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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The big black man stood up hesitantly. He looked uncomfortable standing behind the church lectern. Although he mumbled as he searched for the right words, his story was riveting.

      As I listened I thought, “If what this man is saying is true, someone should write his story.”

      At the end of the school term six glorious weeks of holidays stretched before me; a good time to start writing the story of Charles Frederick Quinlan, an Aboriginal man who was once one of Australia’s most wanted men.

      Initially I thought to simply record the stories of his life, the exciting escapades with the police, his eventual capture, incarceration and final release from prison. However as Charlie and I talked about his experiences and as I interviewed family and acquaintances so much more emerged. Consequently this book is more than the life of Charlie Quinlan; it is the life and experiences of the Indigenous people of the Bellbrook area from white occupation and their battle to fit into a society that was and is still non-accepting of traditional Aboriginal society and values.
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        Charles Frederick Quinlan sharing his testimony in church.
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            TIP-OFF

          

        

      

    

    
      My mum, Judith Quinlan, lived in a rented house in Gordon Street, Port Macquarie, near the TAFE College. She never knew when I might visit. With police watching her house it wasn’t safe. Over and over again police would come into her home, ransack the house and leave her belongings all over the place. It wasn’t right. My mum was a respectable lady, serving her community well. She looked after kids in the street, feeding them, even giving them a bed and she had never been in trouble with the law; she didn’t even drink or smoke. She was treated like a criminal because of me, her eldest son Charlie, her beloved Charlie named after her own father whom she adored. But now her father was dead, her husband was dead and I was one of Australia’s most wanted men. No, it wasn’t safe for me at mum’s place. Nevertheless sometimes my younger brother, Ralph, and I would tap on the window at night and mum would get us some tucker. Today, I really only wanted a quick chat.

      As it turned out when I was in the house sounds of sirens shattered the peaceful neighbourhood. Someone must have tipped off the cops. Not family, I could always trust my family. Mum wasn’t in the house at the time. She was getting fuel with her second son, Darren, when the police cars sped past them, five, ten, twenty - she lost count. Suddenly one of the cars screeched to a halt in front on mum’s car. A policeman jumped out and grabbed Darren. “What do you think you are doing?” Darren yelled with his hands in front of his face trying to protect himself. “I’m not Charlie. I don’t even look like him.”

      The policeman, realising his mistake, spun around without a word of apology and sped off. It was always like that. Police thought they could treat us Aboriginals any way they liked and there was nothing we could do about it.

      Mum got in her own vehicle and followed at a safe distance. The police vehicles were all stopped in a paddock, the back paddock of the West Port Public School and in the middle of the paddock was a shed. The police were busy putting on bullet-proof vests and arming themselves with pump-action shotguns.

      “My God, they’re going to kill him,” she thought. Looking around she recognised Detective Williams, the head man. “Please Sir,” she begged, “if you think my son is in that shed let me talk to him. I can persuade him to come out. Please don’t shoot. Please let me talk to him.”

      “Look, Mrs. Quinlan,” the Detective replied with a grin, “go home, put your feet up and have a cup of coffee.”

      “Heartless,” Judith thought, “they’re really going to kill my boy.”

      Dropping to her knees she prayed silently, “God, please protect my son, protect him from his enemies. You are a powerful God. There’s nothing You can’t do and we need You.”

      Before her prayer was finished a message came over the police radio, loud and clear, right from the car next to hers. “We’ve just seen Charlie Quinlan in a red car heading towards Kempsey,” the unseen voice announced.

      All was confusion. How could this be?

      In seconds the police cars sped off until all the was left was a cloud of dust and a dazed Judith still on her knees whispering, “Praise God, thank you Lord, I don’t know how You did that, but thank you, thank you.”

      I didn’t believe God had anything to do with it. I was in mum’s house when the police knocked on the door. My brother Ralph warned me. We actually looked alike so we planned in an emergency to take off in different directions hoping the police would follow the wrong man. So Ralph climbed out a side window while I left by a window at the back of the house, armed with two pistols. My daughter, Amanda, was playing with a hose in the backyard. I had no choice but to run past her.

      I saw Detective Williams run up the side of the house yelling, “Stop, stop!”

      Then he fired smashing a hole in the back fence of the yard.

      As a leapt the fence I heard another volley then I felt it, pellets from a shotgun in my back and neck. Amanda stood frozen. How dare he fire near my Mandy. I hardly felt the pain I was so angry. As I fell to the ground I twisted my body around and fired 6 shots at Williams but all of them missed. I wished him dead. Adrenaline pumping I ran for cover, dodging around parked cars and into the paddock belonging to the West Port Public School. This paddock was used by the school for growing vegetables and in the middle was a shed. It was still early and the school wasn’t open yet but the shed was. I went straight in and without pausing out the back door, through the high grass and into a cul-de-sac. I could hear the sirens blaring again as the police surrounded the shed.

      I paused, considering what to do next. In front of me was a maroon Mazda station wagon. One look told me it was unlocked and unbelievably there were keys in the ignition and the engine running. There was no-one in sight so I quickly got into the driver’s seat and headed for the highway.

      “I’ve got a bit of time,” I thought to myself. “The coppers think I’m in the shed and they don’t know this car is stolen yet.”

      Not wanting to draw attention to myself I kept to the speed limit. There were police everywhere. I must have passed about thirty squad cars on the highway. I learn later there had been a shoot-out at Nambucca and the policemen were driving back to Port Macquarie but no-one realised they were passing the notorious criminal, Charlie Quinlan.

      I drove as far as the bridge crossing the Macleay River at Kempsey when a paddy wagon spun around to chase me. Word must have got out about the stolen car. I gunned the Mazda round the corner, 70 mph, two wheels in the air and two on the median strip. I had learnt in prison the best way to escape was to back-tail so I drove around the block and started to follow the paddy wagon. Now Kempsey was my back yard. I knew all the streets and had a lot of relatives living there. As the paddy wagon continued on the highway west I turned off the highway and drove to my Auntie’s place at Sea Street. By this time I was feeling faint from loss of blood and car seat was covered in blood.

      I was tired and so, so thirsty. I parked the car down the side of the house where it could not be seen from the road. A little girl was playing in the yard. Curiously she came to the driver’s side of the car.

      “Water, water,” I whispered.

      The girl turned on the hose spraying the water through the open window. That woke me up. I took the hose and hosed myself off, while drinking deeply in great gulps. Thinking more clearly now I drove to a cousin’s place and parked the car in the garage.

      “Get yourself into a shower and clean up,”my cousin hissed, I’ll watch the road.”

      It really was a miraculous escape. How had the police missed me in the grass? Who would leave a car just in the right place with the key in the ignition? Funny thing, I never did get charged for stealing that car! If I’d been thinking straight, I might have been thankful to God for preserving my life, but I wasn’t thinking straight. I was just angry, angry at the police, angry at the white man’s world and I was exhausted from the chase.

      I slept and woke about 3 in the morning. I had to get out of Kempsey. I drove the car down North Street. By know I knew roadblocks would be set up so when I reached the railway line I eased the car onto the lines and drove along the tracks almost to Macksville. As I approached Macksville I saw a roadblock in the distance so I turned around and headed for a familiar place, a swamp, and reeving up I drove the Mazda straight into it. Before the car sank I climbed out the window onto the roof and sat right there until the car was fully submerged. Three times police passed that swamp but I was hidden in the mud and they never saw me.

      Vanessa Kennedy’s reported the drama in the Macleay Argus Thursday November 17, 1988 as follows:

      
        
        Police search for armed man after high speed chase:

      

      

      
        
        Police continued to search late yesterday afternoon for a man described as armed and dangerous after Tuesday’s wild car chase through the streets of Kempsey. Security is so tight police refuse to give details of the man or their search. However an alert has gone out to all the Mid North Coast stations with instructions to remain silent.

        A maroon Mazda station wagon driven by a large Aboriginal man took the traffic light intersection on two wheels with police on his tail. Eyewitnesses saw a red or maroon Mazda station wagon, followed by a heavy F-100 Paddy wagon, race across the traffic bridge and circle the central business district.

        The drama began at Port Macquarie, where two carloads of Kempsey police had been called to help surround an old house between Westport High and primary schools. Police had gone to question the man but would not say why. Minutes later the men fled through a back window and carrying a rifle ran across the Oxley Highway to the primary school. Police feared the man would take a number of children hostage and called for reinforcements.

        A search of surrounding bushland and streets was made before an on-the-spot report of a vehicle being stolen sent police racing back towards Kempsey. Half an hour later a patrolling police vehicle sighted the man driving into Kempsey and followed.

        With the lights at green, the Mazda raced over the traffic bridge, corned on two wheels in front of Barsby’s, accelerated up Smith Street, turning abruptly into Forth Street. Smith Street shoppers could hear the squeal of tyres and sirens before the vehicle reappeared suddenly from Forth Street. They turned right dodged traffic along Smith Street dodging traffic as they switched lanes before screaming into the RSL carpark and under the traffic bridge. The cars clocked more than 100km per hour down Belgrave Street to West Kempsey. Police lost the Mazda in River Street.

        Police have released a description of the man and warn people not to approach him. He is described as Aboriginal, of solid build and about 26-years of age. He has black curly hair and brown eye and was last seen wearing a yellow singlet top.

        Anyone seeing this man is urged to call their nearest police station urgently.

      

      

      Not all the details were correct. The incident at West Port Primary School took place early in the morning when there were no children at the school. The idea of me taking children as hostages was either poor reporting or a fabrication to buy public sympathy.

      The Port Macquarie News Wednesday November 16, 1988 also reported the search for me. It was an accurate description of the event including the report that officers were searching with weapons drawn as my mother, Judith, described in her account.
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      On foot now, I ran, jogging some then walking, keeping close to the mountains and avoiding the roads, right up to Bellbrook. On the way I visited my grandmother. She mixed some clay and sand with stinging nettle and plastered the mixture on my wounds. That numbed the pain and stopped the bleeding. With all the exertion two pellets had worked their way out of my back but seven remained. As I passed the Bellbrook Reserve, I was hurting and hungry but determined. This was my territory. I was heading for my camp, my safe haven, a cave at Lower Creek known only to my brother Ralph and myself.
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            HIDING PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was twenty-three years old when I discovered the cave. I only trusted my brother Ralph with its location. The cave would be a historical site if it were commonly known. Its walls were covered with ancient Aboriginal paintings, hand stencils in oranges and reds, drawing of turtles, people spearing fish or sitting around. One of my favourites was an image of a mountain, Barralbarayi, with what appeared to be red flames spirting out of its peak. Barralbarayi is the Dunghutti name for Anderson’s Sugarloaf and has special significance as a place where men would take boys for initiation into manhood. The women had there own sacred places and were not allowed to walk on this mountain.

      The cave was over 20 metres long. Ralph and I had fitted it out as if we were preparing for a world war. AK17s, very manageable assault rifles, M16s, rocket launchers and hand grenades made up the armoury. Many of the weapons had come from Holsworthy Army base in Sydney. I’d worked there as a trainee diesel mechanic. The weapons were not stolen exactly; they were being thrown out, discarded by the army. Some other goods were bought, mostly stolen. Sleeping bags, clothes, camouflage gear, knives, machetes and canned food were neatly stacked in the cave out of site of any air surveillance, as indeed was the cave itself. It was disguised by overgrown vegetation. That’s why no-one had ever found it before us.

      The coup de grace was the high powered walkie talkies with which I could contact Ralph as well as scanners which could pick up helicopter and police frequencies. Police frequencies were the easiest to detect. While the police were sending messages to helicopters and police cars, Ralph and I were listening in on their conversations. The police regarded me as a ‘boong’ from the bush, big but essentially uneducated, stupid in their thinking and it suited me to keep that perception alive. On the other hand I found the cops ignorant. They didn’t understand my people at all. It was true I didn’t write well but I could outlast any one of them in the bush. In my mind that was education that meant something.

      I holed up in the cave for a few weeks, waiting for the heat to die down. My food supplies were running low and I made the mistake of calling Ralph to meet me at a designated spot on the back road to Armidale. Ralph came with Charlie Marr, a first cousin and Martin Wombat, young boys about 19 years old, riding their motorbikes. The boys had money so I sent them up to Armidale to buy food. I wasn’t keen to go with the boys but they persuaded me, dropping me off about 15 kilometres short of Armidale. I made myself comfortable with a campfire and waited. Later that night, Charlie and Martin returned in a stolen red Monaro. They had bought food and left their bikes at a cousin’s place. Martin had hot-wired the Monaro and during the night the boys had robbed a camping store. I remonstrated with them, “You fools, what were you thinking? You’ll bring the heat back on me. We’ve got to get going. The place will be swarming with cops soon."

      We drove back down the Armidale Road. Stopping near Lower Creek, I lifted up part of a fence, wire and posts while the boys drove the car under and hid it in the bush. The gate still had an untampered padlock on it so if the police checked they wouldn’t think anyone had gone through. With both the car and ourselves hidden under the scrub we waited.

      Sure enough, within hours police cars were driving up and down the Armidale Road and the next day a helicopter flew overhead.

      I complained to Ralph, “You shouldn’t have bought anyone with you.” I thought, “Those young boys have no sense, you can’t depend on them to be still or quiet enough.”

      I crawled away from them and hid in a log. Six times the helicopter flew over but no-one saw me. When it was safe to attempt a trip to the cave I had no intention of taking young Charlie or Martin with me. I realised I had to get those boys out of there or I would surely be caught.

      In the dark the boys drove the car back to the road. I made Martin drive while I sat in the passenger seat ready to jump out at the first sign of trouble. Soon we came close to Bellbrook. I knew the cops would be thick in the little town so I stopped the car to take out the rear light bulbs. It was one o’clock in the morning when we approached the long, long hill that led into the small, historic town of Bellbrook. About a kilometre before town I took the wheel, cut the engine and switched off the headlights. Noiselessly the car rolled right through the town. Although we passed about thirty police cars, a helicopter idle and unguarded and tracker dogs straining at their leashes, barking from the back of a paddy wagon, no-one stirred. We drove on through the outskirts of Kempsey via Sherwood and all the way to Taree, dropping Ralph off at Port Macquarie along the way. The following day the search continued from Bellbrook but I was miles away.

      The page 2 of the Saturday edition of the Macleay Argus November 19, 1988  an article by the reporter Vanessa Kennedy carried a poor photograph of  my face with the caption. ‘Have you seen this man?’
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        If you have seen this man contact the nearest police station immediately.

        Police have commended the public on their assistance during the search for three fugitives but ask people to ensure their information is clear and accurate. Search Commanding officer, Detective Bon Williams said not all reorted sightings have been correct leaving police concentrating on the wrong area.

        He said it is only through the help of the public that tabs have been kept on the men. He said the men must have to stop for fuel, food and to sleep so people should be on the alert. Anyone with information would call their nearest police station immediately.

      

      

      This was immediately followed by:

      
        
        Rambo still fugitive still on the loose

      

      

      
        
        Police believe a Rambo style fugitive who has been on the loose in the Macleay, Hastings and New England districts is now on his way to Sydney.

        The 26-year-old former Bellbrook man may be dressed in camouflage and is believed to be armed with rifled, and machetes stolen from an Armidale disposal store early Thursday morning. Two accomplices have joined him - one is believed to be his 20 year old brother. The men have been evading police since escaping in a high powered car chase around the streets of Kempsey on Tuesday afternoon.

        Sear commanding officer, Detective Sergeant Bob Wiliiona said both air and ground searches were conducted on Thursday in the Belllbrook and Armidale areas. He said the fugitives are armed and dangerous. He said some of the Aboriginal community are fearing for their lives.

        The men were last sighted early yesterday heading towards Newcastle in a stolen red Holden Monaro. It is believed they are making their way to Sydney.

        Sgt Williams said the drama began on Tuesday afternoon in Port Macquarie when police went to a home in Douglas Street to question a 26-year-old Aboriginal man wanted on several charges. He became frightened, smashed through a back window and ran into the bush carrying a rifle. Minutes later he was sighted at the West Port Primary School and it was feared he would take hostages.

        Police reinforcements from Kempsey were called but police turned around when a stolen Mazda station wagon was reported racing north on the Pacific Highway. It was spotted in Kempsey at 4:30pm and a wild car chase through the Central Business District ensued. The fugitive escaped police through traffic in West Kempsey’s River Street.

        Sgt Williams said police began to rely heavily on the public to track the man’s next movements.

        Sighting were made of him in Bellbrook and later Armidale and the search headed west. One sighting by late Tuesday afternoon had the man, in the company of his brother, heading back to Bellbrook. On Wednesday morning the stolen Mazda was found abandoned in Macksville.

        “The public was marvellous providing us with information on his movements but unfortunately some of it was incorrect,” Sgt William said. “While we were back in Kempsey investigating a sighting the stolen vehicle turned up in Macksville.”

        By 5:30am Thursday police had a confirmed sighting of the the men, this time joined by a third Aboriginal. They were seen speeding off in a stolen red Holden Monaro from a n army disposal goods store. The shop had been broken into and a quantity of army camouflage equipment, camping gear and machetes were missing.

        The car was later spotted driving into Lower Creek, west of Bellbrook.

        Aeroplanes from Kempsey and Armidale airports joined in the search and worked with police ground patrols in the Upper Macleay.

        Residents say most of the activity centred around the Bellbrook Aboriginal mission area, where it is believed the men are given assistance. However by early yesterday morning the men had been sighted heading sough. The search in the Upper Macleay area was scaled down and all southern police stations placed on alert.

      

      

      This article  recorded sightings of me near Bellbrook and Armidale. Police assumed my brother, Ralph, was with me in the wild chase through Kempsey but he only joined me later in the day. It was true that some would help the police but most of my aboriginal family and friends gave confusing statements so the police often were looking in the wrong place. It was amazing despite such a huge effort on the part of the police, with cars, a helicopter and tracker dogs that we were able to slip through the net. My ability to outwit the police as much as anything made me such a wanted men. I revelled in outfoxing them and loved the ‘Rambo’ label often wearing military style pants and a knife in my belt.
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            CAVEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Like my ancestors before me I felt at home in the cave. I remember those days as some of the most enjoyable of my life. True, I wasn’t really free, I was a criminal on the run but I felt free in the cave. I lived much as my forebears did. A nearby spring provided water and I fished the nearby creek for perch. Although I had hooks and lines I should spear fish like my forebears. I knew the hiding places of turtles in the creek. Wallaby, possum and bird were cooked over an open fire. I had camping equipment and tinned food but I could live without them if I had to. In the cool evenings I felt the presence of my ancestors singing, dancing and telling stories around the campfire. I was never lonely there. I remembered the old people - my grandfather, Auntie Man and Bob West. They had told me of a civilisation lost, of good men and bad, corroborees and massacres.

      Today it is generally accepted that my people, the Thungutti tribe, occupied a large stretch of land from around Anderson’s Sugarloaf to as far south as the Upper Manning. The Macleay River, the main watercourse of their territory, shared a common watershed with two other tributaries, the Manning and Hastings Rivers on the eastern edge of the New England tableland. The tableland is open, undulating country at two to three thousand metres above sea level. From this plateau, the rivers drop about two thousand metres into a maze of ravines, then weave their way through thousands of hectares of heavy forest, deep gorges and mountain ranges finally crossing a narrow coastal plain into the sea. This is knows as Falls Country, so precipitous that it can only be entered on foot or horseback.

      The attitude of European invaders to the indigenous inhabitants of Australia was mixed. Some saw them as a gentle people; others as uncivilised savages, conniving and murderous. History records that at the time of the first European contacts with Indigenous Australians they were a happy, healthy and peaceful people. Captain Cook observed that the natives were , ‘in no way inclined to cruelty, as appeared from their treatment of one of our people…they appear to some to be the most wretched people on earth, but in reality are far happier that we Europeans….They live in a Tranquility which is not disturbed by the Inequality of Condition,’1

      Aboriginals did not show much interest in the European’s possessions, having no need for them. Cook observed their features were ‘far from disagreeable and their voices soft and tuneable.’2. Hand-drawn pictures and photographs show the coastal Aborigine as a magnificent specimen, some over six feet tall, well proportioned and athletic in build. They are described as dignified, walking with ease and grace. Even today their athleticism is in evidence, particularly on the football field. The Australian natives were and are a spiritual people. They have a grand accumulation of poetry, songs, dances, dramas, legends and stories.
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