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Paul Dale was a police officer in Victoria Police, serving in the Homicide Unit and Major Drug Investigative Division. He now lives in country Victoria.
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‘I will tell you what happened long story short re; statement, I made one statement, and that was against Dale and Rod, Dale is a copper, and like you said fuck him – and Rod is 63–64 years old, and he looks like being in jail for ever. So long story short is at the end of the day my statement won’t affect him …’


Carl Williams, prison letter to Horty Mokbel


15 October 2009









Authors’ note: In some instances, pseudonyms have been used. At other times, names have been withheld. We have records of transcripts, statements and court documents that support everything discussed in this book.









Publisher’s note: Paul Dale’s story was originally published in 2013 by Five Mile Press in the book Disgraced?. This new book updates Paul’s story and includes new material and important information from the ongoing Victorian Royal Commission into the Management of Police Informants (RCMPI) and revelations that Nicola Gobbo was police informant Lawyer X.










2018 – The story ‘breaks’



In 2013, my book Disgraced? detailing the Victoria Police’s use of Nicola Gobbo as a police informer – a decision later described in the High Court as ‘reprehensible conduct’ – was at the time one of few stories questioning her behaviour or the actions of the Victoria Police in using a lawyer against her own clients.


Before the book’s release, journalists Pia Akerman and Adam Shand, both writing for The Australian, questioned the dubious practices of the police. Most other articles at the time repeated the same old stories about me with facts so contorted they were the envy of gymnasts.


A year after Disgraced? opened Pandora’s box, journalists began looking into Nicola Gobbo – Lawyer X, informer number 3838 – and uncovered a much broader history of her work with the Victoria Police as a police informer while acting as a defence barrister. Ruling on the lifting of a suppression order governing the release of her name, the High Court described this as ‘fundamental and appalling breaches of [her] obligations as counsel to her clients and of her duties to the court’. No mincing words there.


On 3 December 2018, Police Commissioner Graham Ashton gave a press conference. In it, he said: ‘I acknowledge the decision of the High Court which has determined that our use of a lawyer as an informer between 2005 and 2009 was not appropriate.’


No shit, Sherlock.


•


When my book came out in 2013, I finally got the chance to tell my story. With author Vikki Petraitis, I documented the journey from where it all began. What came before I was the ‘disgraced former detective’ splashed regularly across the front page of the Herald Sun, made to look like a gangster courtesy of weird photo angles?


There was a time, long ago, when I was a cop. I did my job well; I was a team player, and I fought on the side of good. Or so I thought. How did a kid from the country who dreamed of joining the Victoria Police end up on the wrong side of the bars? There are a lot of reasons, and I hope this story will help clarify some of them, for you and me, because a lot of the time I am left shaking my head, wondering how things went so wrong.


I didn’t speak out at the height of this whole thing because my words would more than likely have been twisted and turned to suit whatever image of me the Victoria Police and the media wanted to create. I tried once, and gave an interview to the Herald Sun. The headline screamed, ‘I didn’t kill Carl Williams’, which was not what the interview was about at all.


To a lad from the country, this has all been a steep learning curve. My parents urged me to speak out. I think it hurt them most to read stories that called their son a killer. But my story was too complicated to be told in soundbites or interviews, and I couldn’t trust the lenses of journalists who played judge and jury.


Now the Lawyer X scandal has broken, it is time to revisit what happened to me in the broader context. Now I know that this didn’t just happen to me; the world of crazy was visited on many others, all with the knowledge, support, and financial backing of the Victoria Police – once my place of work.


•


To fully understand my story, here, in a nutshell, is what I have been accused of:




	
Conspiring with fellow cop Dave Miechel and with Terry Hodson, a known drug dealer and informer, to rob a drug house that my own team from the Major Drug Investigation Division (MDID) had under surveillance and was preparing to raid.


	Organising that Dave and Terry rob the house and split the proceeds evenly with me, while I stayed safely at home with a bunch of alibis.


	Driving to the St Kilda Road MDID headquarters as soon as I heard that Dave and Terry had been arrested at the scene, to spirit away a copy of Terry Hodson’s informer folder – otherwise known as the ‘blue folder’ – despite the fact that my superintendent was on duty at the office at the time, as well as a number of other cops, none of whom reported seeing me stealing folders.


	Spreading the information in the blue folder around the underworld to let them know that Terry Hodson was a police informer – even though the minute Hodson was arrested with a drug cop everyone knew anyway.


	Arranging for a hit man to kill Terry Hodson despite the fact that his evidence against me was uncorroborated.


	Getting well-known crime figure Carl Williams to organise a second hit man to kill Terry and his wife just to be on the safe side because I did not have faith in the first hit man, and paying a $150 000 fee.


	Lying to and misleading the Australian Crime Commission (ACC) when I said I couldn’t remember what I was doing on particular days three and four years earlier – without being allowed to refer to my confiscated diaries.


	Organising to have Carl Williams murdered in prison so he couldn’t testify against me at my trial for the murders of Terry and Christine Hodson, despite the fact that his word, again with no corroboration, would not have been believed.


	
Being so dangerous that I had to be shackled and held either in complete isolation or with Muslim terrorists for eight months in Barwon Prison’s notorious Acacia Unit, even though I had worked every day at my service station and raised my family in Wangaratta for five years before that without being dangerous at all.


	Being so dangerous that Garry Livermore, a lawyer for the Australian Crime Commission, said at a hearing that, ‘People who assist authorities in endeavouring to prosecute Paul Dale have got a pretty poor life expectancy. Two of them have been murdered.’ This quote is now used regularly in articles that mention my name.





And because all these things are regularly reported in the media, most of the public think I’m guilty of something when I have never actually been convicted of anything.


What has happened to me has been a witch hunt. I never believed the police could operate like this. If I was so guilty, why didn’t they just present their evidence and convict me?


But the story is bigger than just me. The wider political and social implications of what happened to me need to be recognised in order to prevent this happening to someone else, or at least serve as a warning that it could.


I was summoned before the Australian Crime Commission, legally compelled to give up my right to remain silent, and promised indemnity and secrecy to answer all their questions – questions like: If you didn’t kill the Hodsons, who do you think was responsible? Before I knew it, transcripts of my ‘secret’ testimony were circulating in the prisons and I was being contacted by dangerous killers who weren’t happy. My family and I received death threats; one dangerous thug regularly rang my work and threatened to cut my wife’s throat. When asked to justify how this breach occurred, the ACC wrote to me basically saying, Um, we changed our mind about the secrecy bit.


This is dangerous stuff.


What is also dangerous is the growing tendency for the Victoria Police to pay for testimony from convicted criminals who have zero credibility, and then to try their case in the media if they don’t get the result they want.


The wider implication is that if it happened to me, it can happen to anyone.


And then there is Lawyer X, my lawyer and onetime friend. When I first went public with my claim that I consulted her on many occasions as a lawyer and, as such, it was unconscionable for her to wear a wire during one of our meetings, I was pretty much a lone voice. As the recent Royal Commission in Victoria reveals the extent of Nicola’s involvement in so many cases, it turns out I wasn’t the only one affected by this.


Bit by bit, I have pieced together this investigation by obtaining documents – both official and ones that were never meant for my eyes. The following story is not only drawn from my recollection but it comes from official police statements, and also from those documents the police and the government didn’t want anyone to know about. Any reconstructions of events are based on the words of the people themselves from their sworn police statements.


As you read how this story unfolds, you can decide for yourself if it is a house of cards or a line of dominoes – bump out one and the rest fall down. I realise that during my trial by media, a lot of people have already judged me guilty; all I can do is humbly ask for you to consider both sides of the story before making up your mind.


Paul Dale










PROLOGUE



Picture this. You are a detective sergeant working at the Victoria Police Major Drug Investigation Division, enjoying a day at home watching the AFL Grand Final with a bunch of mates. You’ve been working nonstop on a big drug bust, and a couple of hours in front of the TV is just what you need to recharge the batteries.


The phone rings and you listen, perplexed. A member of your crew, Dave Miechel, is ringing you from the back of an ambulance. He tells you that something has happened at the Oakleigh drug house in Dublin Street – the house your crew has had under surveillance for months.


What? you ask, worried.


He tells you he has been attacked by a police dog and bashed by the dog handler.


Again – what?


You ring your bosses and tell them that something has gone down at Dublin Street and you are on your way to see Dave in the hospital. More cops ring you and you find out something unbelievable: Dave has been caught at the scene of the break-in and arrested! But it gets worse, because he wasn’t alone. Your chief informer, Terry Hodson, has been arrested at the scene as well. The implication is that they were arrested for doing something together.


It is unfathomable. Unbelievable. You try to curse, but there just aren’t words bad enough for how you feel at that very moment. You put your foot down a little harder on the accelerator and get to the hospital as quickly as you can.


Dave has some nasty injuries. He looks black and blue. And bitten. You don’t say much when you see him – just ask about his health, coz you know he’s up shit creek without a paddle.


On the way to meet your bosses at the drug squad, you wonder what the hell has happened. Terry Hodson, sure, he’s an old-time crook and drug dealer; he’s even done hard jail time. You’d kind of expect it from him – but Dave …


Afterwards, at the drug squad headquarters, you meet the bosses who are on duty, and you are all pretty much shaking your heads, going into damage control. As you watch the bosses clear out Dave’s desk and take all his stuff to lock up as evidence, you search your mind for any inkling of how this happened. How did Dave get close enough to Terry to get involved in something like this? But, then again, Terry is that kind of guy. He bombards you. He rings you every day with a new lead, a new mark. And his information is usually good.


In fact, you know if you allowed yourself to, you could investigate only his leads and keep yourself in solid work forever. But you try to keep some professional distance. You remember the phone calls: No, Terry, we can’t talk right now; we’re sitting off a drug crop, only to be told, Drug crop! That’s nothing! I can give you cocaine! Kilos of it! It’s tempting to be drawn into it, but you know you also have to protect Terry from himself.


Before your time, the drug squad had let him dob in most of his mates; they even arrested some of them leaving Terry’s house. As an informer, Terry has police indemnity to sell small quantities of drugs, but if the drug squad kept arresting everyone who bought from him and never arrested him, how long would it take for dealers to notice? When you joined the squad you tried to change that, because if you let him Terry will keep dobbing people in until one day someone will make the connection. Questions have already been asked. People who move in that world don’t forgive and forget. So you try to protect Terry from himself because he really is a likeable guy.


And while you can hardly believe what has occurred at the Dublin Street house, you can imagine how it must have happened. Senior Constable Dave Miechel, a quiet loner, must have been taken in by the warmth and hospitality of the Hodson family. It wouldn’t be the first time something like this has happened.


But aside from coming to terms with a fox in the henhouse – or in this case a detective in a drug house – you need to try to salvage what you can out of the operation. You’ve had the house under surveillance for months, the warrants are ready to go, and you just have to move.


•


The rest of the week is taken up, in equal measure, with rounding up the bad guys and doing damage control. In among that, you accept that Ethical Standards police are going to drag the rest of the drug squad in – but you don’t expect members of your team to come back snorting fire. Leading questions, they tell you. Trying to make you say stuff that didn’t happen. Twisting the bloody truth.


Bloody toecutters. Like everybody else, you dislike them; but, even so, you can’t believe what happens next. You hear a whisper that they got Terry in a room, told him he was up shit creek and offered him a deal if he could finger any other cops. Terry, you’re done for. Terry, you’ll probably die in prison. Terry, you’re fucked. You can almost picture Terry, his mind ticking over, whirring with possibilities, the cornered rat coming out fighting.


And you can picture Terry Hodson’s eyes narrowing, brow furrowed mid deal. ‘It’s Dale,’ he says. ‘Dale was in on it too.’ But while you can picture him saying it, saving his skin, wheeling and dealing, what you can’t picture is your colleagues leaning forward, eager for another cop’s scalp. Believing him when he says you were in on the deal to rob the drug house. Believing that two guys would agree to rob a drug house and take all the risk while you stayed safely at home.


Believing that a deal like that could be struck.


Because this is what they would have had to believe:




– Hey Dave and Terry! You go rob the drug house and give me a share of the takings while I stay at home with my alibis. – Sure, Dale. We’ll take all the risk and give you a third of the takings. You might end up with a couple of hundred grand for sitting on your bum. Hope you and your alibis enjoy the footy. Don’t worry about the risk to us. It will be worth it just to give you the money for doing nothing.





Believing him.


Believing something that just didn’t make sense. Would never make sense.


Believing the madness.


That’s what you can’t picture.


Not in your wildest dreams.


You can’t accept that cops would believe a crook, a drug dealer, an arms dealer, someone who has served serious jail time, someone who was trying to weasel his way out of a jail sentence – believe him over you, a decorated police officer with an unblemished record.


You can’t believe it because it defies belief.


But that’s not the end of the story. You will soon find out the Ethical Standards Department’s faith in Terry Hodson is only the beginning of your nightmare.


For the next eight years you are going to be dangerously duped by the Australian Crime Commission, and the Victoria Police will offer millions of dollars in incentives to a couple of convicted killers in return for statements against you. They will pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to protect your lawyer Nicola Gobbo for ten months in order to get her to testify against you, only to have her pull out and sue them for $2.88 million. You will be jailed for eight months in one of the state’s most notorious prisons without being found guilty of anything. You will be held in solitary confinement until you nearly go mad, and then – when your new lawyer likens your conditions to those of Guantanamo Bay – you will be put in a cell with Muslim terrorists for company. The charges against you will be dropped, and more reinstated, only to be dropped. Reinstated. Dropped. Again and again, in a cycle of madness. The media will take creepy-looking pictures of you and splash them across the front page of their newspapers. Your parents will weep for you, and the public will judge you guilty, believing everything they read in the press because the media don’t lie.


Only, by then, you will know that they do.









CHAPTER 1


The killings


On Sunday, 16 May 2004, Andrew Hodson didn’t visit his parents like he usually did. On the way to their son’s footy game in Canterbury, in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs, Andrew and his partner, Linette, drove past Terry and Christine Hodson’s house in Harp Road, Kew. The house sat at the end of a long driveway; it was one of two on the block, with another house at the front.


As Andrew and Linette drove past they noticed Christine Hodson’s BMW in the driveway, which normally meant the Hodsons were up and about. Terry and Christine were night owls and the cars were a sign to visitors. Cars in the garage meant they were still in bed. Cars in the driveway meant they were up and Terry was using the garage space to work.


When the junior footy game was over, around 1.30 p.m., Linette asked Andrew if he wanted to call in to see his parents, but he told her that he didn’t think they would be out of bed. Having seen Christine’s car parked in the driveway earlier, Linette disagreed. Nonetheless, Andrew didn’t stop and continued to their home in East Brunswick.


All day, Andrew Hodson seemed unsettled. He told Linette that something was wrong, but she said he couldn’t quite put his finger on it and he didn’t explain any further.


Linette did some chores in the afternoon then lay down on the couch and fell asleep. When she woke around 5.45 p.m. her husband was gone. According to their young son, Andrew had left a quarter of an hour before to get cigarettes. When he’d been gone nearly an hour, Linette tried calling his mobile. He didn’t answer. She figured that he had probably changed his mind about seeing his parents and made the half-hour drive back to their house.


Which was exactly what he had done.


Andrew later told police that as he pulled up to the Harp Road house he noticed his dad hadn’t taken out the bins. Without going inside to ask his parents if they had any more rubbish, Andrew dragged the bins down the driveway to the front nature strip. He was standing there when his sister Mandy pulled up in her BMW.


While Mandy, her boyfriend, and her daughter had been invited for dinner, Mandy arrived alone at the appointed time, she said, to check on her parents because she’d tried to ring them earlier and they hadn’t answered the phone.


Mandy used her remote control to open the garage door. Her parents’ two German shepherd guard dogs were locked in the garage. The poodle was nowhere in sight. The door Mandy usually used to get from the garage into the house was locked, so she went around and through the backyard while Andrew finished with the bins.


A scream pierced the air.


‘They’re dead! They’re dead! They’ve murdered them!’


Andrew ran up the driveway in the direction of the screaming and around to the TV room at the back of the house. Coming to a stop beside his sister, he saw his parents lying face down on the floor. Terry and Christine Hodson had both been shot in the back of the head. Andrew noticed a spent .22 calibre shell placed deliberately on the back of his father’s head. It looked like an execution-style hit – like they’d been made to lie down then shot in cold blood.


Andrew later said he rang 000 straightaway and asked to be put through to the Ethical Standards Department detectives who were handling his father’s case. At least that was what he told police in his first statement, hours after finding his parents’ bodies.


He actually rang his lawyer, Nicola Gobbo, who rang Inspector Peter De Santo from Ethical Standards to see if she could pass his number on to Andrew. She called Andrew back and gave him the number. Andrew rang De Santo and told him that his parents had been murdered and that he reckoned Dale had done it. Later, when the police arrived, Andrew refused to speak to anyone but De Santo.


But Andrew Hodson didn’t make these calls straightaway.


•


None of us know what we would do if we found our parents murdered, but here’s what 34-year-old Andrew and 36-year-old Mandy Hodson did.


In a second statement to the police, Andrew later expanded on his actions following the discovery of his murdered parents. After he found them on the floor, shot in the head, he decided to look around for the handgun that his father usually kept beside him as he watched TV in the back room at night. Paying homage to gangster slang from the 1930s, the gun was apparently nicknamed Roscoe. After finding his parents dead, Andrew noticed that Roscoe wasn’t in the TV room and asked his sister where the gun might be. She disappeared for a while, returned with the gun and gave it to her brother.


‘Shouldn’t you hand it over?’ Mandy asked him.


Andrew checked the gun and found it loaded. ‘No, I’ll take it because Dad wanted me to have this.’ He put it down the front of his pants.


Andrew rang his partner, Linette, at 6.20 p.m. ‘Lin, Mum and Dad have been knocked,’ he told her.


Linette made immediate plans to join Andrew at the house.


•


The first police on the scene were greeted by an agitated Andrew Hodson, who ‘smelt strongly of intoxicating liquor’ – which meant that unless he had driven drunk to his parents’ house, he had used some of the time before calling the police to drink enough alcohol to reek of it.


‘My parents have been fucking killed,’ he told the police officers. ‘Call ESD. This is an ESD matter.’ Andrew refused to speak to any cops unless they were from the Ethical Standards Department, or to be separated from his sister. ‘It’s me mum and dad,’ he said. ‘I’m not speakin’ to you until I speak to De Santo. They’re shot in the back of the head with a .22. Point blank range.’


The police officers saw the German shepherds roaming around the yard and didn’t want to go anywhere near them. One of the cops asked Andrew to secure the dogs. He took them to his car and locked them inside. At that point, it was too chaotic to wonder how any hit man could have gotten past the vicious Hodson guard dogs.


There was no sign of Christine Hodson’s nine-year-old poodle, Ty.


•


By the time Linette got to Harp Road there were police cars everywhere. At Andrew’s suggestion, she had dropped off their son at Mandy’s house. As senior police and forensic experts combed through the house, the family stood around in the limbo that surrounded the crime scene.


Linette later told police how her husband described finding his dead parents. ‘He told me that he was the one that found them,’ she said in her statement. ‘He said he sat near them. He kissed both his parents. He said he held his mum’s hand and kissed her on the head. He said he talked with them. I don’t know what he said to them; he didn’t tell me.’


Linette didn’t mention whether or not Andrew had told her that his parents had both been shot in the back of the head. It certainly might have made her shudder at the mental picture of Andrew kissing his mother on the head.


She also didn’t say whether he talked to them and kissed them before or after he went searching through his parents’ things for items he was sure they would have wanted him to have.


•


In Mandy’s first statement to police she too spoke of getting to the house, finding her parents, then calling the police. Just like her brother, she left a couple of things out. After she called for Andrew when she found her parents’ bodies on the floor of the TV room, she stepped around her dead mum and dad, and made her way over to a small coffee table next to the couch, down the end where her father always sat. On the table was a silver butter tray with a small pile of cocaine on it. Next to the pile was a line of cocaine and a 22-carat gold-plated straw that her father had had specially made. On her mother’s side table was a plastic Tupperware container filled with another stash of cocaine. Mandy later told police that she ‘panicked’ and picked up the tray, took it into the kitchen and snorted a line of cocaine. She offered her brother a line, but he was on the phone. She said she washed the evidence off the tray, but kept the straw and the container for herself – again, because she ‘panicked’.


Her story about finding the gun called Roscoe differed from her brother’s. She said that she and Andrew both went looking through drawers in their parents’ bedroom and they found the gun together.


She also didn’t mention telephoning her teenage daughter during this time, but she must have because by the time Linette dropped off her son at Mandy’s house, the girl already knew that her grandparents had been murdered.


•


After receiving the phone call from Andrew, Inspector Peter De Santo made his way to the house in Harp Road, Kew, arriving around an hour later. After a briefing from police at the scene, he approached Andrew Hodson.


‘Fucking Dale’s done it!’ Andrew said. ‘They’ve been executed, both shot in the back of their heads face down in the back room. He’s left his fucking calling card: a spent shell was on the back of Dad’s head. It’s been placed there.’


In his official statement, Inspector De Santo doesn’t mention whether Andrew told him about kissing his mother on the head as she lay dead on the floor, or shoving a gun called Roscoe down his underpants. Nor does he mention the importance of the date of the Hodsons’ double murder – it was two years to the very day since Andrew had been arrested on drug-related matters. Back then Linette had to arrange bail because, for some reason, Terry had refused to fund the bail application for his son. Because of Terry’s refusal to dip into the wads of tens of thousands of dollars that he had hidden around the house, Andrew had served ten months on remand. Terry had, however, funded Mandy’s bail; she had been charged at the same time as her brother. Mandy was released shortly after her arrest. Andrew had, according to Linette, been ‘shattered’ at his father’s actions. It was rumoured that Andrew and Mandy had in fact been charged after Terry had informed on them in the first place. Another rumour had Terry becoming an informer because they had been charged. If that version was true, he hadn’t used his informer status to bargain for his son’s freedom.


But that, apparently, was water under this particular family’s bridge.


And what a family they were. For one thing, both Andrew and Terry had served jail time. The Hodson family disputes were larger than life. Terry Hodson had been a police informer for a couple of years, and it didn’t sit well with his kids. Mandy had been shocked when she found out, because her father had always taught her not to lag on people. Andrew knew about Terry and his informing but they had tried to keep it from their other sister, Nikki, for as long as they could because of Nikki’s husband, Peter Reed, who had been charged over the infamous Russell Street police bombing and been convicted of the attempted murder of a cop.


Indeed, Nikki had met her husband through her father, who had been in jail with Reed. Terry Hodson urged his daughter to visit Reed because no one else ever did. Romance bloomed. One of the reasons that the family might not have wanted Reed to know about Terry’s informing was that Terry had informed on Reed, which had also led to Nikki’s arrest. But, despite the secrecy, rumour had it that Reed knew about it and wasn’t happy.


The two crims had a big falling out.


About a year and a half before the Hodsons were murdered, Terry told his daughter, Mandy, that Peter Reed had spoken to another man and asked him to not only rob Mandy’s house but to rob Terry and Christine’s house while they were at home and terrorise them into the bargain. When the man refused, the story went that Reed asked him to organise some guns, but the man couldn’t. Everyone was a little on edge.


Andrew Hodson responded to the threat by getting his parents some sensor lights.


Nikki had tried to patch things up with her parents and had been visiting them since January 2003. Behind her husband’s back.


And with all the Machiavellian twists and turns of the Hodson family, they said I looked guilty.


Maybe it was the moment the police got there and Andrew Hodson jumped up, a stolen gun down his jocks, crying, ‘Fucking Dale’s done it!’


Who knows? All I know is that a family steeped in crime – drug dealing and selling stolen guns, with connections to some of the most dangerous criminals in the Melbourne gangland wars, including Tony Mokbel and Carl Williams, not to mention a son-in-law accused of the Russell Street bombing and convicted of the attempted murder of a cop – pointed the finger at me.


And the detectives looked in my direction.









CHAPTER 2


Back at the beginning


I was born in the safe cocoon of a small town called Yackandandah. It’s about twenty minutes away from Wangaratta in country Victoria. We lived on a farm; my dad was a justice of the peace and owned the local butcher shop, and my mum was a nurse and, later, the town mayor.


I was the youngest in a family of four siblings. One brother and two sisters. My big brother left home for an apprenticeship when I was ten, and one of my older sisters got married and moved out, leaving just me and my other sister to be teenagers together. My childhood was idyllic. We never went without anything. Our folks were busy with civic duties, the shop and the farm, and we were left to our own devices a bit. Not that there was a lot of opportunity for mischief – the only waywardness available to us farm kids was the mischievous and illegal use of our trail bikes.


We had a close family relationship with the local policeman, Senior Constable Kevin Smith, who had clipped me behind the ear a couple of times for trail-bike tomfoolery. If he saw me and my mates out on our bikes he never bothered chasing us, because he knew who we were. The way he dealt with it was to give Dad a ring and then I’d cop it from both of them. Nonetheless, Smithy was a good bloke and I liked him. He was even the barman at my sister’s eighteenth birthday. Mine too.


The fact that Smithy could clip us all across the ears then turn up at our family’s social functions, holding a six-pack rather than a grudge, was something that all the kids really admired. So I guess, if I think about it, Smithy was the role model for who I wanted to be.


On rare trips to Melbourne with my family, I always watched for policemen directing city traffic. I was mesmerised by what they did. My dad and my uncles were all butchers, and my brother and lots of cousins had followed in their footsteps. But me, I really wanted to break the mould. As a teenager I did work experience at Wodonga Hospital, and knew that it was going to be a toss-up between ambulance officer, fire brigade or cop.


I did exams for police forces all around Australia, and got accepted to all of the ones I applied for. In the end, I chose the Victoria Police. I imagined I would see lots of action in the city, even though I had no idea what it would really be like. As much as I admired Smithy, I didn’t want to be the one man in a oneman country police station.


My early years in the job formed the foundation for my later years as an officer in the Victoria Police. Right from the start, I wanted to be the best cop I could be. I was keen to get ahead, and equally keen to do the hard yards to get there. I was never a shortcut kind of person.


I joined Victoria Police in 1988 when I was just nineteen years of age. Growing up in Yackandandah, I didn’t realise how sheltered my life was until I did night shift in the western suburbs. As a young constable my eyes were opened in ways I never imagined.


My first cot death.


Prostitution.


A junkie collapsed in an alleyway.


Druggies doing unspeakable things for drug money.


Suicide.


Death.


You never forget your first death notification. My first death knock was to the family of a fireman who had died in a car accident on Christmas Eve. From the doorway where I stood, hat in hand, I could tell the guy came from a nice family. Mum and Dad opened the door and saw us in uniform. I think for a moment they thought we were there to ask for their son in a professional capacity.


For a moment.


Then their eyes opened wide with the realisation that we were about to change their lives forever.


•


It wasn’t as much a learning curve as a learning cliff dive with a thin bungy cord. I saw so much before I even turned twenty. And I coped the same way most cops did back then.


We went to the pub.


Debriefing down the pub after work became not only a popular pastime but a necessary one. My work buddies were as quick to listen to my horror stories as I was to theirs. It helped to talk about things that made an impact – not that we talked about events in an emotional way, because we didn’t. Rather, just the retelling of an experience seemed to demystify it. And if that didn’t help there was always the sliding scale of horror to provide perspective. If I was feeling crappy about delivering a death message, the bloke on the barstool next to me might have gone to a triple fatal collision and delivered three death messages to the same family. What you saw might have been bad, but your mates had stories that were a constant reminder that things could always be worse.


In the bizarre alternate police universe, we didn’t talk about how we felt about delivering the death message or about the cot-death baby, but in a way just saying it meant that nothing really built up inside. At least, nothing we’d ever admit to.


I can’t even imagine what our drinking conversations might have sounded like to civilians listening in.


My second death message was the polar opposite of the first, and it illustrated the diverse nature of the people cops dealt with. I had to do a death knock to tell a woman that her son had been killed. As soon as she opened the door and saw two police officers on her doorstep, her face twisted with loathing.


‘Fuck off,’ she sneered, ‘I hate coppers.’


‘Ma’am, I need to deliver some news …’ I persisted.


‘Fuck off,’ she said, almost spitting at us.


‘Ma’am, your son has been killed,’ I said, hat in hand.


‘Fuck off,’ she said, slamming the door in our faces.


And that was that.


•


In Yackandandah, no one locked their front door. You trusted your neighbours. You thought that all people told the truth. When you join the police force, you imagine everyone is like you – decent people who respect the order of things. But within a couple of years my thinking about the world changed. It didn’t take me long to lose that trust, and it was a struggle to get it back.


In one early experience I picked up a weedy drug dealer who’d been caught shoplifting. At the police station, he swore black and blue that he would give me information on lots of local crime if I agreed to bail. My superiors encouraged me to go with it, so I helped him organise bail and arranged to meet the guy the next day. Of course, he didn’t show up and I was left feeling like an idiot. Learning a hard-won lesson.


Another time, I pulled over a guy in the western suburbs. He was driving a hotted-up car, and we got him on an .05 charge. We took him back to the station and put him in an interview room to ask him some questions. It would turn out that the car was stolen and the guy’s ID was false. But until this information came through on the computer check, the guy spun us all sorts of yarns.


In a break in the interview, a more senior officer asked who we had in the interview room. He recognised the name and asked if we’d searched the man.


‘No,’ I said, my stomach sinking.


He walked into the interview room and demanded that the guy strip.


Obligingly, the guy peeled off layers of clothes. Each layer revealed a new and highly dangerous weapon, including a gun strapped under his armpit, a scabbard with a lethal-looking knife, and a garrotte in one of his pockets. Until that moment I didn’t even know what a garrotte was. I quickly found out that the odd-looking weapon with two handles strung together with a piece of wire was for strangling – and, possibly, slicing into your victim’s throat.


I felt sick to think that at any time during the interview he could have pulled out one of those weapons and killed us.


You can’t live life without trusting people – you just have to get better at picking the ones you can trust and the ones you can’t. What I learnt from that experience was that I needed to be better able to tell the difference.


•


While a lot of cops spend time in quiet suburban police stations, I went from Yackandandah to the western suburbs of Melbourne without much space in between. My way of learning on the job was to identify the detectives and senior officers whose qualities I admired, then watch how they operated. I made mental notes of the traits of the good detectives. The detective who read the newspapers every morning, over four cups of coffee, before he hit the streets wasn’t the detective I wanted to be. The detectives who took over the corner of the office, surrounded by piles of recovered stolen goods they were processing – they were the ones I aspired to be like.


There was a huge difference between reactive and proactive policing. If you were interested, you could catch crooks every day of the week. And you didn’t do it sitting at your desk reading the newspapers. Stationed at Brunswick, in Melbourne’s inner north, we would make daily visits to one of the plethora of Sydney Road second-hand dealers and go through their books. We would randomly pick names and addresses from their registers and go round and see people who’d sold stuff to the dealer. Of course, many of them were crooks and we charged them.


But it wasn’t all catching crooks.


One time, I saved a guy on the Moreland Road bridge. He was on the other side of the rails threatening to jump, and a bunch of cops had spent ages trying to talk him down. Finally, I got close enough to lurch forward and grab him. I got a commendation for saving him, but my mates ribbed me about it, because the guy ended up being a crook and they all joked that I should have let him jump.


After Brunswick I did a stint at D24, the Police Communications Centre, which taught me a lot about Melbourne geography. Being from the country, I had little idea of the outer suburbs – but I soon learnt. The six months I spent there gave me a good understanding of how that area worked and how to utilise available resources.


While D24 wasn’t seen as the pinnacle of policing, the division offered promotions to attract officers to go there. I met a lot of people who were there purely for promotion – a quick stepping stone to something better. I understood that: I too had entered the police force with a huge drive to better myself and get promoted. My goal was to be a detective sergeant – a rank senior enough to still catch crooks. The perception was that any rank higher than a sergeant meant you spent a lot of time buried under piles of paperwork, polishing a seat with your bum.


While the police force has its share of personality clashes, I think that I was well respected among my colleagues. I made sure I put in as many working hours as the best of them, and I was right there alongside others working as hard as me.


As soon as promotion opportunities came my way I did everything I could to earn them. After five years there used to be an automatic promotion from constable to senior constable. They changed that and shortened the non-promotion period to four years. I transferred to Wangaratta, both to get a wider range of experience and because I longed for home, country air, footy and folks I knew. Wang was about twenty minutes from my mum and dad’s place.


The police at Wangaratta had created a group to target drug crops, dealers, and any criminal activity that arose from drugs. I joined them and went into plain clothes. Even so, the situation in Wangaratta was nothing like what I had seen on the streets of Brunswick. The people in Wangaratta were nice, and it was refreshing to get a dose of humanity. No one lied to you; no needle-addled junkies offered sexual favours in interviews in exchange for leniency. No one carried a concealed garrotte. In fact, even the people growing the drug crops were often farmers fallen on hard times.


I felt refreshed and rekindled by the time my year there was up. On the very day I qualified to apply for promotion I typed up my application. I soon got shortlisted for a couple of positions and was offered a senior constable position at the Protective Services Group (PSG) based at the old Russell Street police station. Like the name suggests, the PSG protected witnesses.


One of the first people I protected at a safe house was Wendy Peirce, wife of notorious criminal Victor Peirce. Wendy had been placed in witness protection after she gave evidence to police implicating her husband in the Walsh Street police shootings. On 12 October 1988, constables Steven Tynan, twenty-two, and Damian Eyre, twenty, were gunned down after a routine call to check an abandoned car in Walsh Street, South Yarra. As a result of Wendy Peirce’s statement, four men – including her husband – were committed for trial.


While I was one of the many police protecting her, most of us weren’t allowed to speak to her, so I gained little insight into her nature or the upcoming trial. I did, however, learn a huge lesson when, during the pre-trial hearing, she denied ever seeing her husband with a gun. Without her testimony there was nothing to link Victor Peirce to the murder weapon, and he and the others were found not guilty.


I tucked that knowledge away in the back of my mind: don’t rely on people who have something to gain. Their statements often aren’t worth the paper they’re written on. This understanding was later reinforced when I worked on the task force of yet another double police shooting.


A typical day at the PSG would begin with a couple of hours of physical training. We might then be called in to do a line search for one of the detective squads. Or if there was a bikie event in a country town, a bunch of us would go and mingle with the bikies in an attempt to keep some kind of order. We had a ball: plain clothes, overnight expenses paid, use of a work car, fun times.


Despite the adventures, it was hard to get crook-catching out of my system – and the PSG was more focused on protection than arrests. When I was away on trips I couldn’t help myself: I kept arresting law breakers – which, paradoxically, was frowned upon because it meant laying charges and then being called back to the country areas for days at a time to give evidence in the court cases.


•


Looking after protected witnesses taught me about the kind of people who ended up in that situation. In many cases, we were protecting people who had turned on their families or close friends for personal gain. While most of us would never do that, these people were raised differently.


Being so keen to understand these things, I regarded every experience as something I could learn from. Human nature in my childhood in Yackandandah was a pretty simple study. Honest, kind, well-meaning people were easy to understand. It was the ones with the hidden agendas, always out for themselves, ones who would sell their own grandmothers – they were the ones I didn’t understand, but I knew I had to try in order to do my job.


Protecting people like that was a thankless job. We protected them and they resented us. When we provided nice meals and clean accommodation, they resented us because they wanted McDonald’s and freedom – and, often, drugs. The ones we dealt with were after something and trying to manipulate us. And we wanted their testimony, so we manipulated them in return.


As an interested sidelines observer, I pondered this paradox. I think it boiled down to survival. They were often people dealing their way out of their own criminal charges. Once everything else was stripped away, the people we dealt with were trying to survive in any way possible, whatever it took.


After a while, all good cops get a hard-won sixth sense when it comes to crooks. Arresting them, protecting them, studying them – I learnt to spot them a mile off.


•


In my early days in the police force, I was heavily into playing football in the VFA in Brunswick. I was also focused on my fitness and trained hard. I competed in triathlons and was very health conscious – which luckily didn’t stop me being there till the end at most of the post-game drinking sessions.


The unofficial cop motto – work hard, play hard – might have been written with me in mind.


Every Wednesday during the footy season, police teams would play each other and also teams from the fire brigade, the navy and the army. Senior members of the Victoria Police ran the draw and it was taken very seriously. I was seconded into the Western police footy team when I worked out that way. It was a fantastic opportunity to get cops fit and introduce a bit of competition, but it was also an invaluable time to network. Everyone who had any spare time would go to the games. During footy time I met a lot of contacts, and I reckon that my career flourished as a result of my enthusiastic participation.


So enthusiastic was my participation that along with a tuxedo I wore twelve stitches under my left eye to my wedding, courtesy of a semifinal the week before I walked down the aisle.


Hanging out with detectives was different from hanging out with uniform cops. Talk to the uniforms and they told you about the mundane jobs they’d attended and complained about their crowded rosters, but it was propping up the bar with the local CIB detectives that ignited in me a burning desire to be a part of the cases they talked about. One guy at Brunswick called Ray Dole had been promoted to uniform, but had come from the legendary squads like the Armed Robbery Squad and the now disbanded Major Crime Squad. Guys like Ray – and there were a lot of them at Brunswick – were quick to identify the spark in the young cops coming through who might have the initiative to become a good detective. They saw that spark in me and included me in their group.


Between the uniforms and the detectives there was a real usand-them attitude – and I wanted to be with them. Footy was the entrée into the group before I earned the title of detective. That was why I jumped at the job of special duties around 1992. Special duties would put me in plain clothes and I would be doing small-scale drug investigation and targeting local issues like theft from motor vehicles.


This was where I first met fellow police officer Dave Miechel.


•


At that time there weren’t a lot of witnesses in protection, so I was sent as a senior constable out to Moonee Ponds special duties. Dave Miechel was a constable back then and we both worked plain clothes. By chucking off the uniform and getting into plain clothes, we were in fact stepping up to the first level towards being a detective.


Our motto was simple – catch crooks. And Dave Miechel was a very good crook-catcher. Without getting paid overtime, Dave and I never left work if there were leads to follow and crooks to catch.


There was a look that undercover officers needed to adopt. While I would always be spotted as a cop just because I seemed to have that clean-cut look about me, Dave could blend in with the best of them; with his ponytail and unshaved appearance, he didn’t look like a cop at all. When we needed someone to walk through a pub or someplace where we didn’t want to spook anyone, Dave was our man.


While Dave and I had a lot of similarities, there were also differences. Unlike most cops, Dave didn’t give much away about his life outside the police force. Spend eight hours on surveillance with another human being and you chat about all kinds of stuff, but with Dave it was different. Most of his talk was about his motorbike, and a hotted-up car that he was doing up from scratch. Even so, most of our conversations involved talking about the job.


So while we worked together, and spent a lot of time together, I’m not sure that I knew Dave Miechel much better by the time we parted company. The next time we worked together would be at the drug squad.


•


After Moonee Ponds I went back to Brunswick as a senior constable. I did well on the Criminal Investigation Branch exam, and applied for a position at the Brunswick CIB. I knew a lot of the detectives there, and was thrilled when I got the job; there was an elite feeling to joining the ranks of the CIB.


My welcome to the squad was held at the local pub. We celebrated by drinking a beer or twenty, and at the end of the night I was a fully fledged, if rather drunk, detective.


In one of my early jobs as a detective I got called to a block of units in Brunswick. People in one of the lower units had complained of water overflowing from an apartment above. When the uniformed members knocked on the door of the upstairs flat an Asian man answered, dazed and covered in blood. The uniforms arrested him and put him in the van, then called the CIB to the scene. Uniformed police guarded the entrance to the flat but didn’t go inside.


That was our job.


Policing is like a gory version of Forrest Gump’s box of chocolates – you never know what you’re going to get. There’s a bit of an adrenaline rush as you step into the unknown.


We saw the source of the overflowing water as soon as we entered the bathroom: there was a headless body in the bath. The dead woman’s unrecognisable head was found pulped in the toilet. Her throat had been cut out and stuffed into her handbag.


The scene was clearly a homicide case, so we called in the Homicide Squad. When the Homicide Squad detectives arrived they were all wearing their trademark sweeping coats, and there was an atmosphere to their arrival – an electricity.


With great professional interest, I watched them do their job. Homicide Squad detectives were the elite investigators. Observing them, I acknowledged a dawning realisation – I wanted to be one of them.


•


My first Christmas season as the most junior CIB detective I was rostered to work all the shifts that the other blokes wanted to spend with their families. I also copped the 1997 New Year’s Eve shift and we got called to a murder.


At a local nursing home called Brunswick Lodge, the body of a 95-year-old resident called Kathleen Downes had been discovered by staff. At the scene we found Mrs Downes half lying on the bed. There was a small amount of blood from a wound in her throat. She was wearing a nightie, which was pulled up, and her underwear was around her ankles. Medical opinion was that the woman would have died quickly.


The Homicide crew called to investigate the Downes murder case wanted to tap into local knowledge, and I was seconded into the Homicide Squad for the investigation.


Years later, notorious serial killer Peter Norris Dupas would be the only suspect in the unsolved killing. But when Kathleen Downes was murdered Dupas hadn’t yet come onto the police radar. When he did, detectives found two unexplained phone calls from his house to the nursing home five weeks before the murder, and the killing fell on the anniversary of Dupas’s ex-wife leaving him. While Dupas never admitted to the Downes murder, he allegedly mentioned ‘the old sheila down the road’ in a jailhouse discussion about another murder close by.


But in early 1998, despite not finding the killer in the Downes case, I stayed on at the Homicide Squad. There was one main difference between the CIB and Homicide: as a CIB detective every case was different and there was a huge variety to the work. At the Homicide Squad, every case we were called to was a dead body. There are only around fifty murders in Victoria each year, so a lot of our cases hit the news, which helped cement Homicide as the elite squad.


One murder took us to a little house in the country. The victim was about the age of my mum, and she had been killed with a huge kitchen knife. The husband was in custody by the time we got there, but the blood splatter around the house told us the story. As his wife had tried to flee the husband had stabbed her over and over again, spraying the walls with her blood. Of course, it didn’t tell the whole story – just the death part. A family of teenagers had just lost their mum to murder and their father to jail.


The guy in the interview room was sane. He had no explanation; reckoned he’d just ‘snapped’ during an argument. The realisation of what he had done had hit home. By the time we questioned him, he was a broken man.


But that didn’t change what he’d done.


Cases like this one really made me wonder. Sure, there were psychopaths out there – Dupas being typical of this type of offender – but what made someone ‘snap’?


While these were the kinds of questions I asked myself, they weren’t widely discussed among the squad. We liked to find a motive – a lack of motive was why the Kathleen Downes murder remained unsolved for so long – but aside from questioning the sanity of the offender for legal reasons, we didn’t really spend much time with the why. Mostly, we needed hard evidence; reasons why weren’t necessary for an arrest or a conviction. The Homicide Squad was a reactionary squad – they killed, we caught.


And we didn’t have time to question the whys before someone else took a knife or a gun to a loved one or a stranger, and our phones rang in the middle of the night.









CHAPTER 3


The Lorimer task force


On Sunday 16 August 1998, the phone call in the middle of the night was the one that every cops dreads.


A colleague: ‘Mate, there’s been a couple of members shot in Moorabbin. There’s a car on the way to pick you up.’


Fuck! I rolled out of bed, knowing that any event involving police was massive. Not that we didn’t go all-out on every investigation, but it was different when it was one of our own. Or two of our own in this case.


The crime scene at Cochranes Road, Moorabbin, was full of flashing lights and police activity on a huge scale.


Two cops gunned down in cold blood.


We were quickly brought up to speed. Gary Silk and Rod Miller were part of an extensive undercover operation to catch two bandits who had been terrorising restaurants for years. The crims’ MO was to wear masks and burst into out-of-the-way restaurants near closing time. Waving weapons around and screaming and shouting, the bandits would rob the restaurant owners of the night’s takings, and restaurant patrons of their jewellery and wallets. Silk and Miller had been sitting off the Silky Emperor Chinese restaurant on Warrigal Road when they saw a suspicious-looking car entering the underground car park. Other surveillance detectives nearby had seen Silk and Miller follow the small blue car out of the car park and pull it over for questioning just before the shooting.


By the time the call went out, Rod Miller was missing and Gary Silk was dead. After a frantic search, Miller was found in

bushes around the corner from where the shooting had taken place. He had staggered towards the main road, trying to get help. He was rushed to hospital in critical condition.


The body of Gary Silk lay a couple of metres away from the unmarked police car. He was curled up in the foetal position on the nature strip. The single blue light from his unmarked car still flashed.


Along with other detectives, I examined the crime scene. People always asked how we felt at such moments, and while they might want to hear that we felt sad or upset, there’s little room for that reaction. Our job was to read the scene, find the clues and catch the bastards who did this.


Investigating came first. Reflecting would come later.


While the bosses circled the periphery, dealing with media, the core group of Homicide detectives went straight to the evidence. Theories were tossed about as we walked the scene, trying to figure out what had happened. Straightaway we noticed the broken glass in front of the parked police car. It looked fresh and it didn’t come from the police vehicle. Right from the start, there was the possibility that either Silk or Miller had fired a return shot at the offender’s vehicle.


We watched crime scene and ballistics experts examining the scene and listened to their conclusions. They suspected we were looking for a car with its back window shot out. If the blue car Silk and Miller had been seen following was indeed connected with the restaurant robberies, there was the possibility we were looking for two offenders, because there were always two offenders in masks who robbed the restaurants.


When we received word from the hospital that Rod Miller didn’t make it, the investigation became a double murder.


As dawn broke we started door-knocking nearby factories. Special Operations Group (SOG) members were called in to help. These highly trained and heavily armed police operatives were necessary because we were dealing with killers who would shoot coppers down like dogs. For all we knew, the killer or killers might have come from one of the factories.


Later that day I was asked to attend the autopsies. A colleague and I went to the city morgue at Kavanagh Street. The new morgue had a glass viewing room, which removed us a bit from the examination but we could still talk to and hear the forensic pathologist through a speaker system.


Up until this moment, in the flurry of the new investigation, I hadn’t really let it sink in that these two slain men were colleagues. But as the morgue attendant removed the clothing from their bodies, I saw that both officers had a pancake holster – a flat holster used by plain-clothes detectives – strapped to them. I had used one all the time when I was in plain clothes.


As the pathologist emptied the pockets of the dead cops, it struck me that the contents were practically the same as mine. He pulled out a drink card from the Prince of Wales Hotel.


‘Used last night,’ said the pathologist.


I pictured Gary Silk having a quiet beer at the pub before he went on night shift.


Our reality check came when the pathologist removed police badges from their pockets. The shield; the ties that bind. It brought the murders very close to home. These men were ours. And we were responsible for catching their killers.


•


Right from the start, the investigation into the Silk Miller shootings was approached differently from the way the Walsh Street police shootings had been conducted a decade earlier. The failure of the Walsh Street prosecution had been a massive blow to the Victoria Police. But for those who cared to learn from it, it was also an important lesson.
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