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ALSO BY COLIN McLAREN


Infiltration


On the Run


Sunflower


Underbelly: The Golden Casket


JFK: The Smoking Gun




For Rush


My four-year-old grandson. You are my light, my innocence,
our future. Go lightly, little fella.




 


The truth is like the sun; you can shut it out for a time,
but it ain’t going away.


Elvis Presley




Author’s note


NINETEEN-SIXTIES MELBOURNE, THE INNER-CITY SUBURB of Richmond. Home to a network of narrow bluestone laneways, painters and dockers, hard men with broken noses, my three siblings, my ma, and me. Our family life consisted of schlepping our wares from house to hovel, trying to stay clear, as best we could, of a violent, drunken father and his no-hoper mates. I learned early that grog and violence fuel each other and that safety usually comes with the men and women in blue uniforms. How I welcomed the familiar wail of a police siren piercing the night. The louder it called, the closer it came, the safer I felt. But Struggletown was good to me in many ways. It taught me right from wrong, good from rotten.


A decade on, with a crisp passport attesting to my nineteen years and adult status, I jumped on an early model Jumbo Jet and smoked my way to Europe, anxious for my life to unfold. The Northern Hemisphere has drawn me back many times in the forty years since that maiden voyage. Travel became my lifelong passion, my university, and I now know parts of the globe better than my hometown, Melbourne. I returned home at the age of twenty with a thud for the birth of my only child, Chelsea. Being her father has taught me about pride, and the softer things in life. We’ve sort of schooled each other; she’s my best mate, my greatest supporter and kindest critic.


Parenthood meant it was time for a career. Due to my early life experiences I’ve always understood the downhearted, had empathy for the needy and knew not to be intimidated by crooks. The blue sirens beckoned and I applied for a career as a cop. I marched out of the police academy at the same time Lindy Chamberlain was marched into prison. Her wrongful incarceration would trouble me in years to come, a huge reminder of shoddy police work. The 1980s and 90s was a great time to be in the job, a time when dodgy detectives were being challenged and smashed by innovative forensic processes. I embraced it all and climbed the ladder, relishing the hunt for some of the country’s worst, facing off with rabble, villains and killers on a daily basis. Not all of them were missing teeth or had dark blue tattoos – in fact, some of the worst wore suits.


I rose to the top of my game in the Victoria Police, holding the rank of detective sergeant and task force team leader, serving in crime squads and travelling the country. I approached every crime – small or large, complicated or not – as a puzzle: one that must be solved for the sake of the victim who needed answers. This became my working raison d’être.


After a decade of cutting my teeth in crime, I was chosen to serve on four nationally significant task forces, one after the other, each with an emphasis on murder. Unpicking the atrocities and sheer cunning of organised criminals, pederasts and Mafia big-shots became more fascinating with each task force assignment. Cold case murders, major narcotics deals, kidnappings and rapes featured on my job sheets. There was no room for white-collar scams in my life. By the close of the 1990s I had worked on more task forces than any other detective in the nation. I had also gained work experience with the New York Police Department, the Metro-Dade Police, the Los Angeles Police Department and the Italian Anti-Mafia unit. And hunted crooks in most Australian states and as far afield as Malta, Greece, USA, France and New Guinea.


At the peak of my investigative career I was coaxed into the elite Detective Training School to share my knowledge, to show the wannabes how to do it right. As a permanent lecturer at this finest of academies I taught detectives and sergeants as well as countless quasi-law enforcement staff the correct methodology to solve crime. I went on to create a specialist investigators course, Field Investigations, on how to manage crime scenes, decide which avenues of inquiry to explore and how not to stuff up an investigation. I am proud to say that entire course is still on the curriculum, taught four times a year.


Arguably the proudest moment of my career – over and above infiltrating the Mafia or stopping the run of a gang that blew up an interstate law enforcement building – occurred as I sat in parliament listening to new legislation being passed. A law to prohibit the possession of child pornography. Legislation that would arm cops with the power to destroy paedophilia rings. For a year I had doggedly lobbied politicians and ministers across Australia to create this simple yet powerful tool and, as a reward, was invited to watch as it became law. I resigned from the force soon after. I had seen it all, possibly way too much, and had an urge to tick other boxes. Along my journey I had received my fair share of commendations, which I tossed into a bottom drawer. The memories of working alongside the very best detectives and forensic scientists of my era were far more important to me – and still are.


Fresh out of the cops, I leaped into a new challenge as a hotelier and restaurateur with my chef-qualified daughter. Together, we gained six ‘chef hat’ awards. Food was my passion and wine is still my treat, but after washing way too many dishes, my past niggled at me. I missed the thrill of the chase. I needed to put myself back in the game, but not in the front stalls this time, more in the bleachers.


I began to work globally as an investigative journalist and documentary filmmaker, producing TV programs, including a probe into the death of the thirty-fifth President of the United States. In 2014, JFK: The Smoking Gun was awarded Best International Documentary – History at the Atom awards, voted by film makers and professionals. My JFK documentary caught the attention of the American Academy of Television Arts and Sciences’ Emmy Awards. I was invited on to their judging panel due to the level of research and persistence I put into my investigative documentaries. For four years I have had the honour of being the only Australian on the panel. My categories (as judge) are ‘Best Documentary’ and ‘Best Major Investigative News Story’. I also produced a two-hour exposé of the real cause of death of Princess Diana – Princess Diana’s Death: Mystery Solved – and a six-part TV series on the demise of the New York City Mafia, Mafia Killers with Colin McLaren. There were many others. I sometimes write newspaper and magazine articles and am often called upon to review criminal cases for law firms in Melbourne. In 2018 the terrorist-style bombing of the aforementioned law enforcement headquarters came back into my life again. With fresh DNA identification techniques my suspect was ultimately charged with murder and attempted murders, giving me another career highlight. I have also penned five books on topics ranging from the Mafia and crime gangs’ multiple murders, to the heroics of World War I.


This, my sixth book, seems to me the most disturbing. By a long shot. The story may shock you. It has certainly had a profound effect on me, and I don’t say that lightly.


Enjoy the read and get involved. Perhaps get angry. It’s a story we’ve heard once too often in our past. However, this one might not go away for a while.


Colin McLaren




Prologue


IF YOU ARE READING THIS, THEN I HAVE PROBABLY BEEN KILLED. That’s an arresting, if clichéd, way to start a book. And, as outlandish as it sounds, I genuinely had those thoughts. As robust an involvement as I have had in criminal investigations, over four decades, even staring down the Mafia, I have never been so worried for my liberty and wellbeing than during the past three years. In that time, I’ve shifted from caution through to mild paranoia and on to wild anxiety as I’ve discovered my emails have been hacked, as well as my bank accounts. I recently discovered prying eyes have analysed every transaction page of each bank account I held for the past three years, in search of any blemish, any irregularity. Every text and voice message I received was apparently logged and read. I’ve been forced to jump from my usual mobile phone and email accounts to a series of encrypted text and email services to allay some of my concerns.


I’m not going mad. I never indulge in theatrics, nor do I waste time talking up conspiracy theories. I am a man of facts, someone who searches for truth rather than listening to longwinded theories or giving credence to conjecture. I can’t stand bullshit and I detest those who grab a slice of gossip, spit on it and polish it, only to pass it on with their own spin.


I had a long career in Victoria Police as a detective, over two decades of chasing down some of the worst villains in recent history. And I was fairly good at it. I hold the distinction of being Australia’s most experienced task force detective. Task force detectives take on the most challenging of investigations – the worst criminals, the toughest cases – and are afforded the best resources to get the job done. This allows a detective to blossom, to open his or her mind and to consider an infinite range of avenues of inquiry and ensure no stone is left unturned in the search for the truth.


I might add that, during my career, I was always supported by the very best team of investigators, criminal analysts and surveillance hounds.


By the time I strolled into early retirement I had amassed enough tall stories to keep me busy at a dinner table for the rest of my days. Or so I thought. So I embarked on a new career as an investigative journalist and documentary filmmaker, continuing my work of searching for the truth. My expertise is researching cold cases.


Yet, here I am, a man of serious experience, and I fear I am being watched, listened to and followed.


As I write this, I’m sitting under a banana tree by the pool of a sleazy hotel in Colombo, Sri Lanka. This is where I have run to, to escape the watching eyes of people who would rather I was not so focused on finding the truth. I arrived here on a hastily booked flight from Melbourne four weeks earlier. I took the first destination on offer and Colombo was it. Despite being a seasoned traveller, I had never given Sri Lanka a thought until the attendant at the Qantas frequent flyer call centre suggested it as an option. I can still hear her rattling off destinations; she had obviously tuned in to the fact that I was keen to get out of my own country. Fast.


I commenced my run because everyone I was working with was being arrested. My first reaction was to head to the tranquil beachside resort of Noosa Heads and tuck myself inside the spare bedroom of a swanky unit owned by a couple of mates. And think. They’re the sort of friends who don’t ask questions. At least not for the first week. Their curiosity eventually got the better of them; they started looking at me sideways and their questions came in a deluge.


I guess it was warranted given my anxiety and constant phone calls to lawyers and newspaper journalists. I’d switch from one throwaway phone to another. At one point I had three of them on the go, a maddening management task. As my predicament escalated, I received sound advice from my lawyer: ‘Disappear, get on a plane. And write that bloody book!’


That advice exacerbated my case of the heebie-jeebies. I caught a flight back to Melbourne, grabbed my car and hit the road for central Australia, via Adelaide, via Port Augusta, via bull dust.


In central Australia, I pulled up to a payphone in a near-dead bush town and called my little sister Bev and her husband. He drives long-haul road trains insane distances through the outback. She works in welfare, helping Indigenous folk in need. I figured she may as well help me too. They’re surrounded by red dirt, saltbush, hard men and harder women. Living in that sort of environment soon schools a person not to get too inquisitive, and that suited me fine.


For a fortnight I sat on a rickety bar stool and drank icy cold beer at the local tin-shed pub and ate Bev’s cooking as I tried to work out where to run to next. For all my hard-won detective smarts, I soon appreciated how difficult it is to hide. To change your personal infrastructure. For all the benefits of the internet, it sure has made disappearing difficult. I actually started to think about how hard it must be for drug dealers. Or pimps. Or scammers, operating a criminal empire under the radar. Damn, those guys must be smart. And how on earth do they remember all their numbers, passwords and codes?


Eventually, I had my flight details sorted and I made the hard decision to head back to Melbourne, a two-day drive. While still at Bev’s I’d started to develop chest pains. Since 2011 I have had a heart condition. Funny expression, that. I had a heart attack back then that resulted in a quadruple bypass. Things have been touch-and-go ever since. I’ve had my fair share of false alarms, in and out of ICU. Hidden in my sister’s house, I felt the pain returning. I needed to get to my family doctor and my clever, winemaking cardiologist. I hit the road, laden with aspirin and bottled water, a bag of throwaway phones and an entanglement of chargers and cables, always fearful of being pulled over. It was a rotter of a journey, shared by dozens of long-haul transporters. When I arrived home, I tossed out about twenty CDs of music I never wanted to listen to again.


I checked myself into the safe hands of my cardiologist. He knew the reason for my pains and hastened my test results. Diagnosis: my diaphragm was badly knotted up due to my extraordinary stress levels. This was what was causing the pain that felt like a heart attack across my chest. Now my cardiologist was also telling me to ‘Get out of the country – before you really have a cardiac arrest.’ I jumped on the flight to Colombo, home of the string hopper and fragrant curries. As well as the most obsessive cricket fans on the planet. Colombo also boasts wide boulevards lined with an impressive array of colonial buildings surrounded by techno-green lawns that look like they’ve been clipped by hairdresser scissors. Within a week I was on the mend and writing the manuscript for this book. It’s amazing how the body adjusts, how it can change to a lower gear once you leave troubles far, far away.


The reason for my flight and the madness that pursues me is simple. I went in search of the truth. And I believe I found it. I researched a controversial 2010 murder conviction in Tasmania. I exposed a system that I consider defective. The wrong person was locked up, the partner of the deceased, a cleanskin. Sue Neill-Fraser, someone who had never been in trouble with the law, not even a traffic violation, suffered the worst miscarriage of justice I have ever seen. She’s now rotting in prison, nine years into a 23-year stretch.


My three-year probe as an author and documentary filmmaker would uncover a dangerous blend of what I judge to be abysmal police crime scene skills, shoddy investigative principles and procedures and an alarming case of tunnel vision. I also found a trove of evidence that was totally ignored by Tasmania’s finest. Naively, I compiled a dossier of over fifty pages, highlighting the flaws in the investigation and the mountain of missed evidence. I thought Tasmania’s head lawmakers might welcome having this debacle brought to their attention, and perhaps undertake a fresh and independent investigation.


The case had already attracted 60 Minutes and Sunday Night television specials. Authors and journalists had written about it and numerous articles had appeared in the national press. Everyone in Tasmania had an opinion on the case. Politicians and journalists debated the finer details of the murder. There was even a feature-length cinema release of a documentary about the saga, Shadow of Doubt, and a play about it, An Inconvenient Woman, performed by the Tasmanian Theatre Company in October 2017.


I was far from being a lone voice in declaring the wrongness of Sue Neill-Fraser’s conviction. A large number of Tasmanians, mostly based in Hobart, were stirred up enough to start a ‘Free Sue’ campaign. They had observed a number of legal and law enforcement issues in the state in recent years that worried them and recognised Sue Neill-Fraser’s case as a perfect storm of what they believed was the decline in law enforcement and the judicial process in Tasmania. Intriguingly, a number of politicians backed the campaigners, offering to speak out publicly and lobby within their circles of influence.


But once my dossier was handed to those in power, they did not accept it. Those high up in the police and political hierarchy ignored what I had found. They did not act on the new evidence that might exonerate a woman who had suffered the loss of her companion and of her liberty. Instead of embracing the work done for them (by myself) and investigating my suspects further, the Tasmanian cops turned their attention on investigating anyone who dared to have an independent opinion about the death of Bob Chappell, one that differed from their own. That meant me, and those I was working with to right what I, and others, believe is a terrible injustice.




Part I


A harsh reality


What I wouldn’t give, some days, to be out on the ‘back run’ with a good horse, dog, and a mob of sheep. You can’t beat communing with nature in the bush.


Having spent my childhood travelling the UK and Australia, I now feel I would like to investigate Asia – maybe hire a boat and travel the islands. I love meeting new people. I loved travelling on a shoestring – copy of Lonely Planet tucked firmly under one arm – and I am also interested in hearing about others’ perambulations, which ensures others flitting off to remote parts of the globe will write, keeping me entertained with their adventures. I need to accept the fact (finally) that any travelling I do from now on will be solo, rather than with Bob. We did everything together…


Excerpt from a letter from Sue Neill-Fraser to a friend, sent from prison, 2013




The lady in orange eyewear


IN MAY 2016, I FOUND MYSELF SQUEEZED OUT THE END OF A twelve-month gig pulling together a documentary into the real reasons behind the death of Princess Diana. The doco revealed previously uncovered facts, and exposed a cover-up by police, aimed at hiding the identity of the man driving a car that collided with the limousine Diana was travelling in.


With forensic professor Dave Barclay from the United Kingdom, I had begun work on another documentary project. This one was a reinvestigation of the horrific murder of Nicole Brown Simpson, OJ Simpson’s wife. The project had stalled, however, and I was waiting for television executives to greenlight the documentary when my telephone rang.


It was my agent, Cathy. She is my filter, listening to the offers that come in and picking the ones I should consider. She threw a quickie job to me. Eve Ash, a television producer who had just read two of my books, wanted to pay me for a day’s discussion of a case I knew nothing about: the murder of Hobart radiation physicist Bob Chappell. At the time of his death, Bob was sixty-five. His yacht, Four Winds, was moored on Sandy Bay, a tiny cove famous as the end of the annual Sydney to Hobart yacht race, near to Hobart city. These waters are part of the Royal Yacht Club of Tasmania. Bob had spent the night of 26 January 2009 aboard, undertaking fiddly repairs on his boat. His 54-year-old de facto wife, Sue Neill-Fraser, spent the night at home after having lunch with Bob’s sister, Ann Sanchez. Home was a modest weatherboard house about three kilometres from the Sandy Bay foreshore. Bob and Sue had bought the yacht a month earlier, in December 2008, and Sue had sailed it down from its Queensland mooring to Hobart. Bob was too frail and unwell to travel the full distance. He had developed a nose bleed in Brisbane and flew home, annoyed at missing out on his maiden voyage on his new yacht.


Just after daybreak on Tuesday, 27 January 2009, the day after Australia Day, Four Winds was seen taking water. It was sinking. The Monday had been the holiday addition to the long weekend. Water police boarded the 53-foot vessel and after establishing who its owners were, they rang Sue to tell her that her yacht was in trouble. It was then that they realised Bob was unaccounted for.


The police found traces of what appeared to be blood on the four steps leading out of the wheelhouse and onto the upper deck. There were no obvious signs of a struggle, insofar as nothing looked as if it was broken. However, there were serious hints of violence. Worryingly, blood spatter was found on the walls each side of the steps leading down to the saloon, which is the sitting, socialising, eating and lounging area of the craft, located in the centre of the yacht, with bedrooms and the toilet branching off the saloon. Even at first glance the blood spatter indicated violence at the steps. And someone had opened a water inlet valve and cut a 75mm pipe to the toilet. Police thought this would have been enough to eventually sink the big yacht had it not been for a passing local out for a morning stroll, who raised the alarm.


Four Winds was certainly in strife: it had taken on enough water to soak the lower legs of the first policeman who climbed on board. The police decided to salvage the yacht, a task that was undertaken with haste. Inexplicably, the thought that the yacht may be a potential crime scene didn’t take full priority against salvage. In my mind, there should have been equal attention to both considerations. Instead, the yacht was towed to nearby Constitution Dock so Sue could look over the craft and offer insight as to where Bob might be. Sue knew as much about his whereabouts as the police did. Nothing. It had been noted that the Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon (EPIRB) was missing. When activated, the device, which is waterproof and acts as a GPS tracker, emits an alarm and a flashing light.


To be fair, the police had an extremely difficult crime scene before them. Such a scene would test the skills of the most experienced detective. The yacht should have been taken instantly to dry dock. It never was, and never has been. Instead, for nine years it has sat bobbing on the water. Once they knew Bob was missing police should have also cast a massive net around all and sundry associated with Bob Chappell, the Sandy Bay foreshore and Hobart’s yachting fraternity. Detectives in Tasmania rarely deal with murders; there are few homicides in the island state. It stands to reason their skill set would be tested. Investigative skills are learned over time. Perhaps it is not surprising that, although there was no forensic evidence or eyewitnesses to link Sue to a murder, within 32 hours of the yacht being salvaged, Sue was the one and only police suspect. A motive offered by police was that Sue wanted out of the relationship, a proposition that Sue’s adult children scoffed at. Bob was never seen again; he simply vanished. As did the murder weapon, if one in fact existed.


After being arrested on 20 August 2009, Sue Neill-Fraser was placed on remand for murder, a guest of Risdon Prison, a maximum-security facility with a maze of razor wire, concrete walls and 15-mm-thick glass windows. Her murder charge gripped Tasmania and news spread to the mainland. She became something of a celebrity with many in Hobart rapidly forming their views on her guilt or innocence. A fair slab of the community, persuaded by a media whose depiction of the crime was informed by the police view, thought she was a murdering, calculating bitch. This is to be expected. Police and the media invariably have a close working relationship; they need each other.


Any detective worth their salt knows the importance of getting the media onside. It’s common practice for cops and journos to hold up the bar at their favoured watering hole on a Friday night. A few beers from a journalist will invariably loosen the lips of the staunchest of cops. In reverse, any half-decent detective knows that if he wants to sway public opinion, taking a journalist out for a few beers and a greasy chicken parmigiana is usually worth its weight in carbohydrates. In contrast, Sue Neill-Fraser was locked out of making any comment. She was incapable of countering the wild stories that appeared about her in the media. She faced trial in September 2010, was convicted on purely circumstantial, and highly speculative, evidence and sentenced to 26 years imprisonment.


* * *


Despite the case’s many intriguing elements, I told Cathy to inform Eve that I was busy. I was reluctant to take up another cold case study within a police force’s territory. At least not a case that was still so ripe in police terms. But Cathy kept calling me, suggesting I get involved. After all there was a woman – of advancing years – who may have been wrongfully incarcerated. Eventually, at Cathy’s insistence, I agreed to a meeting at Eve’s home in the upmarket suburb of South Melbourne.


Eve had been following the case for over six years and had amassed a swag of material from a group of lawyers who had banded together to establish ‘fresh and compelling’ grounds for a leave-to-appeal process. It was Sue’s last-ditch effort to prove her innocence and change the mindset of the judicial system in Tasmania. Everyone involved in the pro bono effort was working feverishly, studying the evidence and pulling together documents to be used in the leave-to-appeal hearing (which I will refer to simply as her ‘appeal’).


A few days before my meeting with Eve Ash I received a box of files and papers, enough to show me that the case to find who killed Bob Chappell was, at the very least, complex. By the day of our meeting, I was prepped and ready to go, although still reluctant to be involved. I walked up to the front door of Eve’s house, the biggest in the street, to find the entrance covered in CCTV cameras and doorbells. I chose one and heard a ding-dong inside. The door was opened by a tiny woman in her sixties wearing a bright orange knitted jacket, orange beads and a matching pair of orange spectacles. Even her hair was a mess of brownish-orange locks. I walked in and shook her hand. I had no sooner released it when a man thrust a camera in my face, which I immediately demanded he remove. Eve was very quick with her comeback line. Cathy had agreed that our meeting would be filmed and the camera would be a constant during our briefing. Eve smiled. I looked at the artwork.


I was guided down the hallway into the open-plan living area of the straight-out-of-Vogue-magazine home. Everything about the place was spacious and luxurious. The height of the ceilings, the size of the rooms and the acreage of floor space. Even Eve’s partner, Paul, was large, standing six-feet-four in the old scale. For a moment I stood self-consciously in the centre of the room, and then it hit me. I was surrounded by wall-to-wall pictures, maps, drawings, quotes, post-it notes and scraps of paper. There was a massive bird’s-eye photograph of Sandy Bay and the mooring which once held the yacht Four Winds. I completely forgot about the camera as I became engrossed in the material. Slowly I turned 360 degrees, taking in every clipping, picture and item stuck to the walls. It was as if I was standing inside a detectives’ muster room. The attention to detail, the effort, astounded me. My mind opened. My thoughts started to spin, slowly initially, then faster the more I read and studied. I had never seen such an effort by a civilian. I didn’t say a word. In clichéd Sherlock Holmes fashion, I applied inductive reasoning to it. And followed the links. I viewed the sketches and Google map cut-outs. I ticked off the associations and double-checked the theories. I followed the picture painted by Eve, nodding occasionally and shaking my head once or twice at things that, in the absence of further details, seemed unlikely. Finally, I stood back in mild awe, and smiled. I had been there an hour, and it felt like minutes.


I was trying to understand what Eve’s role was in this intriguing case. Principally she was a filmmaker and, I discovered, a very talented one. She had spent twenty years making educational workplace training films, mostly in Los Angeles. She had created a lucrative business using talented actors from the LA scene. I ended up watching a few and as a fellow documentary filmmaker I was hugely impressed. There was a comedic slant to each film similar to that in Ricky Gervais’s television series, The Office and Extras, but funnier. The Bob Chappell murder was no laughing matter, so what brought her to this story?


Eve told me that she’d had a young man, Mark Bowles, working for her, whom she held in high esteem. He left to take up a job offer in Hobart and ended up marrying Sue Neill-Fraser’s daughter Sarah. They planned to live happily ever after in Hobart, near Bob and Sue. Then came the murder and Eve, seeing anomalies in the police investigation, volunteered to help. And out came her cinematographer’s camera.


Eve had amassed hundreds of hours of footage. She had filmed dozens of interviews with people close to Sue and her family and those who had been close to Bob; with others who were part of the police investigation; with neighbours near and around Sandy Bay. She had even interviewed people who had nothing to do with the case, ordinary men and women in the streets of Hobart. Eve passionately believed in Sue’s innocence. That was what motivated her.


I ended up spending six hours in Eve’s muster room, discussing every aspect of the case. I also met one of Australia’s great cinematographers, Tim Smart, the man who had shoved his camera in my face. Eve had made a documentary about Sue’s case (Shadow of Doubt, released in 2013) and Tim had been her co-producer on that project. Now they were making a six-part TV series. Tim has an impressive background, having worked on countless Australian films as far back as George Miller’s Mad Max and most of the Paul Hogan films, to name but a few. Despite his impressive CV, Tim had the appearance of a homeless bum. For all his worldly experience, he looked like a crumpled-up dishcloth in his unironed clothes. He was also a bit of an enigma. He would prove to be great company in the months ahead as we searched for what happened on board Four Winds, and an asset as we prowled the streets of Hobart among the homeless, junkies, thieves and vagabonds.


By contrast, Eve appeared to be every bit the Miss Marple type. Like Jane Marple she was very skilled and tireless to boot. She was doggedly determined to find the truth of what happened to Bob Chappell – which was wonderful, as long as Sue was blameless. I wondered if Eve had ever doubted Sue’s innocence or given it any objective thought. I knew I would. I would approach this job like any other, with an open mind. I wasn’t interested in taking up Eve’s offer to meet Mark and Sarah Bowles or jumping straight into a ‘Sue is innocent’ mindset. It was crucial that I remain objective. Not to jump on anyone’s bandwagon. I also didn’t want to meet Sue as, with all my experience, every accused or convicted person has the same mantra to offer; ‘I was framed, I am innocent’. So common was this cry for help that my only real value was to research the case without any influence upon me. Besides, should I find out anything that went in favour of Sue’s innocence, it would be of more value if I had no association of any kind with the convicted Sue Neill-Fraser or her family.


Instead, I chose to go it alone, as an author does, researching his material. I kept reading, kept asking questions. I soon learned that everyone working on the case was doing so pro bono. It was arduous work because the lawyers involved had to fight for every piece of information, no matter how small or insignificant. The state of Tasmania seemed to have pulled the shutters down, resisting any move by Sue’s legal team to advance her case. It had become a shit fight.


By dusk I had overdosed on Bob Chappell and his sad demise. Just before I left Eve’s place, I grabbed a red marker pen and walked around the walls of the living area laden with pictures of possible suspects. I drew a circle around three of the faces. ‘These three have serious questions to answer around the death of Bob Chappell,’ I said, voicing my Holmesian deduction after hours of consideration.


I had been sucked into the world of Eve Ash. I wanted to know who killed radiation physicist Bob Chappell.




The Crown’s case against
Sue Neill-Fraser


IN ANY MURDER TRIAL IT IS INCUMBENT ON THE CROWN – the Tasmanian Director of Public Prosecutions, in this instance – to present a case against the accused person, drawing on evidence the police have gathered during their search of the crime scene, on the background of the accused, and on witness statements and relevant facts. For police, from the time they step into the crime scene until they present their evidence, it is usually a long and arduous process.


Solving a murder relies on carefully assessing the circumstances and details surrounding the homicide. These include the position and location of the body, its condition and the site of any wounds, and the forensics and facts within the crime scene. Some bodies throw up clues that can lead a detective to answers. Witnesses may point police in the direction of a suspect. Often a murder weapon can be linked to someone associated with the deceased or will be in the possession of a person of interest. Fingerprints can make short work of the detecting process, offering undeniable identification. As can DNA, the most important recent breakthrough in forensics, which can clinch the deal for detectives via tell-tale hairs, skin tissue or bodily fluids, irrefutably linking a person to a crime. In helping police build their case, a myriad of experts in a myriad of subjects can underpin an investigative theory. In this age of ubiquitous CCTV cameras, detectives can often access footage that will sink a suspect. Just as damning can be paperwork like receipts, banking records, threatening letters or cards, and emails, text messages, tweets and Facebook posts. The possibilities for types of potential evidence are never-ending. In the case of who killed Bob Chappell, the police had none of the above.


In fact, the Crown case lacked any real evidence. There was no body. That is a big worry for any detective in a murder case. Not only was there no body, there were no witnesses nor any forensics linking Sue to the killing. No known cause of death and no known time of death. Any theory of how Bob was killed is pure speculation. No one on this planet knows how Bob Chappell died. Except, if he was murdered, his killer or killers. He just disappeared off his yacht moored 300 metres from shore in the rapid tidal waters off Sandy Bay. Anything beyond this is conjecture. Bob Chappell could have faked his own death, for instance. Maybe he planned to escape the life he was living and, with a cup full of his own blood and the cutting of one rubber toilet pipe and the opening of one valve, slipped away into the night. Never to be seen again. I don’t want to sound flippant, but it’s not impossible that he is lying on a beach in the Caribbean. I write this to make a point. If there is no body, the most compelling evidence is usually required to convict someone of murder.


The trouble with crime scenes is they can play an investigator for a fool. They can trick a slow-thinking, tired or inexperienced sleuth into seeing what’s not there. It happened to me in my early days as a detective. I looked but sometimes didn’t see, or I saw what I wanted to see. The more crime scenes you investigate, the more you hone your skills and the better you become. With training and dedication to the art and science of crime scene management, you become proficient.


I believe Bob Chappell was murdered. But I would listen to any theory to explain his disappearance, as I should if I wish to remain open-minded. He may have simply over-extended his skills while carrying out repairs on his yacht and injured himself cutting the toilet water pipe. That could explain the blood on the steps leading out of the wheelhouse. He may have tried to summon help, grabbed the EPRIB to raise an alarm and then fallen overboard in the dark and drowned. He was a frail 65-year-old. The EPIRB was found washed up a kilometre or so away on the water’s edge near Wrest Point Casino. It hadn’t been activated.


All these theories are feasible in a case where there is no body and no supportive evidence or motive. Did I say no motive? The Crown did put forward a flimsy incentive for Sue to kill her de facto husband. They claimed she wanted to quit her relationship with Bob. This dovetailed with their next theory, that Sue stood to gain financially from Bob’s death, from his assets, plus his half share in a yacht – that, according to their story, she inexplicably tried to sink. This theory didn’t wash with me. Why sink your motive?


Like the Lindy Chamberlain conviction in 1982 for the murder of her infant daughter, Azaria, Sue’s guilty verdict has generated enormous scepticism and much concern about our system of justice. And so it should. The system needs to be questioned. It is an adversarial system that pits two sides against each other in a courtroom battle and occasionally creates an outcome that shocks and dumbfounds. A robust democracy ensures that we can discuss these cases openly and without fear. Or, at least, it should. In the case of Bob Chappell’s disappearance and likely murder, the attempted discussion has brought down ridicule and intimidation upon those questioning the quality of evidence used to convict Sue Neill-Fraser. I scrutinised the case for over two years and I’ve suffered threats against my liberty from police. That’s not in line with my idea of what Australia stands for. The notion that any one of us can be arrested and incarcerated for offering a considered opinion that questions the quality of our justice system is abhorrent.


The jury in Sue’s trial were persuaded to convict her on the sum of three falsehoods attributed to her; one trump card, by way of a Crown witness who told a devastating story; and one theory put forward by the (then) Director of Public Prosecutions, Tim Ellis.


According to the prosecution, Sue told police three ‘cunning lies’ to hide her culpability. Each ‘lie’ was repeated over and over to the jury during her trial. The first ‘lie’ centred around where Sue was on Australia Day. She claimed that she had a quick lunch with Bob’s sister at the Royal Yacht Club before taking her dinghy out to the yacht to visit Bob. She stayed a while and learned that Bob intended to remain on the yacht overnight to undertake some minor repairs. She returned to shore and then visited Bunnings hardware store before going home.


The police set out to firm up Sue’s alibi. They were able to confirm that she had a quick pie-and-sauce lunch with her sister-in-law and then went out to the yacht. They hit a hurdle when they checked the CCTV videotape from the Bunnings store, which closed at 6 pm that day. Sue didn’t appear on any footage from 26 January. That discrepancy, they claimed, was her first ‘lie’. But perhaps it was simply an error on her part, or maybe none of the cameras within the store happened to capture her image. Whatever the explanation, I fail to see what turns on whether or not she was at the hardware store. The Crown wasn’t alleging she went to Bunnings to purchase a murder weapon or anything to conceal the crime or to use in disposing of Bob’s body. And at her trial, the Crown neglected to tell the jury that Sue’s telephone records proved she had telephoned Bunnings at 1.04 pm on Australia Day. They also didn’t call evidence from Sue’s daughter Sarah, who recalled her mother telling her on that day that she was intending to go to Bunnings to buy anti-slip mats for the yacht.


During their investigation, police had an IT expert examine Sue’s home computer. Among the data was evidence of two searches on the Bunnings website, undertaken on 24 January 2009, two days before Bob Chappell’s disappearance. Perhaps Sue had simply confused the date of her Bunnings visit. The telephone call and internet searches may have been preparations she undertook before heading off to the hardware store. Whatever the explanation, I fail to grasp the relevance of whether she visited Bunnings with regard to Bob’s disappearance. Perhaps the police simply took the view that in the absence of anything to corroborate it, a story is a lie.


Bear in mind too that Sue was asked her whereabouts on Australia Day a short time after she was given the news that Bob was missing, and that there was blood in the yacht. Both she and her family later claimed that she was in shock. The shock of losing a loved one must impact on the inductive thinking of a detective when assessing the person/suspect they are trying to understand. It appears not, in this case.


The next ‘lie’ was that Sue claimed she was at home alone the entire night Bob disappeared. As part of their investigations, police installed a listening device in Sue’s kitchen. Weeks after the murder they heard her talking about going down to the Sandy Bay foreshore on the night of Australia Day. She had never disclosed this late-night walk to police. Why not?


After an intense investigation it was discovered that Sue received a bizarre phone call late that night from Richard King, a man she had never met before. Richard was a friend of Bob’s adult daughter, Clare. After introducing himself on the phone, he told Sue that he had been talking to Clare, and that she had a bad feeling about the yacht. Specifically, that her father, Bob, would be in danger on the yacht, he might die and the boat might sink. Clare had mental health issues. She wasn’t close to Sue or to Sue’s adult daughters. The police verified the odd late-night call from Richard King and spoke to Clare. It was evident that Sue’s only involvement in this part of the story was that she had answered Richard’s phone call, but why didn’t she mention it to the police?


Sue explained that she didn’t divulge the strangely clairvoyant call predicting Bob was in harm’s way because of Clare’s mental state. She simply didn’t want to get Clare into any trouble. Nor did she want to further fracture her already fragile relationship with Clare by throwing her into a police investigation. Sue had no reason to suspect Clare would harm Bob, nor could she explain why Clare came up with her uncanny prediction.


Telephone records confirmed that Richard called Sue at 10.05 pm and that he and Sue spoke until 10.35 pm. Records also show other calls that night after dinner between Sue and one of her daughters and her mother. Sue claimed that she was rattled by what Richard had said. She tried sleeping, but well after 11pm she went down to the foreshore to check on Bob. It was dark. She looked out towards where Four Winds was moored and saw nothing unusual. She did see what she took to be a group of homeless people gathered around a lit gas cooker near a yellow Ford sedan on the foreshore. She felt uneasy about the homeless people and would later tell police about them, over and over, but the police showed no interest in the network of homeless misfits living in the area.


The police were interested, however, in a *10# call made from Sue’s home phone early the following morning at 3.08. (Dialling *10# reveals missed calls to the phone from which the call is made.) This service would let Sue know if Bob or Richard had tried to phone her while she was down at the foreshore. A logical explanation. There had been no further calls to her home phone.


There is nothing in the police log to indicate that Richard or Clare were ever treated as suspects or persons of interest. That they both predicted harm to Bob Chappell on the night he disappeared demands they be – at least – persons of interest. Neither was surveillance or any other investigative tool directed at them. This lack of inquiry into Richard and Clare given the odd phone call is, in my view, a sign of incomplete investigative work by police. Especially with Richard relaying Clare’s thoughts that her father might die and the boat might sink. I find it disturbing that on the very night Bob Chappell was apparently murdered, speculation that he was in danger was bandied around by members of his family. It’s just as troubling that the source of this information was not a target of the investigation; at the very least the lead should have been followed up for completeness. Again, nothing about the bizarre call from Richard King has anything to do with Sue Neill-Fraser being Bob’s murderer. Clare wasn’t formally interviewed until May 2009, four months later. Once more, perhaps the police took the approach that, in the absence of anything to corroborate it, Sue’s story was a lie.


The third ‘lie’ concerned what was to become a key piece of evidence in the prosecution’s case. On the morning of Tuesday, 27 January, when Four Winds was discovered apparently sinking, a male occupant of 26 Margaret Street, Sandy Bay walked outside into the chaos of emergency vehicles and media and found a red jacket lying on the fence of his front yard. It was the sort of jacket a yachtie would wear, or a snow skier. Sue owned five or six such jackets. She was not only a sailor, she was also a keen walker, horse trainer and bush camper. There was always a jacket of one type or another strewn about in the life of Sue Neill-Fraser.


Police showed the red jacket to Sue that same morning it was found and told her where it had been discovered. Was it hers? they asked. Sue glanced at it and told them no, she didn’t think so. She had no recollection of having lost a jacket nearby. Again, she was asked this crucial question only a couple of hours after learning Bob was missing, when, according to her daughters, she was in shock. Certainly, images of Sue, taken on that morning show a woman who, on the face of it, appears to be either racked with fear or distress, or is acting. Later, according to the Crown, forensic tests on the jacket would show that it did belong to Sue; her DNA was found on the collar and cuffs. So, was this a lie? Or an honest answer from a woman in distress who had other things on her mind? Or was there more to the story of the red jacket?


The Crown’s trump card in its case against Sue was certainly the testimony of Phillip Triffett, whose name appears in the police investigation log. Each homicide has a log, the record of what detectives did during their inquiries: whom they spoke to, how many suspects they had, what inquiries they made and so on. It is used to justify the police’s actions and rationale in charging an accused person. Phillip Triffett’s name was first recorded in the investigation log into Bob’s disappearance and probable murder at 4 pm on 28 January 2009. It was next logged at 8.30 am the following day, 49 hours after Sue was told her yacht was sinking and her partner of two decades was missing. Triffett and his then girlfriend, Maria Hanson, were interviewed by a detective.


On the day Bob went missing, Sandy Bay locals told police about their boats being broken into and their dinghies stolen in the days and weeks preceding Bob’s disappearance. During my research I discovered that break-ins were as common as prawns. Trinket stealing, mostly, with imbecilic vandalism an added irritation. Every now and then a boat was sprayed with graffiti, vitriolic gutter-speak splashed across a bow or stern. I kept digging, asking yachties and boaties to recall their hard luck stories. There were many to be heard as I stepped aboard the boats and shook the calloused hands of the fishing community.
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