Sef Gonzales in Sydney. The murderous individual
         might want another lover, or freedom, as did Joseph William Korp and John Myles Sharpe, and get rid of the inconvenience of
         a wife by murder. So extreme is the mental state that the individual crosses the threshold. The murderer is usually not mad,
         even in a non-technical sense of the word. The murderer has weighed up the risks, dismissed the sufferings of the victims.
         The murderer usually exploits the trust the family member has placed in him, or her. What is missing, as with all murderers,
         is any empathy at all for the victim.
      

      Of all the categories of murder, the third class is the hardest to conceal. The offender has to put on a display of grief,
         which is usually not convincing to everybody, and there are all manner of loose ends to tie up. From a policing point of view,
         the gangsters are generally the hardest to catch, the psycho-murders vary in difficulty, whereas the family murders are by
         far the easiest. And how can this waste in human lives ever be stopped? By the endless parade of these offending individuals before the courts, and the message repeated endlessly that there is an awfully lot of time behind bars ahead of
         anyone who contemplates the dreadful business of killing someone.
      

      Writing and editing Cold Blooded Murder has not been easy. At times I felt I could not continue. But in conclusion I would like to thank NSW police officers for
         their co-operation, the Sydney Morning Herald library, the contributors for their flexibility and tolerance of my idiosyncratic editing style, the editorial executives
         of the Herald for tolerating me as they have for more than 33 years, my wife Ingeborg for her support, and my beloved daughter, Grace,
         First Class Honours graduate from Sydney University, for her proofreading.
      






      
PART ONE

      EXTENDED WAR

      
      OUT IN THE STREETS OF CABRAMATTA NOW, NOT EVEN A KNIFE IS USED. THOSE FELLOWS GET FIREARMS SO QUICKLY IT IS NOT FUNNY. WITHIN A
               MATTER OF MINUTES, ONE OF THE NUMBER GOES OUT AND GETS A FIREARM. YOU ARE LUCKY IF YOU CAN ENGAGE THEM IN GOOD OLD AUSSIE
               FISTICUFFS.

      
      JOHN NEWMAN MP, SYDNEY MORNING HERALD, MAY 1994

      
      
   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      THE MURDER OF JOHN NEWMAN MP: AUSTRALIA’S FIRST POLITICAL ASSASSINATION

      
      To say that Australia’s first genuine political assassination came as a shock would be an understatement. There had been a
         few isolated attacks on public figures before, such as the murder of a Federal MP, Percy Brookfield, in 1921, and attempted
         murder of the then Opposition leader Arthur Calwell in 1966. But the perpetrators were mentally deranged people; these acts
         were not made for political gain. Although it wasn’t immediately apparent, Newman’s death was a cold, calculated execution
         of a political opponent.
      

      
      John Newman, representing Fairfield for the Australian Labor Party in the NSW Parliament, had always been one for a fight,
         usually verbally, but sometimes using the legal system, and sometimes prepared to go all the way and have it out with his
         very powerful fists. There were plenty of people for him to fight, political opponents, certainly, but also gangs, many comprising disaffected
         Vietnamese youth, that were rampaging through his electorate area, displaying their contempt for civilised conduct and for
         the forces of law and order. When Newman was gunned down outside his home on Monday, 5 September 1994, it appeared that the
         gangsters were getting their own revenge. It was only when police, in a NSW Police anti-Asian crime team, Task Force Oak, began
         to delve into the slippery and misleading world of Labor politics in Sydney’s outer west that a more sinister scenario emerged.
      

      
      John Newman, elected to Fairfield Council in 1977, became deputy mayor in 1985, and was elected to State Parliament in 1986.
         The holder of a karate black belt, he was slightly embattled politically but confident; he was a good friend, and a bitter
         enemy. Born John Paul Naumenko on 8 December 1946 of Yugoslav–Austrian parentage, Newman had changed his name by deed poll.
         A former organiser with the Federated Clerks Union, he had had some unhappy experiences, including the death of his pregnant
         wife Mary and son David, aged five, in a car accident on 14 December 1979. But he also had an affinity for others doing it
         tough, including the Vietnamese migrants who had arrived in Australia between 1975 and 1982, and settled in greatest concentrations
         in Sydney’s Cabramatta and Melbourne’s Footscray.
      

      
      Phuong Canh Ngo was born in Vietnam in 1958, in a well-off family. Educated at Ecole Taberd by the French de la Salle Brothers,
         he had studied Arts at university and had taught in a school. But the Communists took away the family’s businesses. Ngo tried
         to escape on fishing boats, but poor conditions forced the boats back. He was gaoled several times, the last time with hard
         labour 20 hours a day. On his thirteenth attempt, in January 1981, he succeeded, though the 10-day trip which ended in Malaysia
         almost cost him his life. He arrived in Australia in 1982 with the grand sum of $6.30 in Malaysian dollars. However, displaying
         extraordinary entrepreneurial skill and determination, he flourished. On 8 October 1987, he won a seat on Fairfield Council,
         making him the first Vietnamese-born Australian to enter local government. In 1988 he invested, along with financier Rodney Adler, in Asia Press Pty Ltd, which published the Vietnamese-language
         newspaper, Dan Viet.
      

      
      Newman watched the rise of Phuong Ngo with interest. Newman was enjoying strong electoral support, in 1988 increasing his
         vote and going against the statewide landslide against the Unsworth Government. Ngo became deputy mayor of Fairfield in 1990,
         his term extending into the following year. But perhaps inevitably he clashed with Newman. The Fairfield Champion published an article over which Ngo sued. Ngo was convinced that Newman was behind the article. Ngo also took action over
         a leaflet which he believed Newman had put out. The source of conflict was a magnificent $360,000 gate for Cabramatta’s Freedom
         Square and the proposal for an inscription that commemorated the Communist takeover of China. Ngo did not want to pay homage
         to Communists, but ALP policy was pro-Communist China. A compromise was reached.
      

      
      In 1991, Ngo announced his candidature as an independent for the seat of Cabramatta. On 6 May, 350 people gathered at Cabramatta’s
         Kim Do restaurant to support him. Contributions to his campaign fund came to $32,750. Newman went to work immediately to undermine
         Ngo, issuing a media release on 13 May questioning Ngo’s status as a refugee. Ngo, with a highly respected social worker Shirley
         Barrett acting as his campaign manager, contested the poll, directing his preferences to the Liberals. In the poll, on 25
         May 1991, Ngo got only 11.9 per cent of the vote, putting him third behind the Liberal candidate on 21.8 per cent. Newman
         romped home with 51.7 per cent. Ngo said the electorate was ‘not ready to have an ethnic Asian as their representative’. Such
         a setback was hardly going to stop Ngo.
      

      
      Nick Lalich, Ngo’s ally on the Fairfield Council, became well aware that Newman was denigrating Ngo, as he was other councillors,
         including Lalich. Lalich got together with the Federal ALP MP for Fowler, Ted Grace, to discuss the local political situation.
         Grace told the then Federal ALP frontbencher, Senator Graham Richardson, and the Federal ALP MP for Watson, Leo McLeay, that
         Ngo in the Legislative Council might be a good counterweight to the Liberals’ Asian MP, Helen Sham-ho. Grace said later: ‘I was of the opinion at the time that the Liberal Party had an Asian representative
         in the Upper House and I thought it would be good for my side of politics to have him in the Upper House.’
      

      
      Ngo was happy to join the ALP. He revived a dormant party branch at Canley Vale and had extraordinary success in attracting
         600 members. He was known to be sympathetic to the ALP right, and Ted Grace, having his own battle with the ALP left, was
         happy with that. But Newman, whose own branch was at Canley Heights, complained to ALP head office about Ngo’s setting up
         a virtual rival branch. Newman also started building up numbers in his own branch, meeting with more limited success, adding
         only 200 new names to the books. The infighting worried the party and it set about arranging a peace deal. The party’s then
         NSW secretary-general, John Della Bosca, invited Ngo, Newman and Grace to lunch at a Chinese restaurant in Cabramatta. In
         time-honoured ALP fashion, they worked out a deal: Ngo was not to challenge Newman for preselection for the seat of Cabramatta,
         and Newman was not to exercise his right to challenge the credentials of members when more than seven joined a branch at any
         one time. Ngo stuck by his bargain and Newman took the preselection unopposed. But Newman still saw Ngo as a threat, especially
         as Ngo still had a deal going with Grace: to encourage support for Grace within the ALP membership of Fowler, while Grace
         would support his drive for new branch members.
      

      
      At about this time, Newman was targeted, whether for speaking out against gangs or slipping over the cultural barrier. His
         car was paint-bombed three times, he received a tape-recorded death threat that said: ‘You dead, Newman! We kill you! You
         dead Newman! We kill you!’ Speaking to this writer at the time, Newman said: ‘So far, they have only got my car!’ I thought
         it must have been gangs. The 5T Gang, comprising Vietnamese youth, had set itself up as ruler of the Cabramatta streets. There
         was an arrogance about them. But Newman had other ideas about who was trying to get at him. Derek Mirfin, a neighbour of Newman’s
         in Woods Avenue, Canley Heights, saw the paint on the car and was worried. He asked Newman who he thought was responsible. Newman replied: ‘I think it is that crook at the Mekong Club and that gang of hooligans he has working for
         him.’
      

      
      Newman was not fastidious about reporting attacks on him but police were aware of his problem. For a time they had a security
         camera in his driveway. Newman could have moved to a more secure home, with a remote-control door opener and lock, but he
         did not. Perhaps it was bravado. According to Lucy Wang, Newman’s electoral secretary, who later became his fiancée, Newman
         described Ngo as ‘the biggest crook’. At Fairfield Council, Ngo continued wheeling and dealing and building up support. In
         the newly formed licensed establishment, the Mekong Club, in John Street, Cabramatta, Ngo was the honorary president. He had
         no formal authority over the seven board members, but he wielded enormous authority. When the club ran into financial difficulties,
         he persuaded Rodney Adler to invest $1 million, upgrade the facilities and lease the building back to the club.
      

      
      Ngo was particularly close to a number of young men who worked at the Mekong Club. He was friendly with the family of one
         of them, and gave him a job as a poker machine attendant. Ngo was even the master of ceremonies at his wedding. Another young
         man was a university dropout who got a job at the club in June 1993. This man, whose name has been permanently suppressed
         by court order, became a trainee manager, and then the club’s personnel manager. (From here we will call him the ‘personnel
         manager’.) Another young man, Duc Thai ‘David’ Dinh, worked originally on a security contract at the club. Though young, he
         was a toughie, having served five years of a seven-year sentence for manslaughter during a home invasion. Ngo gave him a job
         and Dinh served the Mekong Club in several capacities, including attending poker machines. Ngo also found a job for Dao Tu
         Quang. Dao, whose physician father had fled Vietnam in 1978, became the club’s Community Development Officer. Dao drove a
         car belonging to his father, a green Ford Fairlane sedan which had at some stage been involved in an accident, leaving its
         front passenger door jammed. Ngo made frequent visits to Dao’s home, and in 1992 Dao joined the Canley Vale ALP branch and
         became a political ally.
      

      
      
      The issue that brought warfare between Ngo and Newman into the open again involved recognition of Communist China. Fairfield
         wanted a sister-city and the issue was whether it should be in Taiwan, which Ngo wanted, or mainland China, which Newman wanted,
         in line with official ALP policy. Lalich and Councillor Anwar Koshiba supported Ngo in advocating a Taiwanese city. Newman
         saw this as the moment to strike. It was a time to shunt Ngo out of power completely. Newman said Ngo and his allies should
         not be re-elected to council as the support they voiced for the Taiwanese option had probably been funded by members of the
         Taiwanese community and the Taiwanese embassy. Newman received substantial support. On 1 July 1994 the ALP State Electoral
         Council, enforcing Federal ALP policy, roundly condemned Ngo and Lalich and said that any further such breach of ALP policy
         would result in their expulsion from the party. It was a huge comedown for Ngo. To Newman’s loyal political ally, Ken Chapman,
         that was the flashpoint. Ngo’s resentment of Newman increased, drawing closer to homicidal fury.
      

      
      According to one view, Ngo had not departed mentally from the violence of his homeland. Andrew Nguyen, member of the stridently
         anti-Communist Vietnam Freedom Association, said years later it was ‘the way’ in Vietnam to murder political opponents. But
         Ngo was an intelligent man. He had been in Australia long enough to know that law enforcement was efficient. He must have
         known that any political assassination would be relentlessly investigated. But underneath there might have been a cultural
         and intellectual contempt for the European Australian establishment. A Catholic priest who knew Ngo well, Father Brian Byrne,
         told this writer that Ngo had a firmly embedded belief that Europeans were ‘stupid’, a belief shared by certain other Vietnamese.
         Ngo knew he would be taking a huge risk, but believed he had the cunning to accomplish murdering Newman.
      

      
      From the outset, in his operation to eliminate his political opponent, Ngo broke all the rules. He failed to keep a tight
         grasp on who was in the know. He approached people who were not in the criminal world, including his poker machine attendant,
         to acquire firearms or arrange hitmen for him. He plunged into the murky underworld where guns were available for a price, and even a hitman might be found. One gun supplier was later to say that his only service
         was to provide the firearm, what the customer did with it was his business. One or two thugs who might have been capable of
         doing a hit pulled out, their survival instincts far too well developed. Ngo finally decided to do the hit himself, with the
         help of cronies.
      

      
      Ngo thought it would be a relatively simple matter to go to where Newman would be and shoot him. So Newman’s home was identified
         and preliminary excursions mounted. But there were hundreds of potential witnesses. Derek Mirfin said later he recalled that
         in July or August 1994 he saw a car being driven slowly up and down Woods Avenue, Canley Heights, past John Newman’s home.
         A ‘mustard-coloured Datsun or Mazda’ cruised the street several times. Mirfin saw the driver wheel about, the car almost in
         the gutter, activating Newman’s security light. Mirfin remembered it because he knew of the harassment Newman was receiving.
      

      
      However, the first attempt on John Newman’s life was at his home. On the poker machine attendant’s later evidence, Ngo told
         the personnel manager to go with the poker machine attendant and Dao to kill John Newman. The three collected the pistol at
         Ngo’s home in Wellard Place, Bonnyrigg, and the personnel manager tested it by firing into a telephone book. They then proceeded
         to Newman’s home where the poker machine attendant and the personnel manager waited for Newman, armed with a .32 calibre Beretta
         pistol and a .22 calibre rifle. They waited half an hour. But when Newman arrived, neither man made a move. They heard Newman
         talking to someone, then he was inside the house and the chance was lost.
      

      
      Ngo, not fussed, told the two to have another go. Newman would be at a function at the Tien Hong restaurant in Cabramatta.
         Ngo would be inside watching Newman and when he was leaving, Ngo would ring the would-be assassins on a mobile phone. The
         personnel manager and the poker machine attendant, each with a firearm, waited and were alerted. But when Newman came out,
         he was with a number of people, including Lalich. The attempt was abandoned. In a third attempt, the poker machine attendant
         and the personnel manager were to be driven by Dao to the Greyhound Club in Yagoona where Newman would be, and kill him. But when they arrived,
         the place was crowded, it was dark and there was loud music. The poker machine attendant and the personnel manager walked
         past a seated Newman. They saw him leave and told Dao to follow the car. But at Bass Hill, they abandoned the pursuit.
      

      
      Ngo decided on a hit at the Fairfield council chambers. He told the same two would-be assassins where Newman would be seated,
         where they could hide and how they could get out of the council chambers quickly. Twice, Ngo joined them in rehearsing how
         they would get away. But the attempt was never made. The next attempt was to be at Newman’s office. Someone would ring and
         make an appointment to see him, then arrive with a pistol and silencer and shoot him. If the secretary did not hear the shot,
         she would live; if she heard it, she would die. Ngo apparently toyed with the idea of doing it himself. The poker machine
         attendant said in later evidence that he turned up to the Mekong Club one day and the personnel manager told him that Ngo
         had gone to Newman’s office to do the killing and that they had better go there to ‘help him’. ‘We go [sic] straight away,’
         the poker machine attendant said later. ‘We drove to Canley Heights where John Newman’s office is.’ On the poker machine attendant’s
         account, Dao drove them, and they parked in the vicinity of the office. When they heard nothing, they walked to the office,
         but Ngo’s car was not there.
      

      
      At that point, the poker machine attendant decided he had had enough. He wanted ‘out’. Ngo told him he knew too much, but
         agreed to release him, on the poker machine attendant’s undertaking that he had ‘seen and heard nothing’. The poker machine
         attendant continued working at the club. On one occasion, Ngo asked him to accompany him in the Mekong Club’s Camry Vienta,
         a car made available for Ngo’s personal use. They drove past Newman’s home. According to the evidence of the personnel manager,
         Ngo then brought in the more hardened David Dinh. Dinh, it must be noted, denied he was brought into the conspiracy. But on
         the personnel manager’s evidence, it was decided that once again the killing ground would be Newman’s home. Newman always
         attended an ALP branch meeting at Cabra Vale on the first Monday of each month. Ngo decided the hit would be when Newman returned from the meeting
         on Monday night, 5 September 1994.
      

      
      For the hit, Ngo had decided on a plan of deception, a ‘pseudo alibi’ as it was later called. This was the illusion that he
         and his fellow conspirators were at the Mekong Club all night. The plan would depend on exact timing. Ngo and his conspirators
         would have to be present when Newman got home but their absence from the Mekong Club was to be kept to a minimum. While there,
         they were to be conspicuously present. Ngo decided that there should be a staff meeting that night, starting at 7.30 pm, when
         they would be present, and drift off at about 8.30 pm, then return half an hour or so later. Staff meetings were infrequent
         events, and when held at all, they were on Thursday nights, coinciding with payday. For a Monday night, they had to take steps
         to ensure a good attendance. The meeting was advertised, and even the promotion of such an event was unusual. It was decided
         that minutes of the meeting should be kept, and normally minutes were not kept. Ngo planned to cover much of the period when
         he was absent from the club by making a series of calls on his mobile phone, to try to establish that at the time of John
         Newman’s death, he was acting quite normally. Perhaps he would call Shirley Barrett to discuss the trip he was about to make
         to Taiwan.
      

      
      In preparation for the hit, there would have to be surveillance. On the personnel manager’s evidence, they used Dao’s car.
         Three sisters made observations of the Fairlane sitting at the corner of Bowden and Huey Streets, in line of sight with Newman’s
         home, on the nights of Thursday, 1 September and Saturday, 3 September 1994. Ngo was also present in his Camry. On the Saturday
         night, when Ngo was in his Camry in Judith Avenue, near Newman’s home, he got out of his car and stood on the footpath. A
         motorist, Song Luong, saw him. Whether there was to be a hit that night will always be a matter of speculation. Newman went
         to a fundraising function of the Serbian Defence Council at Canley Vale. The former prime minister, Gough Whitlam, was there.
         Whitlam was late and the meeting went over time and Newman got home at 11.30 pm. He would probably have wanted to sleep in
         the next day. It was Sunday.
      

      
      
      On the Monday morning, Phuong Ngo travelled to Sydney’s Haymarket, in inner Sydney, to pursue matters relating to his political
         future. He lunched at a restaurant in Chinatown at 12.30 pm with the then secretary of the NSW Labor Council, John Della Bosca,
         and Jalal Natour, assistant secretary of the Communications Workers Union. Ngo was to say later that Natour, who had just
         had a successful union election, owed him. ‘I had helped the union, which had just had an election and many members of that
         union were Vietnamese, working in the mail centres,’ Ngo would say. ‘I helped them in campaigning for their ticket, through
         my newspaper, and through my community connections. And they got elected, so we had lunch to thank me for my help for the
         union.’ For an astute and ambitious man, personal attention from the ALP ruling right-wing faction heavyweights was a sure
         sign that things were looking up. All Ngo had to do was wait. On this occasion, he finished lunch and shook hands.
      

      
      There were two sides to Ngo, the charming, oily side, and the vicious side. Leaving the esteemed company, Ngo reverted to
         the latter. He was to embark on an enterprise which, he thought, would fast-track his rise to power. He was to kill the one
         man, John Newman, ALP MP for Cabramatta, who stood in his way. In all probability, he drove off for a final reconnaissance
         of the killing ground. A woman was later to say that at 3 pm that day she saw a car matching the Mekong Club’s white Camry
         moving along Bowden Street, close to Newman’s home. At 5 pm John Newman received a call from a neighbour saying children were
         climbing his fence and that there was a tree branch on his driveway. Newman and Lucy Wang arrived home at 6.30 pm. Newman
         was a little upset about the tree branch. He stopped one boy and said he would take it up with his school. He left for the
         Canley Vale ALP branch meeting at the Cabra Vale RSL Club at 7.40 pm. Lucy Wang decided not to go with him because she was
         tired. He would not be away for long. Newman would spend about an hour at the meeting and arrive home between 9.15 and 9.45
         pm.
      

      
      That evening, Dao drove his Fairlane to a day care centre, picked up his two infant children and drove them to his parents’
         home. He drove back to the club. Then he joined the personnel manager going to the staff meeting. Dinh was working at a bar. Ngo was on his way. The meeting started and Dao took the minutes. Ngo arrived
         at 8 pm. The meeting concluded at 8.27 pm. The personnel manager, in possession of a mobile phone owned by the Mekong Club,
         made a brief call to his girlfriend. He then placed the mobile into a charger in the Mekong Club office. He asked an off-duty
         employee, Trung Lien Duong, to relieve Dinh for half an hour so that Dinh could have dinner. At 8.30 pm, a doorman, Peter
         Bowen, saw Ngo, Dinh, Dao and the personnel manager leave the club ‘virtually together’. Duong saw Ngo, Dinh and Dao leave
         the club at that time, followed a few minutes later by the personnel manager.
      

      
      What apparently delayed the personnel manager was a call at 8.40 pm on the mobile phone in the charger. The personnel manager
         discovered it was not the Mekong Club mobile ringing but a mobile owned by Fairfield Council. He thought Ngo, who normally
         had the Fairfield Council mobile, had taken the wrong phone by mistake. When he answered the phone, Ngo was calling. Ngo asked
         the personnel manager to bring the Fairfield Council mobile to his home. The personnel manager did so. On the personnel manager’s
         later account, Ngo asked him to get into Dao’s car. It is important to note that there was serious doubt raised in the later
         trial as to whether this was in fact Dao’s car. Dao denied he was there and said it was not his car. The personnel manager,
         on his account, complied with Ngo’s direction and went with the group. He said later he thought they were off to play cards.
         On his account, Dinh was beside him with a bag at his feet, and again, it must be noted that Dinh later denied he was there.
      

      
      On the personnel manager’s account, Dao drove off and parked near Newman’s home. Ngo also drove off, in his Camry, and parked
         in Bowden Street within sight of Newman’s home. Resident Stoyan Stayulkovik saw the Camry a few metres from the corner of
         Woods Avenue. Ngo then had two phones, the Fairfield Council mobile and the Camry’s carphone. According to the personnel manager
         in his later evidence, Dinh in Dao’s Fairlane had the Mekong Club mobile. Calls from Ngo were logged by Telstra at 8.58, 9.03
         and 9.11 pm. The personnel manager said Dinh received calls from Ngo, exchanged a few words and passed the mobile to the personnel
         manager. The personnel manager said Ngo stressed the importance of ‘staying awake’.
      

      
      The Cabra Vale RSL Branch meeting finished at 9.15 pm. Newman left and turned into Woods Avenue at about 9.29. Dinh, on the
         personnel manager’s account, reached into the bag at his feet and took out a pair of white gloves and the Beretta. The personnel
         manager, on his account, realised for the first time that this was no card game. On his account, and it is important to note
         that Dinh denied the allegation, Dinh got out of the car and moved quickly towards Newman’s home. On the personnel manager’s
         account (certainly not Dao’s account, because he denied he was there), Dao started the engine and moved slowly towards Newman’s
         home.
      

      
      Newman parked his car under the carport. Lucy Wang saw the sensor light come on and came out to help put the cover over the
         car. Seconds later, she heard a shot and turned to see a gunman standing two metres away, in a ‘combat stance’, with the pistol
         held in two hands, pointing at John Newman. The gunman fired four times. Two bullets went into Newman’s chest, a third went
         through the rear windscreen of Newman’s car, and the fourth hit the carport roof and shattered, a fragment landing in the
         house’s eaves. Lucy Wang, screaming, saw the gunman turn and run to what was obviously a getaway car. A four-door sedan, dark
         green, ‘about 10 years old’, pulled up in front of the home. The gunman was about 178 cm tall, wearing a dark green army jacket
         with his face obscured by ‘something’. He opened the front passenger door, causing the interior light to come on, and got
         in. Then the car drove off while John Newman, mortally wounded, staggered towards his front steps.
      

      
      The personnel manager was later to say that Dinh had had the hood from his army jacket over his head, and that he got into
         the car by the rear passenger door, not the front passenger door, and that the interior light did not come on. Derek Mirfin
         heard the shots and saw the getaway car drive past. He had it in vision for three or four seconds. In the artificial street
         light, it looked dark blue or green. He recognised it as a Ford and thought it was an XD, XE or XF Falcon. The car’s lights were switched off. At the corner of Woods
         Avenue and Bowden Street, Stoyan Stayulkovik heard the shots, followed by Lucy Wang’s screams, and looked out. What she saw
         was Ngo’s Camry moving off. At Newman’s home, Lucy Wang, seeing she could do little directly to help Newman, rang the telephone
         emergency number, triple zero. Her hysterical cries for help were to become a haunting echo of the case. Mirfin rang triple
         zero, and tried to help Newman.
      

      
      The getaway car moved north along Woods Avenue, the Camry behind it, becoming in effect a second getaway car. Both cars moved
         off at even speed, turning left into Bowden Street. Lisa Demaio saw them. So did a Woods Avenue resident, Margaret Ivachev.
         Other cars were seen travelling along Woods Avenue and turning into Bowden Street. Whether any of those cars had anything
         to do with the shooting was never to be determined. Lisa Demaio saw the two cars turn into Warwick Street. The leading car
         by then had its headlights on, the Camry only its parking lights. The two cars turned into Tower Road and then Cabramatta
         Road. On the personnel manager’s later evidence, Dinh rang Ngo on the Mekong mobile and said: ‘Where are you? We are on Cabramatta
         Road.’ The Telstra records timed a call from the Mekong mobile at 9.31 pm which lasted 42 seconds, and a technical trace put
         it in the vicinity of Newman’s home. The cars went through the major intersection of Cabramatta Road and Long Street, into
         Joseph Street and then Orange Grove Road.
      

      
      Unwittingly, Ngo and his associates were laying a trail. A Telstra expert said later that at a certain point on Orange Grove
         Road, about 100 metres short of Links Avenue, there was an embankment and a chain wire fence which blocked the usual telecommunications
         signals for the area and caused another transponder to come into operation. Ngo, not appreciating the trap he was setting
         for himself, overtook the getaway vehicle while police and ambulance rushed to Newman’s home. The then Sergeant Gary Raymond
         found Lucy Wang beside Newman. She was crying and said: ‘Baby, baby, what have they done to you?’ Nothing could be done to
         save Newman. He bled to death. Members of Newman’s family arrived, including his mother, Helena Naumenko, and his half-brother, Peter Naumenko. The getaway cars turned into Townview Road, where they pulled into a service
         station. On the personnel manager’s evidence, Dinh took off his jacket and gloves. He put his jacket and the Beretta into
         a bag, disappeared around a corner and came back without the bag. According to the personnel manager, Dinh got back into the
         Fairlane and Dao drove them both back to the Mekong Club. Trung Lien, still on bar duties, noted that Dinh came back at 9.35
         pm, more than an hour after he had been asked to relieve him. Peter Bowen saw the personnel manager in the club somewhere
         between 9.30 and 10 pm. The personnel manager, on his evidence, took the Mekong mobile from Dinh and put it in the charger
         in the manager’s office.
      

      
      Ngo drove from Townview Road through Mount Pritchard, entered Elizabeth Drive and made his planned calls on the Camry carphone.
         The calls were at 9.40, 9.42 and 9.45 pm. He twice rang Shirley Barrett. In one of the calls, he said he was on his way home.
         In fact, a technical trace later showed he was going in the opposite direction. Asked later why he was at that location instead
         of going home, Ngo said he was delivering a press release to the editor of a newspaper, Vietnam News Today, about his forthcoming trip to Taiwan and the editor lived in the Hammondville area. On the later Crown case, Ngo’s real
         mission was to dispose of the Beretta. He made a call on his car phone at 9.51 pm and on the police reconstruction, he could
         not have made it if he had been driving directly to the editor’s home. Instead, he found his way into north-east Liverpool
         and probably drove down Copeland Road into Memorial Avenue, then into Newbridge Road. He went to a footbridge across the Georges
         River at the end of Sirius Street, Voyager Point, a remote bush area at the time, and threw the pistol into the water. From
         there, whether he delivered the press release or not, and there was never evidence that he did, Ngo made his way back to the
         Mekong Club. Peter Bowen saw Ngo at the club at 10.30 pm.
      

      
      This was two hours out of Ngo’s life. At 8.30 pm, he had left as a relatively innocent man, allegations had been made against
         him which may or may not have been true, but at 10.30, he was a desperate  criminal. The normal practice for anyone to execute such an act would have been to lie low. Ngo’s egotism took over. He could
         not stop boasting. He tapped the poker machine attendant on the shoulder saying: ‘We did it!’ When news of the killing came
         over the television, the poker machine attendant asked: ‘Is that what you are talking about?’ On the poker machine attendant’s
         later evidence, Ngo did not answer directly, but simply ‘laughed and smiled’. A club security manager who had earlier assisted
         in getting a pistol for Ngo was there, and the personnel manager gave him a long, menacing look, a silent warning, he thought,
         to say nothing. When Peter Bowen escorted Ngo to his car, Ngo said he thought the murder of John Newman was ‘a tragedy’.
      

      
      At Ngo’s home later, Ngo, the personnel manager and Dao played cards for a while. Another club patron, Chun Duong, who was
         not involved in the shooting, noticed that they did not want to talk about Newman’s death. An event like that would normally
         have been of all-consuming interest. The next morning, Ngo gave a standard political spiel on television about the need for
         political ‘unity’. He said that if the situation arose, he would be ‘very honoured’ to take Newman’s seat: ‘I believe at this
         moment that what Cabramatta needs is a strong sense of leadership … a person who can unite a community to work for the rebuilding
         of Cabramatta.’ When news of Newman’s murder filled the media on 6 September, people who had been involved in Ngo’s arrangements
         for the murder were perplexed and started talking. One of them, who had been approached to do the hit, said: ‘Don’t talk to
         me, it is none of our business!’ But people were going to talk anyway.
      

      
      Ngo continued with his planned trip to Taiwan. He took off three days after John Newman’s murder, part of a 21-member delegation
         on the council-funded trip to cement a sister-city relationship with Hsinchu. The delegates included Nick Lalich and the personnel
         manager. During the trip, Ngo said to the personnel manager: ‘Everything [referring to the weapons] is gone, you have nothing
         to worry about.’ Ngo was kidding himself. There were immediate links to him. On 9 September the Sydney Morning Herald published a feature article on political conflict between Ngo and Newman. Then it added: ‘There is no suggestion that the conflict is linked to Mr Newman’s murder. Mr Phuong is out of the country
         and cannot be contacted.’ Why, pray tell, would a newspaper be so concerned to add a rider like that?
      

      
      A search of the murder scene turned up four spent Winchester cartridges. Police from Task Force Gap knew Ngo would be returning
         to Australia on 14 September so they waited for him. Detective Mark Jenkins met him and Lalich at the airport and took them
         in for questioning. Lalich had nothing to do with the shooting but was questioned as an associate of Ngo. For Ngo, it was
         a heavier scene. Police took him home briefly, then they returned to task force headquarters where they questioned him all
         day. Afterwards, Ngo told reporters: ‘Mr Newman and myself had political differences at times, but I totally reject the absurd
         claim that the killing was politically motivated.’ Asked who he thought might have killed Newman, he said: ‘It’s not up to
         me to make speculation and if I knew, I would talk to the police, not the press. Thank you very much.’
      

      
      At the Mekong Club, Ngo told staff that if police wanted to interview anyone, solicitors should be present. He said that a
         copy of every record of interview should be kept at the club. Police interviewed the personnel manager on 20 September 1994
         and he denied having had anything to do with the murder. They searched his home and found an army jacket with Winchester gunpowder
         on it. It was not conclusive. Nobody came forward. The case might well have disappeared behind a Chinese Wall. Ngo worked
         on getting preselection for Cabramatta. On 20 September 1994, sources at the NSW Labor Party headquarters in Sussex Street,
         Sydney, said that although the rules said that an ALP member had to be in the party for more than two years, Ngo, with only
         12 months under his belt, could ‘throw in the hat’. It was being speculated that an ALP insider, Reba Meagher, might take
         the seat of Cabramatta in the by-election and that in a few years she might move on to Federal politics, leaving Ngo to take
         the seat.
      

      
      On 21 September, Reba Meagher defeated Ken Chapman for preselection, by a slender margin, 32 votes to 28, representing a slap
         in the face to the powerful ALP right which had imposed Meagher from the outside and had expected her to win by a much larger margin. Ngo backed Meagher, saying she was one of the best candidates
         and she would have the support of the party and the local branches. Chapman resigned from the ALP and became an independent
         councillor, considering the prospect of contesting the by-election as an independent against Meagher. The ALP State Headquarters
         told him that Ngo would not be allowed to stand as an endorsed ALP candidate in the next Fairfield council election, and in
         view of that, Chapman withdrew his candidature.
      

      
      For Ngo, the world was closing in. A lot more attention was being paid to all aspects of Ngo’s life and business interests.
         In early 1995 Ngo was called before the Liquor Administration Board charged with having improperly received $78,641 from the
         Mekong Club. It was alleged he had received 78 cash advances from the club, including two on 14 August 1994 for $5,000 and
         $7,000. It was alleged that Ngo had used the Camry and the Mekong mobile for his own purposes and that they should not have
         been paid for by the club. The club was also alleged to have paid other bills associated with Ngo and there were numerous
         other breaches listed against the club.
      

      
      In September 1995, Ngo wrote an open letter to voters saying: ‘I have suffered like you all, from the negative publicity that
         has dogged us all and wrongly depicted Cabramatta only as a home for drug dealers and criminal youth gangs. In the next four
         years, we must address the problems of crime in Cabramatta by working together with legitimate law enforcement agencies. I
         am committed to addressing the important issues confronting our community in a calm, sensible and professional manner rather
         than the irresponsible airing of negative images and indulging in irrational speculation and political grandstanding in front
         of the media.’ In some ways, he was whistling in the dark. In November 1996, NSW Licensing Court magistrate Dennis Collins
         made an adverse finding against him, though not for fraud in relation to cash advances. Collins said he considered Ngo should
         be declared ineligible to hold office or to be a director of the Mekong Club. A month later, a branch-stacking controversy
         erupted in which the left-wing ALP MP Joe Tripodi, added 100 members to the ALP Park Areas branch. Ngo retaliated by building up numbers even further in the Canley Vale branch.
      

      
      In the years since John Newman died, a police team led by Detective Superintendent Nick Kaldas called Task Force Gap, had
         been far from idle. The thoroughness of their inquiries became evident in February 1998, when the Westmead Coroner’s Court
         under Deputy State Coroner Jan Stevenson inquired into Newman’s death. Stevenson was to be presented with a considerable body
         of evidence, but little of it had been signalled. This writer still thought at the outset that it had been a gangland hit.
         Meeting the barrister and sometime media critic Stuart Littlemore QC in a Parramatta cafe, I ventured the view that it was
         a ‘professional hit’. I still had the 5T gang in mind. Littlemore said he thought not. ‘Professionals don’t leave witnesses,’
         he said.
      

      
      Police had traced the paths Ngo had taken to find weapons and hitmen. They had done technical traces on the mobile phone calls
         to indicate where the phone was when the calls were made. The evidence pointed to one person. One witness said: ‘Whatever
         questions are asked about this murder, the answer is always no!’ It was an unintentional, but very pertinent, pun. Ngo and
         his accomplices gave evidence on 13 March 1998. The personnel manager and Dao declined to answer on the grounds that their
         answers might incriminate them. Ngo told Paul Roberts, counsel assisting: ‘My name is Phuong Ngo. The way you are pronouncing
         it, it means “slave” in Vietnamese, and I am slave to no-one.’ He strode off with his solicitor, John Marsden. Stevenson terminated
         the inquest on the grounds that ‘known people’ had been responsible for the murder of Newman. Ngo, the personnel manager and
         Dao were charged with murder. The next day, Dao’s parents sat in the gallery, in support of their son. Also present was Marion
         Le, a refugee advocate and long-time friend of Ngo, who fervently believed Ngo was innocent. Wayne Flynn, representing Ngo,
         argued persuasively that Ngo, who had lived in Australia since 1982 and had had an opportunity to flee the jurisdiction, should
         be allowed bail. Ngo was granted bail, but it was quickly revoked in a subsequent court action.
      

      
      
      Police retraced what they thought was the route Ngo had taken to Liverpool, marking in the Hammondville area. They speculated
         that he had gone to the Sirius Street footbridge and deposited the Beretta. Divers plunged into the murky depths and did find
         a weapon, a badly corroded 1935 Beretta. Sceptics were to whisper that the weapon had been planted. The police disagreed,
         stating it had been a clever bit of detective work. The firing pin was the critical component because its indentations could
         be matched with the spent cartridges. Although badly rusted, it was unusual in that it had a flat shape. In late 1934 and
         early 1935 Beretta had made pistols with flat firing pins, and the indentations they made were identifiable. A police ballistics
         sergeant placed an advertisement in a professional journal asking whether anybody had seen a firing pin like that. There were
         between 4,000 and 5,000 firearms in the ballistics laboratory in the NSW Police Service and not one left such an impression.
         But there were problems with the Beretta retrieved from the Georges River. The firing pin was too badly eroded to allow proper
         testing. The weapon was sent to ballistics specialist, Leopold Pfozer, in Weisbaden, Germany. Pfozer placed the weapon in
         a special rust-removal bath. Although that removed a lot of the rust, the erosion was still too great for a precise fit. Pfozer
         could only say that there was a ‘high probability’ that the pistol found in the Georges River was the murder weapon.
      

      
      As with any traumatic event, the shock waves spread widely and often unpredictably. At first, the Naumenko family embraced
         Lucy Wang. Then she made a claim for John Newman’s estate, on the grounds she had been his fiancée, and a bitter dispute followed.
         Lucy Wang had not been provided for in John Newman’s will and the Naumenko family, calling her a ‘gold-digger’, evicted her
         from Newman’s home. Wang, who had been through the trauma of seeing the man she loved shot dead in front of her, did not wear
         this well at all. At one point, she had to be rushed to hospital after collapsing from an overdose of anti-depressants.
      

      
      In March 1999, Lucy Wang was successful with her claim for a share of Newman’s estate. Supreme Court judge David Hodgson awarded her $150,000 on the grounds that Newman and Wang had enjoyed a ‘genuine, close and committed relationship’.
      

      
      The first trial of Phuong Ngo began on 19 July 1999 in the Central Criminal Court, Darlinghurst, before a seasoned judge,
         Justice James Wood. The Crown was represented by the Senior Crown Prosecutor, Mark Tedeschi QC. Ngo was represented by Bret
         Walker SC, a talented young lawyer destined for higher things, who normally did commercial cases but wanted to dirty his hands
         on some criminal work. Ngo and the personnel manager were in the dock. Dao was to be tried later. Both Ngo and the personnel
         manager denied guilt. Ngo was quite feisty, wishing Wood a very good ‘Year of the Dragon’. Walker launched his attack on the
         police evidence, one line being the extraordinary ‘coincidence’ of finding the Beretta pistol in the Georges River. Paul Rosser
         QC, defending the personnel manager, said: ‘Of all the watercourses of all the suburbs in Sydney, that is the first place
         they look, right here.’ The poker machine attendant, having been granted an indemnity from the Attorney-General against prosecution
         over his evidence, was vulnerable to attacks on his credibility.
      

      
      The obvious defence strategy in any murder trial is to suggest other possible culprits. It is not necessary to prove they
         did it, just that they might have. There were plenty of gangs and gangsters to choose from, and Newman had made numerous enemies.
         The poker machine attendant said there was a ‘Black Hair Gang’ in Cabramatta which he was afraid of. He knew of a gang member
         called Roh Van Le, known as Madonna. He and other members had gone into the Mekong Club from time to time. But the poker machine
         attendant did not know whether they would be able to arrange a killing. At one stage, the defence raised the possibility of
         Lucy Wang being involved. That was promptly dismissed by the Crown as wrong and tasteless. One of the witnesses did not want
         to give evidence in front of Ngo. He was put in another room to give evidence by video-link. It was a ‘remote location’ and
         as far as the jury was concerned he was far away. Tedeschi called for an exhibit to be made available to the witness and when
         a court officer promptly gave it to the witness in the next room, indicating that the location was anything but remote, Wood took serious exception. In his view, it was open to the jury to
         infer that the witness was afraid to give evidence in front of Ngo. That, as far as Wood was concerned, was seriously prejudicial.
         Despite Tedeschi’s suggestion that it could be handled differently so as to avoid the suggestion of prejudice, Wood, a cautious
         judge, aborted the trial.
      

      
      In the intervening period, the personnel manager was coming under increasing personal pressure. Initially he told his lawyers
         he would maintain his not guilty plea and face retrial. But just before the second trial, his mother, sister and fiancée went
         to see him. The personnel manager had already lied to his mother about having anything to do with the murder. His mother told
         him that unless he went to the NSW Crime Commission and told them the truth, she would commit suicide. The personnel manager
         had had all he could take. ‘That afternoon I decided to take my own life,’ he said later. He was about to write a farewell
         note to his mother when the cell door opened and he was told he was going to the Crime Commission. The personnel manager agreed
         to tell the NSW Crime Commission everything he knew, in return for an indemnity from prosecution. He named David Dinh, then
         aged 27, as the gunman. Police promptly arrested Dinh, who appeared in Fairfield Local Court on 11 August 1999. The personnel
         manager’s statement condemned Ngo, Dao and Dinh. But when the personnel manager told police his story on several occasions,
         the accounts varied. The contradictions laid him open to attack.
      

      
      When the second trial began before Justice Wood in 2000, Ngo, Dao and Dinh were in the dock. Tedeschi was back prosecuting,
         and Walker was again defending Ngo. Evidence was not going to be available from participants in Ngo’s hunt for guns and hitmen.
         Nick Kaldas gave evidence that one of them had left Australia on a flight to Los Angeles and had indicated he was going to
         Mexico. Kaldas had tried to contact a gun supplier but the supplier’s solicitor, Trevor Nyman, had told him that the supplier
         did not want to give an interview or make a statement to police. Kaldas had not been able to make any other contact with the
         supplier. Another involved in the gun supply had left for Lebanon. These were people who were criminal or on the fringe of criminality. Ngo and his accomplices
         had dredged them up and when the crunch came, they had other things to do than enter the spotlight. Despite the absence of
         that evidence, and despite Walker’s finely-honed skills, Ngo’s hopes were fading.
      

      
      Not that Phuong Ngo gave much indication of despair. While Ngo was in the witness box, he confidently denied allegations against
         him. Questioned about the apparent sighting of him standing near Newman’s home on Saturday, 3 September 1994, he said he had
         not been there at all, he had been watching a movie, The Lion King, at Hoyts Cinema, Bankstown, with the main feature starting at 9.15 pm and running for 84 minutes. He agreed with Tedeschi
         that he had only come forward with that evidence after he had been charged with Newman’s murder, but he had forgotten and
         his memory had only been jogged when he saw an advertisement for the movie. Asked about the route he had taken into the Liverpool
         area on the night of Newman’s murder, Ngo said he had not been able to drive directly to the editor’s home because there had
         been a car stalled in Newbridge Road and he had driven on, missing a turn into Nuwarra Road. The extra distance had put him
         into the range of the Telstra transponder that had picked up his call. He rejected Tedeschi’s suggestion that he had made
         up the story about the press release after hearing of the discovery of the Beretta in the Georges River.
      

      
      The other two had hope, Dao represented by a wily QC, Greg Cusack, and Dinh by the pugnacious but shrewd Ron Hoenig. Walker
         attacked the personnel manager’s credibility relentlessly, pointing again and again to the inconsistencies in the accounts,
         which was helpful to Dao and Dinh. There was also difficulty concerning the cars. Lucy Wang’s story of the gunman getting
         in the front door of the getaway car did not support the Crown case. The height she gave for the gunman was not consistent
         with Dinh’s height. The evidence was that the front passenger door in Dao’s Fairlane was jammed and could not be opened. Derek
         Mirfin’s identification of the getaway car as a Ford Falcon also cast doubt, even though the appearances of a Falcon and a
         Fairlane are similar and given the poor lighting and the brevity of Mirfin’s observation such confusion was understandable. Lucy Wang’s evidence
         and that of the personnel manager also differed on whether the interior light came on. A police examination of Dao’s Fairlane
         turned up no incriminating evidence.
      

      
      Dao said in evidence that he had had nothing to do with the shooting. He had taken minutes at that Mekong Club meeting, then
         had had a meal and a Coke, gone downstairs, changed money and played the poker machines for 15 to 20 minutes. He had left
         at 9.10 or 9.15 pm, got into the Mekong Club’s Camry rather than his own Fairlane, and driven to his parents’ home to pick
         up his children. He wanted to bring them back to see the Chinese lanterns at the club. He said he got to his parents’ home
         between 9.20 and 9.25 and would have left five to 10 minutes later to return to the club with his children. Tedeschi’s attack
         on him was that the account could not be corroborated. Tedeschi argued that what had in fact happened was that Dao had gone
         with Dinh and the personnel manager to Newman’s home and had participated in the killing. Dinh did not enter the witness box.
         In his submissions relating to Dinh, Tedeschi said that on the Crown case it was him, and that the contradictions in Lucy
         Wang’s evidence could be explained by the trauma of the event. If there was a problem with her description of height, it could
         be at least partially explained by the fact that she was on a slope.
      

      
      The jury was sent to consider its verdict. But there was a problem. One of the jurors appeared to have a strong belief that
         Ngo and Dinh were being prosecuted because of their ethnicity. He was later to say that the entire case was viewed by police
         and prosecution through ‘the prism of racism’. After several days, he could not be shifted and the jury was unable to reach
         a decision. Several jurors were in tears when they appeared back in court to affirm they had reached an impasse. Justice Wood
         discharged the jury and said he would not be presiding over the retrial, on the grounds that ‘one can hardly do other than
         form a view’. The dissenting juror was to make a nuisance of himself by publishing material on a website saying why he disagreed
         with his fellow jurors, earning himself a referral to the Attorney-General.
      

      
      
      The third trial, under Justice John Dunford, was virtually a repeat of the second. Tedeschi prosecuted, but this time Ngo’s
         defence had been taken over by the then Senior NSW Defender, John Nicholson SC. Ngo was now sullen and silent. He did not
         take the witness box. His story about watching The Lion King had been checked and it had not married with the date. Had he taken the witness box, that would have been put to him and
         he would have had to concede that he had given false evidence at the earlier trial. Addressing the jury, Tedeschi said Ngo
         was driven by political opportunism. He said there was strong evidence against Dao and Dinh. The personnel manager would not
         have been the shooter, even though gunpowder had been found on an army jacket at his home. The personnel manager had admitted
         handling the firearms, it was just that he was ‘a hopeless assassin … if the gun had gone off even once in [the personnel
         manager’s] hands, he would have dropped it in fright’. The Crown case was that Dinh was the shooter. Evidence that Dinh had
         got back to the Mekong Club exactly six minutes after Newman was shot was ‘potent evidence’ for that. As far as Dao was concerned,
         the differences in the witnesses’ observations and the car Dao was known to be driving could be explained by the vagaries
         of perception and trauma.
      

      
      John Nicholson said there were many difficulties in the case against Ngo, one being that the pistol taken out of the Georges
         River had been there far longer than the Crown had claimed, at least 4.3 years and as much as 12.5 years. There were too many
         inconsistencies. Why would the personnel manager have been taken on such a trip if Ngo and the other accused were bent on
         a murder mission? ‘Is it explicable that people who are going to kill somebody are going to bring along their own witness?’
         Nicholson asked. And why would the poker machine attendant and the personnel manager who said they had assisted Ngo in his
         conspiracy have gone about mindlessly doing those things for which they had no apparent reward? Hoenig asked why would-be
         assassins would leave the Mekong Club in full public view, the gunman wearing the clothing he would have on during the hit.
         ‘Would they be that stupid?’ he asked. The personnel manager, realising after the aborted first trial that he was in real
         jeopardy, had decided to falsely lay the blame at someone else’s feet. ‘And who better to shift the blame to than the barman of the Mekong
         Club?’ Hoenig asked. ‘Someone has to be the shooter. The barman will do.’ Hoenig said the contradictions between Lucy Wang’s
         description of the gunman’s height and the height of Dinh could not be dismissed. Nor could the serious erosion in the personnel
         manager’s credibility. Cusack submitted that the problems of identification of the car were crucial. He said Dao was not there
         at all, and that the Crown case had been built on the evidence of ‘two admitted liars and perjurers’.
      

      
      Questions from the jury indicated that they had real concerns about the identification of the getaway car on the night, even
         if they were satisfied that Dao had been involved in earlier trips with Ngo and associates. Dunford told the jury they had
         to be satisfied that Dao was the driver on the night of Newman’s murder. Dao was sniffing freedom. On 28 June 2001, when the
         jury returned, the public gallery was packed. It included Helena and Peter Naumenko, Newman’s long-term friends Nick and Gordana
         Gotovac, Ken Chapman, Dao’s wife Kim and children, and Marion Le. The jury found Dao and Dinh not guilty. Ngo beamed and heartily
         congratulated them. Then, standing in his sartorial best, in dark suit with a handkerchief in the breast pocket, he waited
         for what the jury thought of him. Found guilty, his face sank and he crossed himself. Outside the court, Dao, too emotional
         to speak, disappeared. Marion Le whipped Dinh away. Helena Naumenko, then 89 years old, wanted everyone convicted. She said: ‘They
         have got the big fish. I have got to go to the cemetery to tell John.’
      

      
      Phuong Canh Ngo, the first member of his race to enter local government in Australia, had achieved so much, then destroyed
         it with a reckless grab for what might well have become his anyway. Even when proved guilty beyond reasonable doubt, he was
         not without supporters. Marion Le said: ‘There has been justice for Quang Dao and David Dinh. I knew they had nothing to do
         with it. I don’t believe Phuong Ngo did it either. It is a plot, a police set-up.’ Debbie Killian, then an administrator with
         the NSW Health Service, who had been a community worker in Fairfield, said: ‘I would like to go on record saying I have known
         Phuong all this time. He has always been reasonable when he has spoken to me about John Newman. I know he did not have a passion there for that chap or to kill that
         man and I know there are many people who will not stop supporting him till he does get out. He is a man who has dedicated
         his life to the community. He has supported community organisations. You can look at the legacy from his few short years here.
         That man was not about killing John Newman.’
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