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For all the advocates and survivors of childhood sexual
abuse, and those who didn’t survive.




 


‘There comes a time when one must take a position that
is neither safe, nor popular, but he must take it because
conscience tells him it is right.’


− Martin Luther King Jnr




PROLOGUE


When a person speaks out from within an institution against that institution, they know reprisals are coming. Institutions carry it in their DNA, in-built self-protection, if you like. When working as a police detective, a priest who assisted me in a clergy child sexual abuse case was shunned and effectively exiled by fellow clergy. Gillian Snedden, who assisted police to investigate her politician boss, Milton Orkopoulos, for sexually abusing children, was bullied and harassed before losing her job. As did Dr Lynn Simpson, a vet who spoke out after a report concerning horrendous conditions and suffering of animals in Australia’s live-export industry written by her was inexplicably leaked within the industry by person/s unknown. I have heard similar stories from police, health workers, private industry professionals and university staff. No one institution has a monopoly on reprisal; they all practise it to punish and deter.


Ostracism is the most effective weapon used to silence whistleblowers. Of course, those at the top don’t get involved. They don’t need to. I have seen it within the NSW Police Force all too often. Deborah Locke, Ken Jurotte, Lucie Litchfield are but a few of its victims. Of course, there are police rules to say it shouldn’t happen. Policies are waved about, with units set up to protect internal witnesses. They are great public-relations exercises, but my experience with them was little beyond glossy pamphlets and welfare calls. No real effort was made to stop the victimisation. Senior police talked the talk while holding up, to my mind, their hollow guidelines. A facade to comply with legislation, government policies and public expectation.


Before other events overtook my life, I toyed with the idea of writing a memoir about my police career. I wanted to write about growing up in a western Sydney housing commission estate. About a houso kid wanting to be a cop, who made that happen but then found out what the NSW Police Force was really like in the 1970s and 80s era of corrupt cops like Roger Rogerson.


It wasn’t all going to be serious. I had stories that had always got laughs at backyard barbecues and in police station meal rooms. I never intended it for sale, just a hobby – that is, if I ever got around to writing it.


When the NSW Special Commission of Inquiry, the Cunneen Inquiry, got underway, lawyers for the NSW Police Force attacked me over my musings to one day write a book. It was portrayed as something sinister, my motives suspect and self-serving. One officer suggested I had spoken out on child abuse purely to sell a book. Another inferred I was an author who had already written a novel. Neither accusation was true, but the truth wasn’t going to get in the way of these detractors. To my astonishment, questioning during the Cunneen Inquiry over this issue was allowed to be raised time and again, day after day. I received summonses demanding I hand over any material I had written on clergy child sexual abuse. I didn’t produce anything, because there was nothing to produce. Still not satisfied, they recalled me to the Cunneen Inquiry months after the scheduled hearings had concluded. Demands for anything I had written were renewed. Exasperated, I offered my computer hard drive or anything else they wanted for forensic checking. I simply could not produce what did not exist. Nevertheless, an accusing finger continued to be pointed. Suggesting I put myself and those I loved through hell just to write a book was, to me, laughable. I had only ever sought to tell the truth about the Church cover-up and bring those responsible to justice. It was that simple. But for some, the truth wasn’t palatable. Factions within the NSW Police Force were uncomfortable with a senior officer speaking out, even though the Child Abuse Royal Commission would eventually confirm that everything I said was right. They needed another motive, and my writing a book seemed the best they could come up with. After all this nonsense I vowed never to write a book. I didn’t want anyone cynically saying, I told you so.


•


In late 2013 when I believed my giving evidence to the Cunneen Inquiry had concluded, my wife, Penny, and I stayed in the home of Chrissie and Anthony Foster, whose daughters were victims of clergy child sexual abuse. What concerned Anthony were matters the Inquiry didn’t examine, the bits redacted, suppressed or omitted. Like me, he couldn’t understand why the truth, the whole truth, was not part of its scope. The Fosters had endured similar battles against the Church when they tried to expose the history of the priest who abused their daughters.


When Anthony said, ‘You should write a book and say what really happened,’ I laughed, telling him it wasn’t an option.


‘Why?’ he inquired. Anthony listened to my reasons before saying: ‘Peter, if you don’t write a book, you’ll be playing into their hands. That’s why they raised it. They’re frightened that one day you will write the truth, the whole truth.’


I put what Anthony said to one side. The Child Abuse Royal Commission was beginning and, at that time, I had simply had enough. I just wanted to put it behind me.


As the Child Abuse Royal Commission got underway, I was contacted by several publishers. At speaking engagements strangers urged me to write, suspecting there was more to my story. They were right, but I elected to say nothing.


In 2014 I received the Cunneen Inquiry’s preliminary findings. To say I was outraged would be an understatement. In my view, the limited scope of its terms of reference necessarily meant that it would inevitably gloss over or ignore significant issues. I knew some criticism of me was coming, I expected no less. I don’t pretend to be perfect and was prepared to put my hand up for any mistakes I had made. Even so, the Cunneen Inquiry’s final report tore me to shreds as an unreliable and discredited witness. I felt sick. I considered saying something publicly, but felt that anything I offered would be judged in the context of the official report. I accepted the discrediting as the price I had to pay.


It wasn’t easy, but I put the Cunneen Inquiry behind me. My work toward a Child Abuse Royal Commission had succeeded. I consoled myself in having lost a battle but won a war.


My 2015 retirement dinner from the NSW Police Force was attended by former colleagues and people I had helped during my career, Chrissie and Anthony included. At night’s end, Chrissie handed me a gift-wrapped box. Opening it, I found a pen.


‘Start writing’, she said. Since then I have done some detective work of my own. What I discovered shocked me. It not only went to the heart of the Church, but the police force, government and judicial process.


I had been through a lot, and not just in terms of investigating child sexual abuse. The vast majority of my 36-year career was spent on the front line, where I was exposed to more horrors than most. My treatment by the NSW Police Force exacerbated that, and I was diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). After years of counselling, I was referred to a psychiatrist and together we worked through the issues surrounding the Cunneen Inquiry and my treatment by senior police. My psychiatrist understood. His clients were mostly emergency services personnel, police officers and war veterans. Failure at senior levels of institutions, he told me, was a common theme. He handed me a book one of his clients wrote about the Vietnam War. It told of Australian soldiers, mates, killed in battle after what he described as failures at senior level. Those senior officers were never held to account, and the author never got over it. He had written the book as much for his own healing as to reveal the truth. I started to think that there might be something to this. Some months later, I started to write. My words were disjointed at first, but eventually I saw that it could be put together, and I could tell my story. Although for legal reasons some of what I would like to have said has been omitted.


I know that what I have written here is going to be judged by others, and that prospect is daunting. The quotes I cite about child abuse perpetrators and the cover-up of their crimes, particularly accounts from former clergy and sexual abuse survivors, I obtained from proved sources, albeit after the fact. The horrors recounted will shock but I hope also remind us all to keep the focus on the protection of our children. The Catholic Church consists of congregations of many good laypersons and priests said to make up the ‘Church’. Throughout my story I have used the word Church extensively. I want to clarify from the start that my use of the word refers to the Catholic Church hierarchy.


Some will say I am singling out the Catholic Church when other religious institutions were also complicit in crimes against children and the concealment of those crimes. It is true the Catholic Church was not the only offender, although the Child Abuse Royal Commission did establish it was by far the worst perpetrator of all religious institutions. It features in my story not for that reason, but because it was at the centre of what I investigated as a police detective.


It has also been a struggle with my PTSD. I don’t profess to have literary ability – after so many years it has been hard to learn to not write in police jargon. Instead of saying a male alighted from the vehicle and decamped in a northerly direction, I have tried to explain a man got out of a car and ran towards some shops – so, forgive me if it doesn’t flow like a Stephen King or Danielle Steel. I’m just an ex-cop telling his story in the hope that it will make a difference in the protection of our children and the way we treat those who speak out when wrongs are being committed by those with all the power.




Please note that this book discusses traumatic events, abuse and suicide. If you or someone you know is thinking about suicide, you can call Lifeline on 13 11 14, Kids Helpline on 1800 551 800, Mensline Australia on 1300 789 978 or the Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467.







CHAPTER 1


STEPPING UP


I hadn’t been to work for months. I still loved being a cop, but I was worn down by internal issues and PTSD. I was still a police officer, but as time passed the prospect of returning to work looked less and less likely.


By September 2012 my wife, Penny, was taking a well-deserved break. Penny had travelled the ups and downs of my career over more than thirty years. She too knew all the heartbreak, anger, frustration, stress and fear. In some respects she had done it tougher than me, suffering a breakdown following threats made when I undertook a difficult internal investigation. Friends were taking her for a weekend shopping trip to Sydney.


The morning before Penny left, I pondered what I would do while she was away. Outside was a glorious spring morning, the kind we get to enjoy in the Hunter Valley before summer cranks up the heat, turning everything a dull grey-brown. I sat looking at the dappled light playing between the leaves on the pavers below our cedar tree. A few tree roots were lifting the odd paver, and I contemplated some repairs. Penny had never wanted the tree planted there in the first place, and I knew that if I completed the repairs while she was away I wouldn’t hear the inevitable, ‘I told you not to plant it there.’


Despite her misgivings, she wouldn’t now do without that tree. Its broad arms shaded our wrought-iron setting where we regularly had morning tea.


As I downed the last of my breakfast, I caught the tail of something on the radio. It was just a small piece, but it pricked my ears. Journalist Joanne McCarthy and the Newcastle Herald had organised a meeting calling for a Royal Commission into child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church. An inquiry of that nature, I knew, was long overdue.


‘I might head down to that,’ I said.


Penny looked up. ‘Will the lady you had to return the photos to be there?’


Pat Feenan had loaned me some photographs of her son Daniel and his abuser, Catholic priest James Patrick Fletcher, to help in the trial of Father David O’Hearn, yet another Hunter Valley priest charged with sexually abusing boys. I knew how important the photographs were, so I had kept them at home, concerned they would be lost if left behind in my office when I took sick leave. I found Pat’s number and, as luck would have it, she said, ‘Yes, I’ll be there with some friends. It’ll be nice to see you, Peter.’


So, it was arranged. I decided to knock over the paving on Saturday before heading to the Newcastle meeting the following morning. I could never have contemplated then, but it would be a decision that would alter my world, and that of so many others.


The drive to Newcastle that next morning took about an hour. As others were heading to Sunday Church services, I headed to a meeting calling for a Royal Commission into child abuse within their Churches.


The crowd was bigger than I expected. Somehow amid the throng of people pouring into the Newcastle Panthers (now the Newcastle NEX) Club auditorium I found Pat Feenan nestled between two friends. A petite woman, Pat compensated for her height with a resolute determination to seek justice for the evils perpetrated upon her family. If hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, then Pat was the right person to stand up to the Church. It wasn’t unbridled anger, more an outrage restrained by reason and a resolve to see justice. I mostly saw the other Pat, the one that existed before the Church cast an evil shadow. The warm, caring mother whose eyes smiled like those of her Irish ancestors.


After years of contact surrounding Fletcher’s trial, Pat and I drifted back to our worlds, until I called about the photos. There had always been a firm respect between us. She was a strong woman, a remarkable woman. Pat had been to hell and back following the shock revelation that her eldest son, her beloved Daniel, had been sexually abused as a child, raped time and again by a trusted friend, Father Jim Fletcher. Of all the horrors I had been exposed to in my career, Daniel’s case is one that affected me more than I liked to admit.


The crowd continued to file in as I handed Pat an envelope with her photos. We exchanged a few words before I took a chair. Fortunately Pat had kept me a seat, otherwise I would have been standing with others along the back wall. I was surprised by the size of the audience. Staff were also taken aback as they frantically darted back and forth for ever more chairs. The high interest shouldn’t have surprised me. Rape of the Hunter Valley’s children by priests wasn’t new. It had been going on for decades.


•


The arrest and charging of Father Vincent Ryan in 1995 rocked the Hunter community. Many were also shocked to learn that another priest knew of Ryan’s crimes as far back as the 1970s but did nothing. As a result, more boys were raped and at least one committed suicide. When a police officer reported the Church cover-up, the Department of Public Prosecutions (DPP) declined to prosecute.


By 1999, Father John Denham had also been charged with child sex offences. Father Denis McAlinden also came under investigation, but had already fled to Britain. The Maitland–Newcastle Diocese played down these revelations, minimising the extent of what had been happening. They were isolated cases, a couple of rotten apples. But the arrests continued. As more and more victims came forward, the number of priests before Hunter courts continued to grow. On more than one occasion I asked the NSW Police Force and its Sex Crimes Squad to investigate the cover-ups, but my reports never received a response.


As victims continued to come forward local detectives were charging one priest after another, yet incredibly, senior police failed to acknowledge or investigate the bigger picture. Journalists, including Joanne McCarthy, didn’t. While police hierarchy maintained there was nothing to see, the community was concerned. One paedophile priest was bad enough. Two, an ugly coincidence. After three or four, alarm bells should have been ringing. NSW Police had teams of analysts and intelligence units to identify crime trends. If house robberies or car thefts spike, or patterns emerge, police know they need to target those areas. In this instance reports were coming in, albeit belatedly, of children being raped. Serious crimes. The perpetrators weren’t your normal crooks, they were priests. In the Hunter, most worked for the Maitland–Newcastle Catholic Diocese. Evidence was emerging that the Church knew more than it was saying. Not only did it know, it had failed to report or prevent further abuse. Somehow, despite all their resources, police failed to take steps. Nothing happened. Exposing the scandal would have to be taken up by others.


When the number of priests abusing children surpassed ten, hard questions should have been asked. Individual police were doing great work arresting one priest after another, but it wasn’t enough. The abuse had been occurring for decades and supposedly no one knew. The question was screaming out: how could so many paedophile priests abuse so many children, in one area and for so long, without anyone knowing?


If senior police – that is, experienced sergeants and commissioned officers from the rank of inspector up – couldn’t sense something was wrong, the community sure could. A few journalists like Joanne McCarthy began shining a light on the abuse story, but most stayed clear of the sensitive topic. Soon victims and their families were ringing Joanne with more accounts of clergy abuse and Church inaction. The scale was disturbing. As Joanne continued to write, senior police simply responded, Move along! Nothing to see here.


Like I said, detectives were doing their part, but in respect to the cover-up, the upper echelons were letting everyone down. In some quarters of the police force, Joanne was looked upon as little more than a trouble maker. It was for this reason abuse survivors began to confide in her. She listened to their stories and gave them a voice. Many soon bypassed police. In Joanne they saw someone who would go after the bigger problem: senior clergy who perpetuated abuse through the Church’s failure to act.


Joanne laid bare decades of institutional cover-ups that many suspected. Little had previously been said about this, yet when revealed by the Newcastle Herald, there was resentment from senior police. Not until 2012 was the first priest charged with concealing child sexual abuse, despite the law existing for decades. Father Tom Brennan died before facing a court weeks later, from cancer.


The scale of child sexual abuse emerging in the Hunter suggested that the systemic concealment of these crimes was extensive. In 2010 Joanne was given a statement and other Church documents by a clergy abuse survivor revealing senior clergy knew about the crimes committed upon her as a child, but failed to tell police.


In 2010 Joanne started pushing for police to examine the bigger problem. I knew she was right, but it was a view not shared by many of my colleagues. Two years had passed before the Newcastle Herald organised the meeting I now attended.


•


Looking around the auditorium, the crowd continued to grow. I thought they might get fifty, maybe a hundred people, but they kept coming. I recognised a number of faces. Some survivors of clergy sexual abuse, anxious families, many just concerned community members. I exchanged a few words with a former Catholic school principal before spotting another off-duty police officer in the crowd. We had spoken some years before. He too was troubled by police inaction surrounding the cover-ups. Scanning the crowd he caught my gaze. A police trait, I suppose. We both silently nodded before I sat back down.


As quickly as new seats arrived, they were filled. Many standing were happy to collect the chairs from club staff at the back of the auditorium, shuffling them forward to make yet another row. By now the crowd had doubled to at least two hundred, and still they arrived. Someone pointed out two nuns sitting inconspicuously among the crowd. On the stage to my left was a microphone, a table to the right and a row of seats. Photographers and camera operators positioned themselves around the room as the crowd swelled. I stood to make another count: it now exceeded three hundred. Leaning over to Pat and her friends I commented, ‘I didn’t expect this many.’


Pat looked around. Nodding at those still arriving and staff frantically searching for ever more chairs she said, ‘I don’t think anyone did.’


We smiled.


NSW Premier Barry O’Farrell had rejected calls for a Child Abuse Royal Commission, saying that ‘police had it under control’.


That month Lake Macquarie politician Greg Piper took the proposal for a Child Abuse Royal Commission to the premier. Barry O’Farrell dismissed it, saying ‘a Royal Commission would prejudice police investigations involving the Church’.


I scoffed. At the rate clergy were coming under investigation, the time would never be right.


Following on the premier’s comment, Greens Party Senator David Shoebridge asked Police Minister Mike Gallacher if ‘he or any member of the government received advice from police that a Royal Commission might prejudice police investigations or prosecutions?’


Gallacher said he had received no such advice. David Shoebridge then asked Deputy Police Commissioner Nick Kaldas if he had raised concerns with the premier.


‘No.’


With the number of people filing into the auditorium it was obvious many disagreed with the premier. By the time the meeting started, the crowd exceeded four hundred. With no more seats, those still arriving had to stand along the walls.


Most realised a Child Abuse Royal Commission was the only way to address this systemic crime wave. Other nations had already uncovered widespread child sexual abuse and cover-ups within the Catholic Church. Ireland didn’t hold just one inquiry, but a number, including the Ferns, Cloyne, Raphoe and Dublin inquiries, to name but a few. Each shocked the nation, which one Pope had described as ‘the most Catholic country in the world’.


They exposed hundreds of clergy who abused thousands of children. Inquiries also found the Gardaí, the Irish Police, formed inappropriate relationships with the Church and failed to act on allegations. I knew if things were to change in Australia, a similar inquiry was needed here.


On stage, Joanne McCarthy talked with David Shoebridge and with a survivor of abuse by Father Jim Fletcher, Peter Gogarty. Someone who wasn’t there was John Pirona. John had been abused as a student at Newcastle’s St Pius X High School and had lived with the trauma for 32 years until, unable to cope, he had taken his life at the age of forty-five, just two months before this meeting. His wife, Tracey, and father, Lou, were there in his place. For Joanne McCarthy, John’s death had been the catalyst for this meeting.


Barrister Andrew Morrison SC, of the Australian Lawyers Alliance, was also there. He had been a long-time advocate calling for a Child Abuse Royal Commission. Journalist Peter FitzSimons was running late, caught up on the F3 expressway from Sydney.


Joanne spoke passionately, her empathy for victims laid raw. Reading notes and letters from survivors, she choked. Many wept with her. Joanne made it clear that a message needed to be sent to politicians: nothing short of a Child Abuse Royal Commission would do. Looking around I wished the premier and police commissioner had been there to feel the emotion. Police stationed only a few kilometres down the road did not attend.


When Daniel Feenan was mentioned, I looked at Pat. I had never seen her this upset. Tears flowed. She had always been the strong one, the matriarch who held things together. Emotion overflowed as she was comforted by her friends. Her pain was tangible. I felt myself taking deep breaths, trying to supress my own emotion. Feeling awkwardly useless, all I could do was hand down a paper cup of water.


Pat’s distress was still palpable as the speakers continued. I had arrested and helped convict Jim Fletcher for the crimes against Pat’s son. Fletcher had died in gaol a little over a year into his sentence.


Tracey Pirona spoke of the loving husband and father she had married, the man who had recently left his note, ‘Too much pain’. John’s body was found five days later in his car, just north of Newcastle in my police command of Port Stephens. Tracey’s story hurt. I felt it, but why weren’t our politicians here to feel it too? To them John Pirona was just a name, another victim of the Church’s failure to act.


Next to speak was Lou Pirona, John’s father, a retired lawyer. We had previously sat on opposing sides in court, but today we were united. Lou spoke with a lawyer’s logic, but with a father’s love and passion. He told the audience that decisions shouldn’t be left in the hands of ‘people who don’t have the character and the will to do the right thing’. Adding: ‘We’re just seeing the reality of the failure of a lot of people to look after people who should have been looked after, and that reality is devastating.’


Who was he talking about? Most knew that the cover-ups extended well beyond Cathedral walls. The whole rotten mess lay bubbling under the surface for decades. It wasn’t as if the public didn’t know, they just needed someone to act. Families like Lou’s had been let down. His words resounded: people who don’t have the character and the will to do the right thing. Was he talking about me? I’d done my bit, hadn’t I?


John Pirona was one of many students abused by Father John Denham at St Pius X High School in Newcastle. In his book The Priests, James Miller made clear Denham wasn’t the only paedophile priest at the school. For decades fellow clergy turned a blind eye to Denham’s crimes. Fletcher also had a connection to the school, having raped one of his victims in the adjoining street, just outside the school fence. Coincidence? I didn’t believe so.


I felt the emotion as my chest pounded and my head spun. I knew some didn’t want more to be said. I had been silenced just like abuse survivors, told by senior police to stop investigating the alleged cover-up and cease speaking to survivors. Leaning forward, I rested my head in my hands, unable to look at the stage. Why the hell had I stayed? It was a stupid question with a simple answer. I cared. I’d been told time and again police shouldn’t get close, we should remain detached. Some refer to it as de-humanisation. The problem was, I never really learned not to be human. I always cared. It’s what motivated me to become a cop in the first place.


I had a lot bottled up, and I strained to keep it in. I knew the truth, or at least a good chunk of it. I realised that if I opened my mouth it would end my career, my reputation and impact my retirement. It would inflict hurt, and I might even face departmental charges for insubordination and breaching media policy and the like. Some senior police would have no compunction about metaphorically grabbing me by the throat. I’d seen it all before. I could be demoted and publicly ridiculed. Some would like that, so I sat telling myself, Shut up, Pete. Just sit here and keep your mouth shut.


Lou finished: ‘He [John] carried it for many years. I just don’t know what was going on in the dark recesses of his mind, notwithstanding the love his family had for him, and the love he had for his family.’


Like the families of other survivors I had met, the Pirona family were good people. They loved each other and those around them. A family like my own. The only difference being, my family was lucky.


I didn’t realise I was rocking back and forth with my face still in my hands, my head pounding. Pat later told me she was worried. That was one for the books, the table had turned one hundred and eighty degrees. Pat saw I wasn’t myself as everything ran through my head. I decided to play it safe and stay where I was. Keep my mouth closed. I owed it to my family. At least that was the excuse I gave myself. I knew I wouldn’t be the first. Who could blame me? I’d been through enough for a dozen policing careers. I would stay where I was and do nothing. But something kept tapping, whispering, urging.


Lou went on: ‘These men have to pay for what they have done, whether it’s the vile act of what they did or having the knowledge of it and not doing anything about it.’


I knew he was right. There was a lot more to be uncovered. But it was now someone else’s fight. I’d done enough.


Peter FitzSimons ran up the steps late and strode to the microphone wearing his customary red bandana. Speaking with authority and determination he banged his fist on the dais, ‘This stops now! This cannot go on, and on, and on.’


He spoke with conviction, infecting the audience. Then he paraphrased that immortal quote by Edmund Burke, ‘All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.’


His words sent me reeling. They really were talking about me. I knew, and I was doing nothing. My excuses suddenly vanished. There would be a price for what I was about to do, but I refused to think about it. I just wanted the evil to stop. I couldn’t remain seated any longer. No more excuses.


I didn’t know a camera was trained on Pat and it now swung to me. The cameraman didn’t know who I was, but somehow sensed something. In the course of events his footage would later be played to screens across the country.


Pat looked at me. ‘Are you all right?’


I didn’t look back before replying, ‘There’s something I have to do. I’m going to speak.’


Concerned, Pat asked, ‘Are you sure?’


I answered, ‘If Daniel can walk into a police station I can walk onto that stage.’


Pat did not look convinced, but it was too late. As I squeezed between the seats my head was swimming. I stumbled past legs as I made my way along the aisle. I didn’t want to think of what might happen. I knew there would be hell to pay for what I was about to do. I just blocked all the possible repercussions from my mind. Walking onto the stage the audience must have wondered who the hell I was.


I looked at Joanne. ‘I want to speak.’


She seemed unsure.


I didn’t realise how bad I looked until I saw the footage later. If I had a mirror I would have shared her reservations. My face full of emotion, contorted, jaw set and eyes welling.


Joanne echoed Pat, ‘Are you all right? Are you sure you want to do this?’


‘No, I’m not, but I’m speaking anyway.’


Joanne looked troubled as I took a seat and waited for David Shoebridge to finish.


Unsure what I was going to say, I at least realised this was a career-ending move. Some didn’t want the Church investigated, I knew that. I won’t say I wasn’t scared, I was. I didn’t fear the Church as much as police and politicians. Come what may, it was now too late. I would worry about all that later.




CHAPTER 2


A TOUGH BEGINNING


How did I find myself on stage calling for a Child Abuse Royal Commission and ending a thirty-six-year policing career? The explanation isn’t as straightforward as some might think. My reasons were not entirely confined to the clergy child sexual abuse scandal. Understanding involves going on a journey back through my life and career.


My official police file recorded me at age eighteen telling the recruiting officer I had wanted to be a police officer since I was ten. A profession that might not have thrilled some of my ancestors.


Like most white Australians my heritage was shaped by immigrants, the last arriving before the 1860s. Some came voluntarily, others in chains. The latter were mostly defiant Irish Catholics from my mother’s side. John Kennedy was a ringleader in the Society of United Irishmen. Arrested as a rebel he was transported to Australia for his part in planning the 1798 Vinegar Hill uprising. My heritage was also made up of more convicts and free settlers, but it was the rebellious Irish of which my mum’s family were particularly proud.


My maternal grandfather, Eric Latimore, mesmerised me with tales of his life as a timber cutter in the Australian bush. A big, powerfully built man of Northern Irish and German ancestry, Eric was a Protestant man of God. He never swore and rarely missed church. Right was right and wrong was wrong. Life was black and white with little room for grey. He was an enormous influence on me and I loved him dearly.


My maternal grandmother, Kathleen Bruton, grew up in the shadow of the Great War. Her eldest brother was killed at Villers-Bretonneux and another came home with lungs destroyed by gas. Educated in Catholic convents throughout the Hunter and Manning Valleys, Kath was a gentle woman and an accomplished pianist.


Dad was a mix of Irish, English and Scot. The claim to fame of his great-grandfather, Robert Christie, was to have briefly harboured bushranger Ned Kelly. My family echoed with stories of the gold rush, a close shave with outlaw Jimmy Governor, but mostly pioneering and living off the land.


Growing up in the Blue Mountains town of Leura and then Sydney’s eastern suburbs, Dad enlisted during the Second World War. After being discharged, he joined the NSW Fire Brigade. Mum’s home was the small dairy and potato farming community of Comboyne, a pretty town cradled by mountains on the plateau between Wauchope and Wingham on the NSW mid-north coast. While nursing in Sydney, she and Dad met at a dance hall, oddly enough the same dance hall in which Dad’s parents met more than thirty years before. Marrying in 1958, they lived for a time with Dad’s parents at Randwick. I was born the following year, followed by my brother and eldest sister over the next two. To accommodate their growing family, Mum and Dad moved to a cramped first-floor apartment in Balmain. In 1963 we moved to the western Sydney suburb of Green Valley, just outside Liverpool. Back then Dad’s mother said we’d moved to the sticks. Green Valley was Australia’s largest housing experiment, designed to house twenty-five thousand people in six thousand fibro and weatherboard homes. The suburb grew overnight and was still being built when we arrived. Most rented, but Dad wouldn’t hear of it. He wanted the Australian dream of owning his own home. With a war service loan taken over forty-five years, they struggled until making the final payment just before Dad died.


Our three-bedroom weatherboard wasn’t much, but it was ours. When my second sister arrived, double bunk beds in the two smallest rooms got us by. We were cramped by today’s standards, but happy.


As houses continued to pop up, more families moved to the Valley. Eventually it attracted the Dodge City name tag. Many families had problems. Domestic violence was rife with some families having regular police attendance while others visited relatives in gaol. There were also a lot of ex-servicemen and families just trying to get ahead. Mum and Dad didn’t discriminate. They got along with everyone. Money was always short, but we didn’t care.


One thing the Valley wasn’t short of was kids. Nearly every family had a large brood. ‘No Pill back then,’ as Mum would say. There were regular cricket and football matches, and we would roam the streets and parks making our own fun from daylight until the street lights came on.


In the mid-sixties tragedy struck. Dad’s fire station was called to a gas leak at the Cuba Coffee Café in George Street, Sydney. Three gas company employees and the cafe owner lay unconscious in the cellar. Dad took a deep breath before heading down. He managed to drag one to the ladder before collapsing. Dad’s mate, Don Wilson, took a breath, pushed others aside and headed down. He lifted Dad to a waiting ambulance before saving the man Dad had dragged over. The other three died.


Dad was in a bad way when senior fire officers knocked on the door. As kids we didn’t understand. We were just excited to see Dad’s picture on television.


Dad pulled through and eventually went back to work, but things were different. He’d always liked a beer, but now he drank more, a lot more. With it came mood swings and bouts of anger. The fire brigade must have noticed something was wrong. When they sent a medical officer to interview Mum, she feared Dad would lose his job, so she told them everything was fine. It wasn’t.


Dad resigned and blew his superannuation. Nevertheless, he always managed to find work. As his drinking worsened, money became scarce. With it came the arguments. Dad would spend his evenings at the pub before coming home late. Dinner plates were upended, china broken and food strewn. By the time police arrived, Dad was usually asleep. Police back then did little before moving to the next call. Our crisis was just another in a sea of domestics.


Times were tough, but not everything was bad. School holidays were spent with Mum’s family at Comboyne. My brother and I wandered from farm to farm, helping in the dairy and drinking warm cream from empty beer bottles. For city kids it was great fun. Then there were day trips to Dad’s favourites, sightseeing in the Blue Mountains or fishing and swimming at Clovelly Beach.


As Dad aged, his drinking eased, and I found a man I loved. Clever and witty, he had an insatiable appetite for books. He was also a natural comic and would have us, and later on his grandkids, laughing in hysterics. I just wish we’d seen more of that side growing up.


Any kid who went to housing commission public schools in the 1960s and 70s knows what it is like to be bullied. I was always tall and built like the proverbial string bean. That and my quiet nature made me a target for bullies. All wanted a reputation for belting the tall kid. Teachers were preoccupied with figuring out how to get a transfer, so I was left to sort my own problems.


Dad did some boxing in the army and instructed me to put my weight behind my punches. Problem was, I didn’t have any weight. In the end I just did my best. By high school I’d had my fair share of bloody noses but managed to hold my own.


Busby High School was on the edge of the Valley, wedged between Liverpool Speedway, Italian market gardens and row upon row of fibro housing. Heading home one day in third form, now year nine, I was king hit from behind by David Buggy, a kid who had been taunting me for weeks. He fitted the small-man-syndrome type, surrounded by mates all baying for blood. With the crowd gathered around us, fighting was unavoidable.


It didn’t take long for me to get the upper hand. That’s when it happened. A flurry of hits from behind knocked me down. Then came the boots and fists as others joined in. Blood ran down my face as broken teeth punctured my lips and tongue. The kicks kept coming. As I attempted to stand, someone’s shoe connected with my head. A golf-ball-sized lump exploded around my eye, restricting my vision. My nose gushed with blood. I tried to lift myself, but couldn’t. I could barely move. I realised if I didn’t stand up I was in for the hiding of my life. I made another effort, somehow managing to get to my feet. Pushing a few aside I ran as fast as my legs could carry me. Blood plastered across my face and, with one eye closed, I could barely see. It didn’t matter. I could hear the mob behind me. I jumped a fence and shot straight past a woman into her house.


‘Get out. I’m calling the police.’


Turning, I was relieved to see her yells weren’t directed at me, but the thugs behind me in her yard. The woman did her best to clean me up, but I was still a terrible mess. My cuts were stitched at Liverpool Hospital, but there was nothing they could do for my teeth. Mum later spent a fortune we didn’t have to get them fixed.


When detectives turned up they assured me they would sort the whole thing, and sort it they did. I didn’t see who kicked the hell out of me, but it didn’t matter; the detectives found no shortage of witnesses. The ringleaders were arrested and convicted, and those not sent to institutions were expelled. It reaffirmed my desire to become a police officer.


•


I entered the NSW Police Academy at Redfern in 1978 at the age of eighteen. Scraping enough money together, I bought my first suit. It was typical of the era: brown pinstripe, with a mustard shirt and wide tie that screamed 1970s. The Redfern Police Academy consisted of barracks surrounding a parade ground. Decidedly bland, the red brick predated the First World War. Built as a depot for mounted police, the archway off Bourke Street was built high enough to accommodate men on horseback. As the twentieth century progressed, horses gave way to cars, and the depot was refurbished with classrooms. A small number of mounted police remained for ceremonial purposes, relegated to the western block where winter mornings spread the sickly-sweet aroma of horse manure throughout the academy.


Instruction consisted of Acts of Parliament and Police Powers. Reciting lengthy rules and regulations was mandatory. Physical fitness, weapons practice and marching drills were all part of the eleven-week training routine.


Unlike others, I didn’t have any connections to serving police to help with a good posting, so I was sent to Central Police Station. As the name suggests, it was in the middle of Sydney. Something of a penalty station for misbehaving police, it was one of the less desirable postings.


Along with twelve other probationary constables from class 159, I reported at Central on a cold day at the end of June. Parading at attention in the courtyard, Inspector Merv Beck welcomed us: ‘We have two types of police here at Central: those sent here as punishment and probationary constables. Your job is to keep your nose clean.’


It didn’t exactly fill me with enthusiasm.


Central and its cell complex was a tired station wedged to one side of a narrow lane between George and Pitt Streets. The gloomy lane was a contrast to the lights, traffic and crowds of the busy theatre district less than a hundred metres away. The footpath to George Street was too narrow for the purpose it had been built, mostly being blocked by rubbish dumped out the back of businesses. There was no alternative but to walk along the narrow strip of tar that passed for a road.


The station itself was a run-down remnant of the nineteenth century. The buildings, four storeys high, were joined at a right angle to form an L shape around a central courtyard. The whole structure looked to be well past its use-by date. Opposite Central Lane was a bland brick wall holding up an old theatre, given a second lease on life in the 1970s as Maxy’s Disco. The station archway bore the scars and gouges of prison vans trying to navigate the narrow turn.


Central’s buildings had undergone many alterations over time. Above the courtyard, external metal walkways ran along each floor, lead paint peeling from their cast-iron balustrades. An antiquated elevator operated noisily at the juncture of the two blocks. I soon worked out it was quicker to take the stairs.


The cell complex on the opposite side of the courtyard was cement and iron. Devoid of natural light, it was gloomy and depressing. This would be my home away from home for the next three years.


Before joining, I saw police as upstanding pillars of society – a view that was soon to change. Many at Central were hard working, but others left a lot to be desired. Most were just marking time until their next move.


The culture of police alcohol abuse shocked me. Some drank the entire shift before heading to the pub. It was nothing for the charge-room crew to empty a carton before knock-off. One sergeant kept a six pack on the paddy wagon floor as we patrolled up and down George Street. In the era before PTSD was recognised, I came to understand that for many police, alcohol was the medication of choice.


Over time, though, alcoholism seemed less of an issue compared to other things. Inebriates and others relieved of money contributed to the station drinking fund. Police were quick with fists and slow with questions. The misdeeds were endless.


During this time I still lived with my mum and dad. Travelling to work in uniform wasn’t easy. It drew a lot of sneers, even from people with whom I’d grown up. A cop living in the Valley wasn’t the norm.


My family copped flak from a few, particularly from Ernie Forman who lived three doors up. My brother and I had grown up with his sons. Ernie was a big bloke who drank heavily. A loudmouth and king-hit bully at the local pubs, Ernie was feared, and not well liked. Having had more than his fair share of run-ins with the law, Ernie made no secret of his dislike for police.


As I walked home from the bus stop, Ernie would yell abuse at me from his yard. He liked to show off for the neighbours. The first couple of times I ignored him, until one night he stood on the footpath outside our house in an uglier mood than usual.


‘Come on, you copper cunt. Don’t fucking hide in there, come out and have a go.’


I didn’t want problems at home, but it was now hard to ignore. ‘What’s the problem, Ernie?’ I said to him. ‘We’ve never had an issue.’


I just wanted him to go home. As he continued to yell profanities, more lights came on along both sides of the street. My brother walked up behind me, followed by Mum and Dad as neighbours came from everywhere.


Ernie grinned. ‘I’m sorry, Pete. I’ve just had too much to drink.’ He put his hands up in a gesture of surrender. ‘I’m sorry. Are we good?’ He held out a hand, and as I went to shake it, Ernie landed a king hit fair on my chin.


Mum yelled, ‘You rotten mongrel!’


It took a moment to gather my senses. Telling Ernie he was under arrest provoked little more than a laugh. Then it was on. Neighbours ran from everywhere. Some hoped to see Ernie’s downfall, others wanted to see a copper flogged.


When Ernie took up a fighting stance I didn’t hold back. My brother had my back, so I knew I wasn’t going to be attacked from behind this time. Ernie only landed a couple before I started getting the better of him. When a cut opened over his eye, he put his hands up. ‘I’ve had it. You win.’


As he walked towards me, I didn’t take my eyes off him. He then attempted to headbutt me before I landed punch after punch until he dropped.


A few neighbours had given Mum and Dad a hard time since I joined the police, so my brother took the opportunity: ‘Has anyone else got an issue? If so, let’s sort it now.’


No one said a word. I called the local paddy wagon and threw Ernie in the back. Mum and Dad never had another problem. Humiliated in front of the whole neighbourhood, Ernie thereafter kept to himself.


•


After fifteen months in uniform I became frustrated at not being able to follow through on the bigger investigations. After speaking to Joe Parrington, the man in charge of the CIB at Central, I purchased two safari suits and began training as a detective. As was always the way for younger police, I was excluded from the hushed conversations and the more sinister goings on, gradually exposed until the old guard felt I could be trusted. I learned to steer clear of those who liked to interview with a heavy hand, but not all police were like that. Most played by the rules, but said nothing about those who didn’t. Loyalty to fellow police always came first, even if you didn’t like what you saw. That was the culture.


After three years at Central I was transferred to Fairfield Detectives before another move, this time to Newtown. If I thought Central was bad, Newtown was a whole new ball game. Corruption was everywhere. I started seriously questioning whether I wanted to remain, before accepting a rotation to the Fraud Squad to give me time to think. The police force wasn’t turning out as I’d expected.


Returning to Newtown I distanced myself from a number of events, and I made no secret of the fact I wasn’t happy. In what Justice James Wood would label ‘The Brotherhood’ the culture protected dishonest police, and I felt powerless.


The Brotherhood worked because police not involved in corruption weren’t prepared to speak out against those who were. If you did, your complaint went nowhere, and your life became hell. Detective Mick Drury learned that lesson the hard way in 1984, shot through his kitchen window after reporting corrupt police. He lived to tell the tale, but the lesson for others was clear.


A series of ugly events in 1983 forced my hand. I was thinking about throwing the job in, but my dad convinced me to tough it out by applying for a country transfer. I didn’t know where I’d end up, I was just determined to get out of Sydney.


‘Where’s Cessnock?’


The reply was short and gruff. ‘Near bloody Maitland. Do you want to go or not?’


After five years in Sydney I was happy to go anywhere. Cessnock turned out the best move I could have made.


In the late 1800s coal transformed Cessnock from a small village to a thriving township. As communities sprang up with new mines from Kurri Kurri to Paxton, the Coalfields were born. With a staunch mentality and defiance, the coalminers were a tough lot whose outlook permeated throughout the community. By 1983, most of the underground mines had closed in favour of open cuts further north, but the locals’ stoic demeanour remained.


When I arrived, anti-police attitudes were strong. More than once I was reminded how police shot dead Norman Brown at the Rothbury Mine Riot. The town carried grudges a long time considering Brown died in 1929. It was a tough community where policing wasn’t easy. Be that as it may, the move was positive for me, with corruption and repugnant police behaviour now a thing of the past.


Detective Sergeant Ken Snedden, the son of a local coalminer, joined the police force later than most. His age and local knowledge gave him a distinct advantage.
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