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Sound Recordist extraordinary, digital wiz, mate.
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Prologue


No one can give you better advice than yourself

Marcus Tullius Cicero

The bigger sign said Not the Grocer Store. Smaller ones read Kiosk and Office Here, Gas Bottles Refilled and Ice Available. The proprietor apparently was not.  The smallest sign had an 04 number if office unattended.

I rang, voice mail, just pocketed my mobile when an￼ ageing golf buggy hummed in my direction and groaned to a stop at the office door. The driver was a gentleman of matching vintage clad in a weeks’ whiskers, a lifetime’s tan, faded boardies and an RAN Clearance Dive Team tattoo on one wizened bicep. “Just the night?’ he inquired.

“Perfect,” If all went to plan.

Inside the tin and weatherboard structure, lit only by gaps between walls and unlined roof, my host waved an EFPOS terminal vaguely toward the door. 

“No bloody signal”. Big grin.

I took twenty five in notes and three dollars in coins from my wallet. “All the cash I’ve got.

“No probs. Usually thirty but we’ll blame it on the effin’ NBN.”

I grinned back at him, two conspirators against progress and we walked outside. The sky was pale blue, the Murray the same with a touch of grey and it was a good 28 degrees made pleasant by a slight breeze off the water.

“Toilet and showers over there”, he pointed to a more modern building behind the office. “And no drowning. Gave up floaters for Lent”, scratching the tattoo on his arm. He hadn’t asked for my address or ID. Cash customers were probably off the books.

The one remaining lot was under a large willow about three metres from the riverbank. I parked and left the caravan hitched to the Forester. No need for the power and water. I wouldn’t be here long enough. Behind the van was a large roped-off strip of grass with a sign reading Fishing Only. No Vans or Camping. Inland above the grass a modest bungalow perched halfway up a rise, a long caravan under a carport obviously built around it. The home of the no-longer Dan the Diver I guessed. There was a short pontoon jetty for fishing with a lone plastic chair perched on the end and half a dozen tethered crab pots.

In front of my car the gravel access track skirted about ten van sites and an equal number of permanent dwellings, mostly ramshackle vans with an assortment of annexes. Then it curved to the right up the slope to the access road. All good for a quick getaway if that’s possible towing a van.  At the Northern end a small jetty poked out of the bank, a houseboat under renovation on one side and a battered Whaler on the other. The Whaler looked distinctly suspicious but that could have been the old journo in me. A very small creek and a barbed wire fence marked the park boundary. As you faced the water the great Murray River ran North to the right, the water lapping close under the bank and still carrying a sense of grandeur despite the drought. To the left and South it ran to the Coorong and eventually the Southern Ocean.  It was probably the prettiest van park I’d ever encountered if only I had the time to enjoy it.

It was late afternoon and I needed the cover of dark to do what I’d come for. The best way to be inconspicuous amongst campers is to be one. When a group of half a dozen gathered outside a large Jayco XPanda about 20 metres in front of me and fired up a Weber barbie, I grabbed a six-pack of Coopers Dark from my small fridge and wandered over. They were the usual mix of retirees doing what I wished I could do. Nothing. A John, a Dave and a Bill, and from memory a Liz, a Jan and a Val. I added my Coopers to the various Chateau Cardboard  and sipped sparingly on a single stubbie. No-one appeared to notice. We all agreed Bankside at Tailem Bend was the most picturesque caravan park in the country, the Environment Minister should never have jetted off on a trade mission to Beijing in the midst of the worst drought on record and a looming bushfire crisis, and that both Donald Trump and Boris Johnson would feel more comfortable in the care of The Men in White Coats. 

My new colleagues had that easy familiarity of seasoned caravaners and before long I was offered snags and a salad with all offers to bring my own meagre food stock refused. As I sat and listened to their travellers’ tales I took the opportunity to study the park layout more closely. I’d already downloaded the satellite view on my iPad but I needed to relate the vision to reality.

When the light finally faded and the Western sky and the river turned pink, I made my excuses and went back to the van. The cicadas and frogs were chatting; No messages on my mobile.

Caravaners turn in early and rise early. By nine-thirty the park was quiet and by ten-thirty the only lights were in the amenities block. Another pot of coffee took me to eleven-thirty. Time to go. Dark T-shirt, hoodie and jeans, a beanie and my trusty Maglite. 

I needed to skirt the toilets before the early incontinents ventured out. Keeping to the grass I walked about 50 metres to where the entrance track turned right up a slight rise to become the exit loop.

Behind the office and ammenities block and overlooking the river were five A-frame chalets. Behind them half a dozen cabins staggered to fill the gaps. There was still a light in one of the chalets with muted music and the sporadic clink of glass and drunken laughter. On the far side of the track was the fifty square metres I was really interested in. About 30 caravans stood in three rows side by side, obviously for sale on the used-van market. If all I’d been told was correct, the van and the man I was looking for should be amongst them. It was still at least 24C and I was sweating under my ridiculous black camouflage. 

There’s something innately depressing about caravan grave-yards and the dark made it more so. The hopes and dreams, laughter and tears of a small village abandoned on half the area of a footy field.  I turned on the Maglite and shielded the beam with the fingers of one hand, letting through just enough glow to find my way and see some detail. In the second-furthest row from the track I found it. A nondescript Lotus, Gabrielle Two in faded stencil next to the door, one tyre semi flat and the pull-out step askew. The door handle turned, unlocked, should have warned me.

The step creaked under my weight. No sound from inside. I stepped in, quick look with torch. Shower and toilet to right, kitchen opposite and to left, double bed at far end covered not made. Wardrobe at end of kitchen next to bed. Empty hangers, old pair of thongs. No dishes in the sink. I propped the torch against the end of the bed lighting just the floor and wondered what the hell I was actually looking for. Opened the fridge, light a bare glimmer so van battery way down. Small flavoured yogurt, unopened. The man I’d been tracking halfway across Australia was either running again or hiding elsewhere. He may have left something but I didn’t know what to look for; a DVD, USB drive, or a hastily penned note. Not if he knew what was good for him. Should have listened to myself.

An arm hooked over my right shoulder pressing a knife blade against my left carotid artery. The other arm came round my waist, a hand feeling along my belt presumably for a weapon. I tucked my chin in tight as the arm snaked round, making space to slip the fingers of my left hand up between my throat and the wrist and pushed out. Shoved the palm of my right hand up under the elbow on that shoulder and stepped back pulling my head free and bringing both hands down and the knife point against the attackers’ waist. Then I pushed in on the elbow.

A grey wig fell to the floor. I’d seen it before, along with a pair of granny glasses. My neighbour from the stranded mobile home at Port Augusta.  Without her disguise the woman looked to be early-30s. Dark hair pulled up, dark jumper and jeans. Where was her invalid husband?

Other than a gasp of surprise as I’d pressed the knife in she hadn’t made a sound. Most women would have been screaming. We were now wedged between the double bed and the wall of the caravan. She must have come from the shower recess. 

I shouldered her firmly against the wall keeping the knife in her side and wondered what the hell I’d do next. Turned her toward the door. 

A faint creak from the step. Then a muffled explosion of compressed air. She gave a small cry and I was suddenly bearing her full weight. I turned and saw what looked like a large air pistol pointed at me. Question answered. The not-so-invalid husband. His previously white hair was now showing dark roots and the wheeler-walker was obviously booked in for a service.

I dropped his now limp partner, bent to retrieve my torch from the floor. The crack of a gunshot and a mix of hubby’s grey matter and blood did a Jackson Pollock  on the front of my hoodie. I turned the Maglite on the doorway.

“I’ll be buggered, it’s the Kiwi. Saved your life. Fuck knows why.”

“It’s the Jacinda Ardern phenomenon,” I said.  “Everyone’s catching it.”

Revealed in the torchlight, a Glock 23 automatic by his side, was the very last person I’d expected, or perhaps not. A faint glimmer of understanding dawned. Forty-odd years older than when we’d last crossed paths but still unmistakably up himself, stood Apostrophe Ted Berminster.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




Chapter One


Two weeks earlier

 

It was well into our Friday Old Journos’ Lunch when I got the call. The lunch was a monthly institution for about a dozen of us, a chance to solve the problems of our coastal village, plot against the advancing plague of development, and generally run the country better than anyone else. The journos tag was a bit of a misnomer. About half were. A couple, refugees from the metropolitan dailies in Sydney and Canberra who’d moved to the local press for a quieter life only to see their talents reduced to once-a-week driveway debris. The others, early retirees from the wave of media mergers and once-great institutions now run by bean-counters, asset strippers and twelve year-old phone-thumbers.

An eclectic bunch of locals made up the balance. The journos had rubbed shoulders with politicians from Menzies and Whitlam to Keating and Howard.  The youngest, Hal, was a practicing GP.

Our cafe of choice had once enjoyed an uninterrupted view of the Pacific. But now, where there was once a view of surfers and passing whales in season, we looked out on four rows of car parking and a recreation area of concrete-enhanced dead turf and sand, courtesy of the local business chamber’s beautification project. In the tourist season it was as enticing as coffee in the Sydney Harbour Tunnel. Still, it was ours.

Normally I’d leave my mobile in the car, but by accident I’d picked it up with my wallet. It wasn’t until the phone started a predatory crawl across the table toward a glass of merlo that I realised it was buzzing.

“Mate, Not interrupting?”  Harry, Melbourne. The old crew.

“Lamenting the passing of Guy Fawkes. Nothing important.”

“Dream on. We need a chat.” When someone says they want to talk and you already are, it’s usually serious. I excused myself from the boys and moved to the edge of the outdoor tables. Harry wasn’t usually serious.

“Mate, I was thinking of bringing the caravan down in November, Great Ocean Road maybe, couple of days at Chez You on the way”

“Before would be better. Something I need to show you.”

“Won’t wait a couple of months?”

“Probably, Not sure about me though.”

“You serious ?”

“Deadly. Pun intended.”

“Shit Harry.”

“Could be the cardiologist covering his arse. But you need to see this, worst case scenario and all that. Can you fly down?”  What could I say?

“Text me the flight number, The Lad’ll pick you up at Tulla.”  The Lad, former cameraman, genius with light, now pushing eighty, the oldest of the crew.

“Will do.”

I hadn’t been to Melbourne in at least ten years. Didn’t really want to go now. But if his heart did kark I’d feel really guilty. I was also a little intrigued. What could a man I’d worked with and been mates with for more than forty years have to tell me that he hadn’t shared before?

Harry had been the go-to film sound recordist for most independent producers in Melbourne, a club I’d joined in the late 70s. He’d done docos, TV specials and telemovies, and been on call for the highest-rating weekly current affairs program. He was the quintessential Wire Bender, could fix anything from cameras to amplifiers. In the 90s he’d gone into post production. Like most of us, he’d probably picked up a lot of detail many people wished he hadn’t, but this call was still uncharacteristic.

Lunch concluded in agreement that a benevolent dictatorship was the only sane option to save the country.

Drove home wondering what the hell was going on. Harry had already undergone one triple by-pass but he wasn’t one to go on about his health. I rang Virgin and booked a flight.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 


 


 


 




Chapter Two


Harry Hansen lived on a cul-de-sac off the Nepean Highway in Chelsea, the last house in the street and the only one not to be replaced by a six-pack or worse.  When I lived in Melbourne Chelsea was one of the outer beachside suburbs, the fringe of suburbia before the bayside outposts of Frankston, Sorrento and Portsea.  Suburbia now stretched the length of the Bay. The house was weatherboard, tin roof age-spotted with rust, blue paint faded and flaked by the wind and salt off the beach just a cricket pitch down the road. But the sparse grass on the sandy nature strip and front lawn was neatly mown and the obligatory rose bushes behind the low front fence pruned back for Spring.

The flight from Coolangatta had been uneventful. Davo, the Lad, was parked in the Two Minute zone of the Tullamarine Arrivals Terminal, a cracked TV News sign resting on the dash of a 90s Jeep keeping the parking attendants at bay despite the Saturday bustle. Khaki shirt, jeans and R.M. Williams boots, our old road uniform. He hoisted my overnight bag into the boot, not looking a day over 65 other than his white hair and beard and a faint stoop. I could still picture the Aaton on his shoulder as we’d gallivanted around the world at the various networks’ expense; The pool at the Athens Hilton on the way to the Lebanese civil war; Barbara Cartland dictating an endless stream of libido-curdlers from a chaise lounge at Potters Bar. No selfies in our day. Just memories of things we’d seen and filmed, some we wished we hadn’t.

“So what’s this with Harry?”

“No idea mate. Won’t tell me ‘till you’re here.”

Tulla freeway to the city, over the Bolte Bridge, Docklands, Kingsway, St Kilda Junction, Nepean Highway on. Everything so familiar but now totally confusing.

The Chelsea house was actually owned by Harry’s ninety five year-old mother. As we walked to the gate under a clear Port Phillip sky and a stiff Westerly breeze she emerged from the front door, grey hair in a practical bun and a floral housecoat Edna Everage would have died for. She gave Davo a motherly hug, then turned to me.

“Thought you were dead.”

“Working on it Hilda. Need more practice.” A boney knuckle to my upper arm and then a hug too.

“Back you go then”, pointing up the drive to the back of the house.

Harry didn’t live in the house but in a granny flat. Not your average granny though. It was compact, low and modern, a small deck and a plunge pool with plexiglass fence off the main living area facing West. On the other side, a carport which had once housed his classic Mazda RX7 with the NAGRA-1 plates now sheltered a nondescript hatchback, a cobweb joining it to the wall. Never in a permanent relationship and frugal with his money, Harry had built himself a backyard hotel suite, a comfort cave like those in which he’d spent so much of his working life. I thought I remembered a small step up to the front door. Now there was a low ramp, down which Harry appeared pushing a walking frame.

“Roll tape,” said Davo.

“Tape rolling,” replied Harry,

“Mark it,” I said.  Then Davo and I singing together; “I’m being followed by a boom shadow, boom shadow, boom shadow.”

“Get stuffed,” grinned Harry. Outwardly he hadn’t changed much. Still short and stocky, finally getting too tall for his hair but what there was only just greying amid the red curls.  Silver-framed glasses hanging down on an I Love Central Park T-shirt, baggy shorts, freckles. A picture of the health which threatened to desert him.

Inside, the Chelsea Hilton was just like well, the Chelsea Hilton. At the Bay end two leather couches and a small coffee table flanked by matching arm chairs looked out to the plunge pool and a Hills Hoist. At the opposite end a queen-size bed with an ensuite affording a glimpse of black marble trim. A kitchenette between on the rear wall and, to the left of the entrance, a work station with an iMac and a host of electronics none of which looked familiar. Harry parked his walker next to the door and his bum in one of the arm chairs.

“Make yourselves at home. Bit hard to wait on you.”

The small fridge was stocked equally with cans of Diet Coke and ready-to-eat meals, a half-bottle of milk, and two bottles of Baileys Old Irish the odd men out. On the counter a tray with kettle, cups, and instant coffee sachets from the world’s major hotel chains. I boiled the kettle, made the least offensive instant for Davo and myself and snuck a green teabag hiding amongst the sugar cubes into Harry’s cup before he could protest. Smelt the milk and left it for the HAZMAT team. 

Davo and I settled on one couch and tentatively sipped black instant, Harry tried not to drink his green tea. In between we looked at each other and just grinned until Davo finally burst out laughing.

“Is this any way to run a fucking ballroom?” Derek and Clive’s Top Rank joke, The Lad’s catchphrase.

“OK,” said Harry. “As you can see I’m slowing up a bit. Already got one heart zipper and probably facing another. So, as you do when you can’t get out so much and your days could be numbered, you start going back over things.”

He looked over to us. “How long have we known each other?”

I’d first met them in 1976, my first day at the ABC’s old This Day Tonight. The pair of them had walked into my office, told me they were the top film crew on the program and I should assign the days’ top stories to them. I quickly learnt they were, and I did. “Oh, forty-odd I said.”

“We also all worked for Aunty in the sixties,” said Harry. “You were a kid in news and we were in the camera department.”  Davo and I nodded.

“Memory test,” said Harry. “October twenty second, nineteen sixty six.”

****

Melbourne, 1966. Ties and lapels were growing wider, suits were returning to three-piece  and winkle-pickers were giving way to brogues and suede.  On the plus side,  Jean Shrimpton had set a new standard for short skirts by wearing a stunning white mini-dress to the Melbourne Cup the previous November, The country’s favourite Pommie Bastard Prince Charles was doing a stint at the exclusive Geelong Grammar, The Beach Boys shook us with Good Vibrations and The Monkees sold us tickets to the Last Train to Clarksville.

The TV newsroom was on the first floor of the ABC Ripponlea studios in Gordon Street, a mere projectile vomit from the Elsternwick pub, now open for inspiration and improvisation well past the evening bulletin time of 7pm.

The journos were an assortment of alcohol-preserved former radio subs from Lonsdale St now making radio-with-pictures, country newspaper boys trying out the big smoke, the odd pipe-smoking suit-clad gay, and me and one other Kiwi import intent on progressing the Shaky Isles’ infiltration of every newsroom in the Western World. On October 22nd, the news contingent was focused on only one thing, the visit of US President, Lyndon Baines Johnson.  

Johnson’s visit was staged to beef up Australian support for the increased American war effort in Vietnam. Prime Minister Robert Menzies, having added LBJ to the list of overseas leaders to be nationally worshiped alongside the Queen, then promptly retired leaving his treasurer and successor Harold Holt to face the anti-war music. Holt’s subsequent “All the Way with LBJ” ode to America’s continuing and usually fatal geography lessons in South East Asia, would haunt Australia for decades after Holt’s disappearance in the surf of Cheviot Beach the following year.

Airforce One landed at Essendon Airport just before 4pm and the motorcade headed for the Melbourne Town Hall. Police got word of a student protest planned for Grattan St in Carlton so an alternative route was selected. Back in the newsroom, the film we were really waiting for was Johnson’s visit to Elm Tree House in South Yarra. That was the home of Australia’s first Wimbledon singles winner, Sir Norman Brookes and his socialite wife Dame Mabel. During World War Two Dame Mabel had hosted parties for US Officers stationed in Melbourne, Johnson among them.

We weren’t disappointed. As editors and journos gathered round the Steinbeck editing machine just 40 minutes from bulletin time, we watched Johnson embrace Dame Mabel in the front courtyard of her home. A frail and stooped Sir Norman watched on. He looked as if match point might sneak up and settle on his shoulder at any moment. Two years later it did. 

Today the loser was to be Secret Service Agent Rufus Youngblood, already a veteran of Dallas in November ’63. And by a bizarre twist of fate, Johnson’s limo was the same one in which Kennedy had died that day.  

As the Lincoln left the corner of Walsh St and Domain Rd a slight youth in grey slacks and jumper emerged from the crowd and launched a plastic bag full of red paint onto the roof of the car, then dropped to the road in front of it. As the car halted a second youth ran from the nature strip launching a bag of green paint and headed back toward the nearby park. The pair was soon nabbed by police and Secret Service agents and identified as brothers James and Daniel Handley, both university students.

Our resulting film of Rufus the Red adorned in matching paint would screen around the world, if only in back and white.

 

 

 

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




Chapter Three


Death is not natural for a state as it is for a human being, 

for whom death is not only necessary but frequently even desirable.

Marcus Tullius Cicero

“To refresh” continued Harry, “It was the day Lyndon Johnson’s limo was paint-bombed and Rufus Youngblood became world famous. Not sure for what. I know Davo was at the Town Hall that day and I was at Elm Tree House.”

“Yeah and I was in the newsroom,” I said. “But why you? We wouldn’t have been recording sound, We only used sound cameras for interviews.” 

The standard sound camera back then was the Auricon, it weighted a ton, needed a heavy wooden Miller tripod to sit on and a car battery to power it. Almost all news footage was shot on hand-held Bell and Howell or Bolex cameras with a wind-up spring drive and 100-foot silent 16mm loads. Sound effects for crowds, demos, traffic etc would be added from a library of recorded discs as the footage went to air.

“True”, agreed Harry. “But for stuff like this I’d sometimes go out with the old Perfect Tone tape recorder. We’d use a loud noise made by something in the film or even visibly tap the front of the lens with the mike for a synch point and play the tape to match the edited film.

As my major form of exercise these days is sitting on my arse, I’ve been amusing myself by going back over some of those old recordings, or those I got copies of, and re-synching them with prints of old film clips which we used to pinch from the lab. I digitised the film to MP4 before I left the production house.”

“That’s really heartwarming,” I said. “And a mate of mine collects tea-towels. But why did I have to fly sixteen hundred kilometres to hear all this?”

“Because I might have found you the scoop of your life, our lives.”

“Mate, Whatever we used to be we’re now ex-whatevers, off our perches, barely clinging to the mortal coil.”

“Not after you see this.”

Harry sat himself at the iMac and slipped a USB drive into a port. Davo and I leaned on the back of his chair. He opened iMovie and selected his first clip. A freeze frame appeared of a crowd in sixties dress with the super caption NFSA 509788: PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON PAINT ATTACK. OCTOBER 1966. Harry tapped the play arrow. The clip started on a wide shot of Johnson’s limo heading toward the camera down Domain Rd, crowds four or five deep on either side and mounted police flanking the motorcade. About 20 or 30 metres from the Walsh St corner a plastic bag flies from the crowd on the South side and bursts on the roof of the limo, followed less than two seconds later by a second bag. The film then cuts to a young man being dragged from the front of the car by three uniformed police and bundled up against a garage door, his jumper pulled up around his neck. That cuts to another shot of a second youth in a dark jacket being marched away from the crowd in a choke hold by a plain clothes copper.

“Not sure who shot that,” said Harry, “Probably Bill Howard as he was further down Domain Rd.  Now, here’s the film that Cranky Sammy Schumann who was with me shot from the front of Elm Tree House. We lens-tap synched at the start and I’ve also synched it to Bill’s clip.” In the second video track the scene repeated itself, this time from behind the limo as it moved away from Sam’s camera.

“This is the interesting bit.” Harry backed up the second clip to the moment Johnson ducked into the Lincoln outside Elm Tree House and moved the curser to the audio track below the two videos.

“Here.” As the limo started to move there was a spike on the audio graph, much higher than the background sound of the cheering and jeering crowd. The shot followed Johnson’s car about twenty metres and just before the first paint bomb hit the roof there was another spike on the audio track. After the second paint bag hit, the camera swung back to show the crowd and the block of units opposite Elm Tree House.

“Sam realised we needed to get closer to the car but he swung the camera back before he buttoned off. Now, take a look at this.”

In the crowd in front of the units a schoolboy in the bottom of the frame moved one hand up to his cap. Harry froze the frame.

“Now, get us a Coke.”  I had no idea what he was on about but what the hell, it was his funeral. Grabbed him a can from the fridge and the two kitchen stools for Davo and me.

“OK, Bit of background. When I worked on One Hour we’d sometimes shoot stories for the original American show, stuff usually critical of the US that the Yanks thought their audience wouldn’t buy if it was shot by an American network. They could lay-off any criticism on us. I made a few friends in the American unit particularly one of the researchers, girl who used to work for the NSA.  Anyway as you’ll see in a moment, something in that audio bothered me so I sent the file over to Nancy who passed it to one of her former work-mates to put through their latest sound analysing gizmos. Didn’t say where it came from or when.”  

Harry swivelled his chair to face us. “Now, do you two remember young Ted Berminster?” 

“Not Apostrophe Ted?” asked Davo.

I remembered a youngster, a uni student I’d assumed, who used to hang round the freelance news cameramen with a 35mm camera and peddle his stills to the newspapers or even the TV news if they hadn’t got film.  “Kid who was a bit up himself ?” I asked.

“Yeah, Bum with feet,” Harry.

“So what was the apostrophe for?” I asked.

“Shit,” said Davo. 

“He ended up and independent producer didn’t he?” I said. “You did some docos with him in the 70s.”

“Sure did”, said Harry.  “But not only was he an independent; We also found out he was a spook. Worked for ASIO and, I suspect, ASIS. I can’t be certain he was working for ASIO in ’66, too young. But I reckon he was possibly on their uni recruitment list and they’d try him out on some seemingly innocent jobs. Dangle the old full-time career once he graduated.”

“Jesus, and you went on to work for him.”

“Gave him the perfect cover,” said Harry, “Although we didn’t know at first, He always had the money. Usually full payment in advance even though most of the product was never going to sell. We assumed it was a large 10 BA rort.” 

To stimulate the Australian film industry back in the 70s the government had introduced tax write-offs for individuals or companies funding Australian- produced film product, Section 10 BA of the Taxation Act. Many a local Ben Hur still mouldered in the bottom drawers of venerable accountancy firms, never destined nor even intended to see the light of a telecine chain.

“He finally confessed to me in the early 80s and put some unusual work my way in turn for keeping it quiet.”

“Do tell.”

“Well ASIS, via Foreign Affairs, was responsible for security in Australian embassies and consulates and also the venues for international meetings our government might host overseas. In the days before Nine Eleven the budget for that type of thing wasn’t all it might be, especially in regard to the latest audio gear. Singapore and Hong Kong were the main stop-overs for flights to both Europe and the US, plus they were both duty free and sold the latest in electronics, both legal and not so.  A couple of the other audio blokes and I would splash our per-diems on whatever gadgets we fancied, including bug detectors. So when the spooks wanted an embassy or a meeting room swept for bugs they’d call us. No job payment but all travel, accommodation and meals on the house, and a bonus for every bug found. What the spooks didn’t realise was that on our stop overs in Honkers and Singapore we’d also stock up on the latest bugs, so if we couldn’t find a genuine one we could miraculously “appear” one from our back pocket.” 

Why wasn’t I born a sound recordist?

“Now, back to the Johnson circus. Sam ran off after the car and managed to film the cops carrying off one of the paint throwers and some security guys roughing up the other. It was pretty hard to run with the old Perfect Tone so I stayed at Elm Tree House with our gear bag. The cops tried to confiscate Sam’s film but he fed them what was left on the feed spool instead of the exposed take-up reel and we got our scoop.

Young Berminster, Apostrophe Ted was standing next to Sam and me out the front of the Brookes’ being a bloody nuisance as usual, but he had a 35 mil still camera. After the fun was over and Johnson’s car sped off I asked him if he’d got any decent shots. He said it had been a waste of time because as Johnson entered his car outside the Brookes’ one of the cops had jostled him away, knocking his camera up. Reckoned all he had was shots of the power lines across the road. Thanks to the cop he’d missed the paint bombs completely. But he said I was welcome to the film if I wanted it, providing he got paid for anything useable.”

“And was there ?” 

“See what you think. At the time I put the film canister in my pocket, forgot it, found it when I got home that night and chucked it in a drawer. When I moved out of the house into here it ended up in a carton in the carport. Then, a week ago, I got the result of the audio analysis back from Nancy. She sent the file to a drop-box, deleted as soon as I’d retrieved it, and then iMessaged me. Didn’t want anything traced. So I dug out the carton, found the film and had a mate of mine develop it.”

Harry inserted a second USB and split the screen showing a wide still shot of the unit block opposite Elm Tree House alongside the video freeze frame where he’d paused Sam’s film. At the bottom of each picture the schoolboy’s hand was just touching the back of his cap.

“I’ve put the 35 mil shots through every enhancement program I can find and included the edge numbers to show they’re sequential. This is what I ended up with.” 

The next still showed the top storey unit window closest to Walsh St in the top left corner of the frame. Two dark shapes stood out. He zoomed the frame in as far as it would hold focus. Two people face-to-face, and a longish object like a broom or mop pointing up over the shoulder of the one closer to Walsh St. At first glance they appeared to be struggling over the object.

Harry switched back to Sam’s film clip with the synched sound and found the first peak in the audio graph.

“So here’s the first burst of noise. It’s just after Johnson gets into the car; Now the second burst just before the first paint bomb and then Sam swings the camera round to the units over the road. You can just see that kid and his hand’s at the back of his cap. So the Berminster still shots start at that point, just after the first audio spike and follow in sequence.”  He turned his chair to face us again.

“I won’t bore you with all the methodology but forensic acoustics has come a long way. It’s now possible to identify the probable calibre of a firearm and whether or not it was fitted with a suppressor or silencer.”

Davo looked incredulous. “You’re trying to tell us those sound peaks are gunshots ?”

“Almost beyond doubt. There are three distinct audio sources with a gunshot. The explosion of the cartridge, the gas expelled by the suppressor if one is fitted, and the sound generated by the bullet’s travel through the air. Now the Perfect Tone wasn’t up to picking up the velocity displacement, especially with the crowd noise and all. But there’s no doubt about the detonations. The analysis indicated a point 338 calibre weapon.”

“Never heard of that,” I said.

“Neither had I. But Nancy’s message also included the fact that the McMillan M40A1 point 338 rifle was the weapon of choice for American Special Forces snipers in Vietnam from the mid 1960s.”

“So to summarise” I said, “I flew from paradise to Bleak City to hear that;

One. You have a friend, a girl, who used to work for one of the most secretive security agencies in the world.

Two, You and a couple of your buddies were part of a conspiracy to defraud the Department of Foreign Affairs and the Australian taxpayer of tens of thousands of dollars.

And Three; That if the audio peaks you’ve showed us really are gunshots, coupled with Sam’s film clip and Apostrophe Ted’s still shot which appears to show two persons struggling over what could be a firearm or equally  a kitchen broom, then there may have been an assassination attempt on LBJ in Australia which has never seen the light of day. So which of those particular stories is going to win us a Walkley?”

“You’re the journo.”  Harry and Davo together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 


 


 


 




Chapter Four


Harry was in his armchair, Davo and I sharing a couch. Glasses of Baileys. Hadn’t tried it since my twenties. Hadn’t got any better. Trying to digest what we’d just heard and seen. An apparent assassination attempt on Lyndon Baines Johnson less than three years after John Kennedy had been killed, and in the very same vehicle.

I knew a little bit about the Kennedy killing. Australian journalist Ian MacFarlane had written a book Proof of Conspiracy based on the Zupruder and Muchmore 8mm films, and I’d hosted Ian and given the films their first TV showing outside the US on the current affairs program I was producing in 1975. Other trivia I remembered. When Kennedy was killed the Lincoln limo code-named SS-100-X, had been blue and was an open car.  Rather then replace it the Secret Service had added titanium bullet-proofing, a bubble top and, at Johnson’s insistence, repainted it black.  After the South Yarra paint episode it had been taken to the Ford factory at Geelong for a cleanup. Rather than just re-spray the stained areas the Ford boys had re-sprayed the entire car in an hour ready for shipping to Sydney for Johnson’s visit the next day.

Finally we got tired of staring at each other.

“Let me play devils advocate.”  

Raised eyebrows. Knew me too well.

“If there’s no doubt that the audio spikes are gunshots, and we assume the NSA should know, then why do they come before the paint throwing and when Johnson is already back in a bullet-proof car.  If the paint bombs were intended as a diversion from the gunshots, then surely they would have been thrown when Johnson was still out of the car in front of the Brookes’ house?”

Maybe”, said Davo, “the brothers couldn’t get through the crowd, thought late was better than never and just followed the car.”

“Still doesn’t make sense. In all that’s been written about the incident, and one of the brothers wrote a book about it, there’s been no mention of any intent to  kill Johnson. And how the hell would uni students get hold of a US Army specialist firearm?”

“So who are the two figures in the window?” asked Davo, and what are they fighting over?”

“Dunno. Could be a broom or a dunny plunger.”

“Like the plunger myself,” said Harry. “Only sure way to get rid of politicians.”

“And even if there was an assassination plot, how the hell has it been covered up all these years. It simply defies belief.”

“So did Watergate,” replied Davo

“Lots of people wanted Kennedy dead. Same must have gone for Johnson, any president for that matter.” Harry had a point. But three retired septuagenarians playing Woodward and Bernstein. We had to be kidding ourselves.

“It seems to me, said Harry, “we’re ignoring the crucial point. What I’ve found shows pretty conclusively there was no connection between the paint bombing and the apparent assassination attempt. Purely coincidence.”

He was right and I should have picked it.

“Looks like we have a project.”

Three glasses raised in agreement, mine and Davo’s almost full, Harry’s due for a re-fill.

 

 

 




Chapter Five


I lay on my motel bed and tried to think. I’d needed somewhere to stay and transport. Davo’s last known address alternated between his ex, his ex-ex and his daughter, depending upon whom was currently least resistant to his abundant charm; and I wanted to be independent of Harry and Hilda. Harry had lent me his car, much to the chagrin of the spiderweb builder, and directed me to the nearby motel which his younger sister had inherited from her late husband. The Abandon Hope, Harry had christened it.

It was jammed between a takeaway and a bottle shop on the old Nepean Highway, three storeys of faded romance and bad hangovers and a small swimming pool in which gently circled a deflated and faded rubber duck. Perfect. The calamari burger from the takeaway wasn’t bad.

We’d made a bucket list. Harry would try for re-confirmation of the audio analysis from Nancy the former spook plus any other help she might be able to give.  Davo would use his contacts to put the 35mm pics through every known enhancement process; And I would, Shit. Where would I start? If what Harry was trying to convince us of were true, a small but important part of Australian contemporary history would need to be rewritten.

Who had tried to kill Johnson, who stopped it, and who was still covering it up more than 50 years down the track? Most important, what had happened to whoever stopped it and why had he, or she, never gone public ? 

Then there was the trivia. If there had been a shooter at 234 Domain Road opposite Elm Tree House, the line of fire from the third floor corner windows to where the paint bombs hit Johnson’s car, around 225 Domain Rd, was almost identical to the line of fire that Lee Harvey Oswald or whoever had from the Texas Book Depository for the first shot at Kennedy. 

Kennedy had been killed on Elm Street in Dallas, Johnson had been visiting Elm Tree House in South Yarra. 

The same presidential limousine was involved in both incidents. 

Made you wonder whether coincidences were entirely coincidental.

I made a mental list of former contacts who might be able to help. It was Monday night. If I hadn’t made progress by Friday I’d be back to retirement; paddle-boarding in the creek, morning beach walk, coffee with the gang on Marine Parade. Why was I sleeping in a 1960s Nepean Highway motel?

Old times. Hard to shake.

****

The difference between top tier aged care facilities and those for mere mortals without Caribbean retreats and unpronounceable Italian cars, appears to be in the quality and strength of perfume used to blank out the underlying odour of human waste. At Sublime Care in Hawthorn, said perfume drifted in lazy puffs from electronic dispensers subtly disguised as benign dragon heads fixed at regular intervals along the endless corridors.  The result was an almost uncontrollable desire to unzip and initial the company-monogrammed carpet in order to smell something vaguely human.

The woman I’d come to see had neither island retreat nor an Italian sports car, but a reputation such that any forward-thinking institution would have paid to have her in their care. In the late 1960s she’d dragged the womens’ pages of Melbourne’s evening daily into the 20th century with a wit and charm that even her most bitter antagonists found hard to resist. Then commercial radio discovered her and crowned her The Queen of Talkback. Back in the day we’d worked together on TV specials and become friends. 

It was a cruel irony that the fingers which, at the tap of a typewriter or flick of a mike switch, had broken so many pompous-arsed politicians and plutocrats were now so crippled by arthritis she could no longer grasp even a pencil and lived life confined to a wheelchair.

I walked up to the reception desk and introduced myself to either the Director  of Nursing, Junior Carer or Head Bed Pan Emptier. It was impossible to tell which as they were all coiffed and uniformed identically.

“I’d like to see Eleanor Truelove”.

“I’m sorry, Mrs Truelove doesn’t see anyone without appointment.”

“She’ll see me. Ring and ask.”

“Mrs Truelove is unable to pick up her phone.”

“Her mobile should be set to automatic answer.”

Scowl. “This is really most irregular.”

I grinned, “Your bread and butter, irregularity”,  stared pointedly at the nearest deodoriser unit, resisted the impulse to fart loudly. Instead engaged silent mode and allowed my own perfume to drift in her direction hoping to precipitate some olfactory acceleration.

Furtive whisperings into the house phone and an exasperated sigh. “Room 774, Straight ahead on your right.”

I knocked, turned the door handle, realised I hadn’t a flower or a grape, let alone a box of chocolates. Hoped no-one would feel guilty about me that way in ten years’ time.

“It’s been a while darling.”

The once jet-black hair was now pure white, still thick and shoulder length. Her body hunched in an electric wheelchair, white blouse, black slacks. But the startling green eyes still sparked and the slightly goofy smile as broad as ever. I took her crippled hands in mine, kissed each cheek.

“Hey Elly. Only 35 years”

“Much too long. So talk.”

So I told her about working in Sydney, retirement, and life on the North Coast. She told me about her husband Larry’s death, her early crippling arthritis and not wanting to burden her two adult kids with her care.

“Now, make me decent coffee and tell me why you’re really here.”

I boiled a kettle, found a french press and filled two mugs, pulled up a chair from the dining suite and watched as she painfully grasped her mug between two fists and sipped.

“First I need to ask you a couple of things, going back a few years, nineteen sixty six to be exact.”

She stretched back in her chair and looked at me. 

“I’ve got arthritis, not alzheimers.” I remembered how her lipstick always left a slight smear on her front teeth. still did.

“OK. You were pretty tight with Mabel Brookes and Zara Holt back in the day.”

“How could I forget. Mabel, She was like a mum to me when I started at the paper. Introduced me to everyone who was anyone in Melbourne.”

Elly and I had once done a TV special on the jet-set at play down at Portsea over New Year. She’d taken me to Zara Holt’s beach house and Zara made us morning tea in a neighbour’s boat house she was minding in their absence, a spectacular three-storey, three sided structure of glass set into the sheer cliff below the front lawn.

“And Zara, of course. She was pretty lonely after Harold drowned and I guess I was a shoulder to cry on in confidence.”

“Did she ever mention anything about security concerns during the Johnson visit in sixty six; In particular when she and Harold joined the Johnsons and the the Brookes at Elm Tree House?”

“Not at the time, except that ASIO and Special Branch were taking all the precautions they could. Pretty low-scale by today’s standards no doubt, but thorough for that time. Mostly trying to keeping the anti-war demonstrators from ruining their procession.”

We sat in companionable silence for a few moments, both remembering when journalism was both hard work and great fun, unencumbered by the distractions of the internet and the fake news proliferating on social media.

Elly suddenly sat up in her chair and leaned toward me.

“There was something.”

“What?”

“It was years later, Zara was already re-married to Jeff Bate but whenever they went back to Portsea they’d ask Larry and me down for the weekend. Larry and Jeff went off to fish one morning and Zara mentioned she always got nervous when Jeff went to the beach without her after what happened to Harold.”

“The conspiracy theories, taken off in a Chinese submarine?”

“Exactly. She and Jeff had often pondered whether Harold had somehow been lured down to Cheviot Beach that morning. More just idle discussion than any serious thought.”

“Seems unlikely. He went down with Marjorie Gillespie, his girlfriend, and a couple of others after watching Alec Rose sail into the Bay didn’t they?”

“Well no-one’s ever proved differently. But Harold told Zara he’d heard some disturbing rumours about the Americans, the CIA in particular.  Apparently despite the “All the Way with LBJ” bravado the Americans were worried that Harold might pull Australia out of Vietnam, or at least scale back our troop numbers.”

“Did he say where this talk came from?”

“Not that she told me. But I guess ASIO or Special Branch; Maybe even friendlies at the US Embassy.”

“So why did she and Jeff keep bothering it?”

“Harold told her that as soon as the Johnson convoy had left Domain Rd the Secret Service fronted the Special Branch officer attached to the Johnson detail and demanded access to a top floor unit in the block directly opposite Elm Tree House. It was pointed out that the unit was private property, the occupant was an elderly lady who was away for the day anyway, and there was no way anyone was going barging in there.”

“And?”

“After the Presidential party left for Sydney the next day Harold’s personal protection officer came to him with a disturbing story.”

“Let me guess. The Yanks broke into the flat anyway.”

“Not exactly. Apparently a couple of charming American gentlemen were waiting when the woman arrived home that evening and asked if she’d like to spend the night in a hotel, all expenses paid, if they could borrow her apartment until the morning. They said they’d planned an important follow-up security exercise and her front window was the perfect place from which to control and monitor it. The old girl was suitably flattered and enjoyed an expensive dinner and comfortable night in the best suite at the old Chevron Hotel.”

“Which just happened to be within spitting distance of both the old ASIO building and the American Consulate at the corner of St Kilda Rd and Commercial Rd.”

“Indeed.  And better still, when she got home the next day she was apparently most impressed that the flat was so clean. Absolutely spotless, much better than she could ever manage she said.”

“I wonder why?’

“I hope you’re going to tell me darling. But the most interesting part is that the old girl confessed she hadn’t been completely honest with either  Special Branch or the Yanks. She forgot to mention that while she was out for the day she’d given the spare key to her nephew. Said nephew just happened to be a photographer for the Melbourne University newspaper Vérité. He thought aunty’s flat would be the perfect place to grab some snaps of the LBJ visit.”

“In particular the paint bombing, assuming he was privy to the plot.”

“Now that you mention it, Yes.”

“So why was Harold and later Zara and Jeff so focused on this info?”

“Because Harold later mentioned, Zara thought jokingly at the time, that the old dear’s flat would have been the perfect spot from which to “do a Kennedy” as he put it.”

“And he never followed through?”

“If he did, he never told his wife.”

“So how come you never published this?”

“By the time I heard about it there was no way of double-checking. Zara had no idea who the police or security officials were. It was just another in the long list of conspiracy theories. And Zara and Jeff both had reputations for being somewhat flamboyant, to say the least. Now, what on earth does all this mean to you more that 50 years down the track?”

I told her.

“Well Christ on a Crutch. Would have been a scoop in our day, kiddo.”

“Still is, If we can prove it.”

I stood and went to her chair, gave her a big hug. We exchanged mobile numbers.

“I’ll stay in touch.” Made for the door. She wheeled quickly after me.

“Be careful. Secrets have long lives.”

As I walked back toward reception I came across two female staff trying to restrain a bloke who looked younger than me, dressed in nothing but a stained “He Who Dies with the Most Toys Wins” T-shirt, and determined to take a dump beneath one of the puffing dragon heads. One girl was trying to kick a plastic sheet under him.

“Hey Doc,” he muttered as I approached. “What happened to all the toilet bowls along here ?”

“I’m terribly sorry sir but we had to remove them. They were collecting shit.”

He stared at me. “What sort of person would shit in a toilet bowl?”

“You’d have to be mad.”

“Exactly,” he replied triumphantly and shat on two pairs of smart blue duty shoes.

I sat in Harry’s car in the Sublime Care carpark and tapped a summary of what Elle had told me into Notes on my iPhone. I saved the entry to the Cloud and deleted the Notes entry. The important question now was whether we had enough reason to keep going. I reckoned we did. For now. It was a little after 11am. I sent Davo a text suggesting we all meet for lunch. 
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